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Abstract

In 1969, Dorothy Livesay affirmed that, beginning in the 1930s, the Canadian long poem
had evolved into a new genre by following the “experimentations” originally made by John
Grierson — father of the British documentéry movement and NFB film commissioner — in film
(“Documentary Poefn” 269). Echoing the well-known Griersonian assertion that documentary
film should “interpret Canada to Canadians,” Livesay also attached a special nation-building
value to the Canadian documentary poem by stating that its methods and conventions “subtly
[...] cast light on the landscape, the topography, the flora and the fauna as well as the social
structure” of Canada (269). Prompted by Livesay’s statements, and by the current lack of
scholarship examining the Griersonian heritage of her documentary poetry, this thesis performs a
critical examination of the points of continuity between the Griersonian tradition of nationalist
filmmaking and the Canadian documentary poem as Livesay defined it. Drawing on key
Canadian film policy documents of the modernist era and on close readings of seminal
documentary texts by the National Film Board, I trace the ideological maneuvers and narrative
practices that the Griersonian documentary traditionally deployed in order to fulfill its mandate
of interpreting Canada to Canadians, foregrounding the representational gaps and disturbances
underpinning these conventions. I then examine the extent to which these conventions penetrated
Livesay’s own documentary project, highlight the efforts she made in order to transcend the
limitations of her original format. In an effort to chart the aesthetic and political ramifications of
this representational struggle, in a concluding section I explore the ongoing reappraisal of the
Griersonian documentary tradition in key postmodern documentaries by Livesay and another

prominent Canadian documentary poet, Daphne Marlatt.
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Introduction

In May of 1938, the government of Canada invited John Grierson (father of the British
documentary movement and former director of the British government’s film production unit) to
survey the state of its existing film program, which had been steadily declining due, among other
reasons, to the economic collapse of several provincial film units during the Depression as well
as the Canadian public’s growing preference for Hollywood films over domestic productions.
Grierson’s landmark report (tabled on June 23’d, 1938) criticized the tired initiatives of the
existing Government Motion Picture Bureau and advanced the following recommendations for
the re-invigoration of Canada’s state-sponsored film production program: that all government
filmmaking activities should be consolidated under the authority of a single administrative body
headed by a government film officer, that this new body should channel all of its energy and
resources towards the production of films with ‘documentary value’ (as opposed to Hollywood-
style features), and that the government should exploit the potential of film propaganda as a tool
for involving audiences in the civic life of the country.’ Grierson’s report received high praise
from the Mackenzie King government, and his recommendations were legally enshrined in the
National Film Act of 1939, which called for the creation of a National Film Board to “promote
the production and distribution of films in the national interest and in particular to produce and
distribute [...] films designed to interpret Canada to Canadians and to other nations” (5.9,
emphasis added). Shortly after the creation of the NFB in 1939, Grierson was awarded the title
of government film commissioner, and all of Canada’s state-sponsored film production and
distribution activities were centralized under his control until the time of his resignation in 1945.
During the six years of his tenure as director of the NFB, Grierson not only transformed

the organization into a pillar of Canadian national culture (and of the national wartime
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propaganda effort in particular), but he also helped establish the documentary genre as the pre-
eminent vehicle for achieving the National Film Act’s mandate of “represent[ing] Canada to
Canadians.” Central to Grierson’s documentary vision was his doctrine that true “documentary
value” could only be achieved by establishing a dialectic between the “living fact[s]” of the
object or scene under representation and the creative/aesthetic sensibilities of the filmmaker
(“Community” 194). As he asserted in an article in which he distinguished the documentary from
other modes of realist filmmaking: “my separate claim for the documentary is simply that in its

24

use of the living article, there is also an opportunity to perform creative work” (“First Principles”
147). According to Grierson, the documentary’s “creative treatment of actuality” (as he
memorably went on to call it) was ideally suited to the specific purpose of capturing the life of
the nation because, unlike the merely descriptive methods of the newsreel and other ‘lower’
modes of realist filmmaking, it added a necessary measure of force and drama to the presentation
of socially significant content: “it is important to make the primary distinction between a method
that describes only the surface values of a subject, and the method which more explosively
reveals the reality of it,” he asserted (“First Principles” 148). One might well question (as many
scholars already have) the obvious contradiction underlying Grierson’s claim that the
documentary could subject the “natural materials” of actuality to various “arrangements,
rearrangements and creative shapings” while still maintaining its status as a genre of
evidential/archival value (“First Principles” 146). However, despite this problematic
inconsistency, Grierson repeatedly defended his claim to documentary realism by stressing that a
true documentary would always deploy its creative, dramatic, and interpretive strategies

Judiciously, to serve the larger social purpose of providing individuals with a “necessary

umbilical” to their nation (“Community” 194). As film historian Douglas Fetherling has pointed
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out, Grierson’s singular documentary vision “has influenced most subsequent filmmaking in
Canada for better or for worse” (51). As this thesis project will make clear, it has also had an
important impact on another major field of Canadian cultural production — that of long narrative
poetry.

Indeed, in an influential 1969 essay entitled “The Documentary Poem: A Canadian
Genre,” the modernist poet Dorothy Livesay affirmed that, beginning in the 1930s, the Canadian
long poem had evolved into a new genre by following the “experimentations” originally made by
Grierson when he “used film to document the immediacy of people’s lives, be it in the Arran
Islands or the London Post office” (269). According to Livesay, this new poetic form — which
she dubbed the “Canadian documentary poem” — sought to reproduce the immediacy achieved in
Grierson’s documentaries by consciously creating “a dialectic between the objective facts and
the subjective feelings of the poet” (“Documentary” 267). Further echoing Grierson’s
conceptualization of the documentary as the ‘creative treatment of actuality,” Livesay argued that
this dialectical approach could produce a truthful — albeit highly personal and lyrical — mode of
representing the life of the Canadian nation: “Our narratives reflect our environment profoundly;
they are subtly used to cast light on the landscape, the topography, the flora and fauna as well as
on the social structure of the country,” she memorably asserted (“Documentary” 269).1

Given these statements, it is surprising to find that the subject of John Grierson’s
influence on Livesay’s own documentary vision has remained largely ignored by literary
scholarship. Paul Tiessen, who is (to my knowledge) the only critic who has dealt with Livesay’s
work in relation to the cultural policy climate of the modernist era, has focused almost
exclusively on radio broadcasting policy, likely prompted by Livesay’s own assertion that the

Canadian documentary poem was meant “to be heard aloud, often specifically on the radio” (DC
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269). In a recent article on the documentary poem’s relationship to modernist audience
formations, Tiessen does make some references to film policy; however, these are quite brief and
figure only as contextual support for his primary discussion of broadcast policy.iv As my thesis
will make clear, a detailed consideration of the documentary poem’s roots in the film policy
developments that were spearheaded by Grierson in the mid-20" century is also highly relevant. I
propose to examine this relationship in light of a growing re-assessment of the Griersonian
documentary as an apparatus of social engineering that promoted the reproduction and
legitimization of a hegemonic Anglo-Canadian national imaginary. Extrapolating from critiques
advanced against Grierson by film scholars such as Bruce Elder, Brian Winston and Christopher
E. Gittings, and drawing on postcolonial theories surrounding the politics and poetics of nation-
narration, I will explore how Livesay’s early documentary poetry constructs the Canadian nation,
paying close attention to how the racialized “Other” figures within these imaginings. Thinking,
in this manner, of the documentary poem as a site for the construction of national identity, and
prompted by Benedict Anderson’s memorable statement that “communities are to be
distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined”
(Imagined 6), I will follow my examination of Livesay’s original documentary aesthetic with an
analysis of the permutations the genre underwent in the 1960s and 70s with the publication of
Livesay’s own “Zambia” and Daphne Marlatt’s Steveston. By considering Livesay’s and
Marlatt’s respective adaptations and revisions of the documentary poem alongside its origins in
Grierson’s work, I hope to begin charting how this genre has served as a terrain for contesting
imaginings and re-imaginings of community and nation.

Before describing the individual sections that will comprise my analysis, a few comments

about its scope and theoretical framework are in order. As I have already mentioned, Grierson’s
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definition of the documentary as the “creative treatment of actuality” has been subject to intense
scrutiny and debate over the years. Some critics have limited themselves to pointing out the
obvious contradictions reflected in this description. Bruce Elder, for instance, asks: “If social
utility is the basis for making aesthetic judgments, then what makes realism so important? If
fiction is more useful in forging a social unity, then why should one eschew its use?” He then
concludes that “Grierson nowhere answered this question, and so the realist and propagandist
lines of his thought remain unreconciled” (Elder 93). Other scholars have taken an even more
critical approach, highlighting the necessity of questioning the practices (aesthetic and otherwise)
that were sanctioned and deployed under Grierson’s problematic definition of ‘documentary
value.” For instance, Brian Winston comments that “the supposition that any ‘actuality’ is left
after ‘creative treatment’ can now be seen as being at best naive and at worst a mark of
duplicity” (11). Moreover, although even the most skeptical amongst Grierson’s critics are
careful to separate his work from the propagandist excesses practiced by contemporaries like
Sergei Eisenstein (The Battleship Potemkin [1925], Ten Days that Shook the World [1928]) and
Leni Riefenstahl (Triumph of the Will [1933], Olympia [1936]), his aesthetic practices have
nevertheless been characterized as ‘authoritarian’ and ‘manipulative’ by many. Elder, for
instance, notes that Grierson’s propaganda films exerted a “totalitarian and dictatorial” power
over viewers by employing the trickery of framing and montage to limit spectators’ field of view
and predetermine the connections they would make based on the material that was being
presented to them (95). Winston offers a similar assessment, and even goes a step further by
inviting a direct comparison between Grierson’s creative methods and those used by Riefenstahl
herself, stating that “all that Grierson proposed as distinguishing marks separating the

documentary from other non-fiction films can be seen in Riefenstahl’s documentary work — a
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concern for public education and the creative treatment of reality, including manipulative editing
of actuality material and reconstruction” (74).

Unlike the aforementioned critics, I am not particularly interested in exposing the
Griersonian documentary as a politically manipulative or deliberately exclusionary mode of
cultural production, for I am well aware that, as another scholar put it, “the politicizing of [the]
documentary was not a Grierson innovation but a world phenomenon, a product of the times”
(Barnow 100). Instead, my goal is similar to that expressed by Edward Said when he highlights
the necessity of examining systems of representation as ‘discursive formations’ that mobilize a
complex web of cultural practices, aesthetic values, and political affiliations. As he writes in
Orientalism,

...to believe that politics in the form of imperialism bears upon the production of
literature, scholarship, social theory, and history writing is by no means equivalent to
saying that culture is therefore a demeaned or denigrated thing. Quite the contrary: my
whole point is to say that we can better understand the persistence and the durability of
saturating hegemonic systems like culture when we realize that their internal constraints
upon writers and thinkers were productive, not unilaterally inhibiting. (14)
Following Said, I will be treating the Griersonian documentary as a discursive formation that has
persisted in shaping the ways in which documentary producers within the literary field think
about and articulate questions of Canadian national identity. It is in the interest of understanding
the far-reaching literary impact of this genre, then, that I am placing its basic assumptions and
conventions under sharp critical consideration. This exercise will inevitably lead me to engage
with questions of inclusion and exclusion — in other words, to interrogate who lies at the centre

and who lies at the margins of the nation-space as it is constructed by the Griersonian
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documentary, both in its original format and in its literary incarnations in Livesay’s work. It will
also lead me to consider questions of historical representation — in particular, to examine how
contentious historical events are envisioned and managed in a genre which, at least in its
inception, was preoccupied with constructing a totalizing national mythology that represented
“what Canadians need[ed] to know and think about if they [were] going to do their best by [their
country] and by themselves” (“Policy” 64). However, I should note that, by treating the
Griersonian documentary as a hegemonic discourse and then locating possible subversions of the
genre in more recent documentary production, I am by no means attempting to create a hierarchy
in which contemporary and marginal incarnations of the documentary are to be considered as
culturally superior to their modernist counterparts. Instead, I have selected texts that represent
key moments in the documentary poem’s movement towards a growing awareness of what
Homi. K. Bhabha has termed the “interrupted address” of the nation — the idea that, despite their
attempt to construct social totalities, national narratives are internally fractured by cultural
ambivalence and discursive contradictions.

In The Location of Culture, Bhabha posits that national narratives construct stable
national identities by repeatedly transforming the “scraps, patches, and rags of daily life” (209)
into signs of national culture and then interpellating readers (or in the case of the documentary
film, spectators) to participate in the iterative reproduction of this constructed national
imaginary. He further notes that this communal act of “writing [and performing] the nation”
relies heavily on the displacement of cultural and racial difference, social antagonisms, and
contending or heterogeneous versions of national history. In other words, it is largely through the
displacement of otherness that stable nation-spaces are produced. Bhabha notes, however, that

despite their attempt to construct stable national imaginaries, texts (or in this case,
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documentaries) of the nation already exist in an uneasy state of discontinuity. This discontinuity
arises from a major inconsistency in the apparatus of nation narration: on the one hand, it asks
national subjects to adhere to a pre-existing myth of national origin; on the other, it asks them to
produce the nation by performing the coming together of a national community (208). According
to Bhabha, the rupture or gap produced by this internal inconsistency not only de-stabilizes the
seemingly horizontal (or homogenous, as he calls it) space of the nation by laying bare the
discursive strategies through which it has been constructed, but it ultimately opens it up to
interventions by the very marginal voices it has attempted to displace. It is in those moments in
which the “double and split time of national narration” makes itself visible, then, that the nation
is “alienated from its eternal self-generation [and] becomes a liminal form of social
representation, a space that is internally marked by cultural difference and the heterogenous
stories of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities, and tense cultural locations” (212).
Thinking, after Bhabha, of the documentary poem as an internally (and inherently)
contested space of nation-narration, and expanding on Gittings’ previous application of Bhabha’s
concepts to the field of Canadian national cinema (2001), I will approach the texts under
consideration with four key questions in mind: How have the basic visual and structural/narrative
conventions that characterized Grierson’s brand of documentary shaped documentary production
within the literary field? What kinds of representational problems and struggles (or interruptions
of the nation) have these conventions given rise to? How do writers who engage with the genre
respond to and/or negotiate these complexities, and how do they situate themselves in relation to
the contested space of the nation? And, finally, how has the discursive formation we have come
to know as the ‘documentary poem’ evolved and been amalgamated with new practices in order

to accommodate shifting visions of the Canadian national imaginary and of the role of
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documentary as a platform for nation-narration? What I ultimately intend to show through this
line of inquiry is that, while within Grierson’s documentaries and Livesay’s early
experimentations with the genre the ‘interrupted address’ of the nation is revealed inadvertently,
in more recent incarnations of the documentary poem, poets are increasingly acknowledging —
and even self-reflexively playing on — this unsettling phenomenon.

Chapter one situates Livesay’s documentary within the context of the seminal film policy
developments that took place in Canada between the late 1930s and early 1950s under Grierson’s
influence. Drawing on a number of film policy documents (most notably, the aforementioned
National Film Act of 1939 and the Report of the Massey Commission [1951]) and on Grierson’s
own writings, I foreground what is possibly his most important contribution to Canadian film
policy: a valorization of the documentary as a vehicle for constructing a unified sense of
community out of an inequitable and variegated national landscape.

In chapter two, I turn to a detailed consideration of three key visual and narrative
techniques that the Griersonian documentary deploys in its attempt to construct a stable
Canadian imaginary: its reliance on ethnographic conventions that promote an erasure of the
racialized Other from the Canadian imaginary, its tendency to gloss over moments of social strife
in the interest of creating a teleology of national progress, and its interpellation of audiences to
perform the coming together of the nation through the act of spectatorship. After discussing these
techniques in relation to two specific Griersonian documentaries, Of Japanese Descent (1942)
and Peoples of Canada (1947), I end by highlighting the inadvertent gaps and disturbances that
fracture Grierson’s apparatus of nation-narration, thus leaving it open to future revisions and

interventions.
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Chapter three contextualizes my discussion of Dorothy Livesay’s documentaries as
Griersonian texts by tracing the aesthetic and sociopolitical factors that led the poet to
experiment with the documentary genre and, eventually, to openly identify herself as a literary
proponent of the tradition created by Grierson and his contemporaries. Drawing on Livesay’s
critical writings and on her early documentary radioplays, I argue that the poet aligned herself
with the Griersonian tradition in order to legitimize her long-standing effort to use the
burgeoning new medium of radio as a platform for the dissemination of her political ideals. More
specifically, I contend that John Grierson’s documentary legacy supplied Livesay with a
precedent for the aesthetically and politically “responsible” use of a mass medium, thereby
enabling her to justify her involvement with the radio before a modernist literary establishment
that viewed the mass media — and radio in particular — with a high degree of suspicion.

Chapter four examines the representational and ideological tensions that resulted from
this cross-media migration. Integrating my critique of the ethnographic and pedagogical biases
present in Grierson’s work with a close reading of “Call My People Home,” Livesay’s
documentary on the Japanese-Canadian uprooting, I argue that the poet’s reliance on the
Griersonian model, though useful as a means of artistic legitimization, compromised her
manifest aim to create a poetics of social protest. More specifically, I suggest that Livesay’s
attempt to weave a narrative charged with “political criticism” (“Documentary Overview” 128)
of the injustices suffered by the Japanese-Canadian community during the internment is hijacked
by residual elements of the pedagogical impulses — and, in particular, the teleological temporal
orientation — that characterized Grierson’s original model.

Chapter five examines the aesthetic and ideological transformations that the literary

documentary underwent in the 1960s and “70s. As I explain at length in the opening sections of
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this chapter, this era was marked by pivotal transformations in the world of documentary
filmmaking. The cinema verité movement, which emerged in the mid-1960s, took issue with the
Griersonian claim to objectivity by acknowledging — and even playing on — the subjectivity of
the filmmaker who stood behind the documentary lens. Drawing on Livesay’s 1967 documentary
on Northern Rhodesia’s movement towards independence, “Zambia,” and on Daphne Marlatt’s
documentary on the people and history of Steveston, British Columbia, I argue that a similar
development took place in the literary arena. I suggest that, perhaps influenced by the
innovations introduced by cinema verité, both of these poems abandon the attempt to construct
an authoritative archival record and highlight, instead, the subjectivity of the documentarian as
she struggles to understand the social unrest she is recording. I also explore how, within their
metanarrative dramatization of the process of documentation, these texts draw on postmodern
notions of historiography to highlight the impossibility of integrating moments of national strife
into neat master narratives. I ultimately suggest that, through these complimentary strategies,
these texts undercut the status of the documentary as an authoritative platform for nation-
building and begin to position it, instead, as a tool for the interrogation of nationhood and nation-
narration.

Previous scholarship has failed to assess the repercussions of the obvious
interconnections between John Grierson’s nation-building project and Livesay’s own
documentary vision. As the following chapters will make clear, this overlap poses serious
implications for the construction of Canadian history and identity within the genre we have come
to know as the “Canadian documentary poem.” By analyzing how Livesay and Marlatt use — and
also abuse — the conventions of Grierson’s original vision within their own work, I will not only

illustrate how the documentary poem has functioned as a site for contesting constructions of
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national identity, but I will also chart the radical transformations that the genre itself has

undergone as a result of this process.
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The Role Of Documentary: Uniting A Country Of “Many Psychological And Geographic
Distances”

Benedict Anderson has argued that nations are not organic realities, but cultural/political artifacts
that are imagined into being by projecting a sense of unity and social totality in which
geographical distances and variegated social conditions may actually prevail. As he writes in his
influential work Imagined Communities,
It [the nation] is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet
in the minds of each lives the image of their communion. [...] it is imagined as a
community because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may
prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship.
(6-7)
According to Anderson, given the constructed nature of the nation, the critical agenda of the
moment is not to distinguish between different communities on the basis of their
“falsity/genuineness,” but rather to interrogate “the style in which they are imagined” so as to
better understand the discursive strategies through which they have been generated (6). This
memorable assertion alerts us to the vital role that genre plays in the construction of national
identity.

Scholars of Canadian film and cultural studies have long contended that, in the Canadian
context, no genre has exerted a greater influence on our national imaginings than the
documentary. Douglas Fetherling, for instance, observes that “documentary film has been the
primary genre and principal informing device of Canadian cinema just as the documentary

aesthetic has been the dominant one in Canadian culture generally” (47). Gary Evans offers a
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similar assessment, adding that it is largely thanks to their reliance on the documentary tradition
forged by John Grierson and the National Film Board that Canadian filmmakers have not only
been able to distinguish themselves on the international stage, earning a “reputation for cinematic
originality and excellence,” but have also been able to “provid[e] English Canada [...] with the
tools to survive distinct from the monolithic culture of the United States” (ix). But how did the
documentary rise to its status as a dominant purveyor of Canada’s national narratives, and what
are the implications of this phenomenon for the construction of Canadian identity in other
spheres of cultural production — more specifically, that of long narrative poetry? The chapter
underway addresses this critical question by tracing the discursive, political, and cultural factors
that led to the explosion of documentary film-making in Canada in the late 1930s under the
influence of John Grierson, Canada’s first government film commissioner. This contextualization
is essential to our understanding of the Canadian documentary poem as a nation-building artifact,
as it was during this period that the documentary aesthetic became entrenched in Canadian
cultural policy as the pre-eminent medium for “representing Canada to Canadians” (Naﬁonal
Film Act 5.9). Integrating close readings of key policy documents of the time (most notably, the
National Film Act of 1939 and the Report of the Massey Commission, issued in 1951) and of
John Grierson’s personal writings on the matter of documentary film-making, I highlight what is
possibly his most important contribution to Canadian film culture: a valorization of the
documentary as a vehicle for creating what Anderson has termed “horizontal comradeship”
amongst Canadian audiences.

By the time John Grierson first arrived in Canada in 1938, he had not only acquired
substantial experience directing government-sponsored films (he headed the British

government’s film production unit from 1931 to 1937), but he had also developed a full-blown

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Aguila-Way 15

ideology concerning the social function of documentary filmmaking. This documentary vision
hinged on a valorization of this genre as a powerful educational tool that could — and should — be
exploited by governments in order to remedy what Grierson believed to be the most pressing
social problem of the day: the modern citizen’s growing alienation from the collective concerns
of his community and nation. Indeed, as several film historians have already pointed out,
Grierson was heavily influenced by the ideas that Walter Lippmann expounded in his influential
book Public Opinion (1922), and shared the philosopher’s conviction that the “problems facing
society had grown beyond the comprehension of most citizens,” and that “their participation [in
civic life] had [consequently] become perfunctory, apathetic, meaningless, [and] often non-
existent” (Barnouw 85; see also Hardy 14 and Morris 30). As Grierson himself put it in his 1936
essay entitled “Films and the Community,”
... the upshot of recent study [in the field of public opinion] is a sense of the
impossibility of pursing the old liberal individualist and rational theory on which
so much of our educational planning is based, aﬁd by which individualg were
expected to know and understand all the issues of public life. [...] The plain heart
of the matter is that life has become too complex for extended apprehension by
the individual citizen. Communications have spread and speeded up; and horizons
have widened. Invention has made work more complex and the viewpoint of the
individual more specialized. (191)
According to Grierson, given the impossibility of making this increasingly complex and jargon-
laden world intelligible to the average individual, governments should stop gearing their
propaganda efforts towards the production of press campaigns and newsreels. He maintained that

the use of such mediums would only add to the already unmanageable excess of information that
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the masses were being bombarded with and, consequently, could only serve to exacerbate the
“plague of [civic] impotence” that riddled modern society (“Community”191). He thus suggested
that, instead of trying to appeal to the masses through rational or informational discourse,
governments should appeal fo them on a more visceral level, using creative and dramatic
methods of presentation to “bring the community duty alive” to the people: “the new language of
apprehension which must communicate the corporate nature of the community life must in fact
be something more in the nature of a dramatic language than a rational one. The process will be
one of interpretation rather than of record. The quintessence will be more important than the
aggregate,” he insisted (“Community” 193, emphasis added).

Grierson would go on to argue that the modern nation’s pedagogical need for an
interpretive (as opposed to merely descriptive) language of civic education could be readily filled
by the documentary, an emergent mode of realist filmmaking that was separate from — and, in his
view, far superior to — the non-fictional genres that presently dominated the modern screén (the
newsreel being the most prominent among these).” According to Grierson, the documentary
format was ideally suited to the specific purpose of re-invigorating people’s sense of civic duty
because, unlike newsreels, institutional lecture films, and other ‘low’ modes of realist
filmmaking, it exploited the creative elements of cinema in order to enhance the presentation of
socially significant content. As he wrote in an article on the principles of documentary
filmmaking, “beyond the newsmen and the magazine men and the lecturers [...] one begins to
wander into the world of documentary proper, into the only world in which [film] can hope to
achieve the ordinary virtues of an art. Here we pass from the plain (or fancy) descriptions of
natural material, to arrangements, rearrangements, and creative shapings of it” (“First Principles”

146). Grierson contended that the documentary’s unique capacity to establish a dialectic between
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the objective facts of the scene under representation and the creative/interpretive resources of
cinema enabled it to reveal the quintessence of national life far more truthfully and explosively
than any other tool of communication available to modern statecraft (“Community” 146).
Inspired by this conviction, and clearly influenced by what has now come to be known as the
hypodermic needle model of media effects (a model of communication based on the assumption
that audiences could be readily conditioned by the mass media), Grierson maintained that the
documentary’s “creative treatment of actuality” (as he famously went on to call it) could be
readily employed to lead audiences through the complex maze of modern reality and mobilize
their imaginations in the creation of an “organized and harmonious” national future
(“Community” 193).

As I have already noted in my introduction, Grierson’s claim that the documentary could
subject the “natural materials” of actuality to various “arrangements, rearrangements, and
creative shapings” while still maintaining its status as a genre of evidential/archival value has
been fiercely contested over the years.Vi Grierson himself was well aware of the contradictions
underlying his original definition of what constituted documentary value; hence the self-
ironizing comment which he offered in the opening lines of his influential essay on the principles
of documentary filmmaking: “Documentary is a clumsy description, but let it stand,” he wrote
(“First Principles”145). However, notwithstanding the admittedly ‘clumsy’ nature of his famous
formulation, Grierson zealously defended his claim to documentary realism, arguing that the
genre’s use of dramatic and creative resources was admissible because it served the higher social
purpose of awakening people’s hearts and wills to the needs of their communities: “Man does
not live by bread alone, nor the citizen by mind alone. He is a man with vanities to be appealed

to, a native pride to be encouraged. [...] So we may usefully add a [...] dramatic factor to public
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education — an uplifting actor which associates knowledge with pride and private effort with a
sense of public purpose,” he insisted (“Propaganda” 247, emphasis added). He also stressed that,
notwithstanding their reliance on dramatic methods, documentary filmmakers could be trusted
never to indulge in any sensationalism or dramatic vulgarity. Indeed, according to Grierson,
these kinds of excesses could only succeed in undermining audiences’ sense of social purpose,
and should therefore be left to producers of commercial Hollywood-style features (which he
viewed as “inconsequential” and escapist [“Policy” 55]). But above all, Grierson repeatedly
underscored the notion that the documentary was not an aesthetic movement, but a tool of public
service whose use of creative devices was merely incidental — a practical means to a necessary
social end. As he would go on to write in a 1942 article tracing the history and ideology behind
his documentary vision,
... the documentary idea was not basically a film idea at all, and the film
treatment it inspired only an incidental aspect of it. The medium happened to be
the most convenient and most exciting available to us. The idea itself, on the other
hand, was a new idea for public education: its underlying concept that the world
was in a phase of drastic change affecting every manner of thought and practice,
and the public comprehension of the nature of that change vital. (“Documentary
Idea” 250)
Ultimately, Grierson’s rhetorical insistence on the primacy of public duty over aesthetic
imperatives not only enabled him to legitimize his contradictory (and ethically problematic)
definition of the documentary as the ‘creative treatment of actuality,” but it also allowed him to
position the nascent genre as Britain’s pre-eminent tool of social communication. Indeed,

Grierson was eventually able to persuade the British government to form a state-sponsored
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filmmaking program, which he personally headed from 1931 to 1937, first at the Empire

Marketing Board (1931-33) and then at the General Post Office (1933-37). During that time, he
not only oversaw the production of such ‘socially significant’ classics as Industrial Britain
(1931), The Face of Britain (1935) and Housing Problems (1937), but he also laid the
groundwork for what would soon become a movement of international scope.

As Hardy has pointed out, it wasn’t long before Grierson’s documentary example “began
to have world-wide effect,” generating international interest in the kind of state-sponsored
documentary film-making that was being produced in Britain (24). The outbreak of the war,
coupled with the resulting demand for an effective means of rallying public support for the allied
effort, served only to increase the appeal of Grierson’s novel “documentary idea” abroad,
especially in North America. In Canada, this interest in exploring new possibilities for publicly
sponsored filmmaking was exacerbated by the decline of the government’s existing film unit, the
Canadian Government Motion Picture Bureau. The CGMPB had been founded in 1918 with the
mandate of promoting the development of Canadian trade. For over a decade, the agency had
dedicated itself to the production of non-fiction shorts extolling Canada’s vast natural resources
and growing industry. However, as Gittings explains, “by the mid-1930s the CGMPB was in
trouble; the quality of its productions had deteriorated, as had its distribution network, while the
onset of the depression first froze [its] budget to $75,000 and then cut it to $45,000” (79; see also
Magder 50). The domestic production crisis caused by the decline of the Bureau, coupled with
the government’s growing apprehension over Hollywood’s increasing presence in Canadian
theatres, prompted a heated national debate over the future of the Canadian film industry. At the
heart of the controversy lay the question of whether the Canadian government should continue to

gear its public resources towards the production of state-sponsored non-fiction films, or whether
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it should re-direct them towards the creation of a Hollywood-style feature film industry at home.
In 1936, while the government continued to grapple with this predicament, Canada House in
London began promoting John Grierson as the candidate best suited to help restore Canada’s
troubled film production program. After nearly two years of deliberation, in 1938 Grierson was
finally invited to Canada with the mandate to survey the sate of the CGMPB and draft a plan for
the future development of the national film program.

After carrying out an exhaustive review of the federal and provincial governments’ film
production activities, Grierson arrived at the general conclusion that Canada needed to develop a
state-sponsored documentary filmmaking program similar to the one he had previously founded
in Britain. He outlined two specific factors that made the creation of such a program the most
appropriate course of action in the Canadian context. The first of these was Canada’s peculiar
condition as a nation that was not only founded on the precarious footing of a bicultural heritage,
but also encompassed an incredibly vast and variegated national territory. According to Grierson,
with these “geographical and psychological distances” conspiring to bring the Canadian
collective asunder, it was imperative that the Canadian government find a vehicle of national
expression that could “progressively cover the whole field of civic interest” and dramatize *“what
Canadians need[ed] to know and think about if they [were] going to do their best by [their
country] and by themselves” (“Documentary Idea” 248, “Policy” 64). Not surprisingly, Grierson
advanced the documentary film as the medium best suited to achieve this kind of task. Echoing
the arguments that he had previously made in relation to the British filmmaking scene, he
stressed that, while the descriptive methods employed by the newsreel and other similar non-
fiction genres could be readily employed as a means of informing Canadian audiences about the

everyday facts of public life, they could do little to inspire them in the creation of a unified
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national future. As to the possibility of using the feature format for a national purpose, Grierson
was entirely dismissive: in his view, the feature’s dramatic excesses could only succeed in taking
“people out of themselves [...] in a time killing way,” thus exacerbating the public’s lack of
involvement in the civic life of the nation (“Policy” 53). In short, for Grierson, neither the
newsreel nor its more commercial counterpart, the feature film, were suited to the task of
bridging the many geographical and cultural divisions that fractured Canada from within. The
documentary, on the other hand, not only offered a perfect balance between the
informative/descriptive methods of the newsreel and the dramatic/creative elements of the
feature film, but it effectively employed this dialectic combination of elements to promote
precisely what Canada was most in need of as a young nation “waking up to her place in the
world”: a strong sense of national unity and purpose (“Documentary Idea” 248).

A second defining characteristic of the Canadian milieu which Grierson invoked as he
tried to make a case for the national use of documentary filmmaking was Canada’s increasing
cultural dependence on the United States. He noted that, in addition to the internal tensions
caused by its own territorial and cultural heterogeneity, Canada also had to contend with the
external threat of the United States’ nascent cultural imperialism. Particularly worrying, in his
view, was the increasing popularity of Hollywood films that not only promoted a “silly [and]
inconsequential outlook on life” (“Policy” 55), but also encouraged Canadian audiences to
identify with images that did not reflect their own cultural identity. As Grierson would write a
few years later in his influential 1942 essay “A Film Policy for Canada,”

When it comes to the movies, Canada is a dependency of the United States. When
it comes to the expression of popular emotion it is as much a dependency of the

United States as it ever, in political terms, was of England. Far [sic] the greatest
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part of the film product comes from Hollywood. The biggest chain of theatres is
controlled in New York. The newsreels are made up in New York. [...] We can
shout as we like about this new nation we are building; we can be as proud as we
please about the Canadian ‘thing,”; but when it comes to the movies, we have no
emotional presentation of our own. We are on the outside looking in. (55)
For Grierson, the answer to the problem of Hollywood’s cultural hegemony did not lie in the
creation of a feature film industry in Canada. As I have already noted above, he regarded the
feature format as an inherently escapist medium that made “big business out [people’s] moods of
relaxation” and did not concentrate enough on stimulating their “moods of resolution” (“Policy”
63). Always a skillful rthetorician, Grierson bolstered his case against the creation of a domestic
feature film industry by reminding the government (and potential private stakeholders) that
feature film production was a highly costly endeavour that could only be supported by the type
of capital and infrastructure that Hollywood had at its disposal (“Policy” 58). He also noted that,
even in the unlikely case that the Canadian establishment could somehow manage to pool the
necessary resources, the possibilities for success would be dim: the American market would
never accommodate Canadian-made productions, and even local audiences were bound to reject
domestic offerings as “poor relations” of their American counterparts (“Policy” 58). Put simply,
Canada could never hope to compete with the quality and sheer volume of American productions
available in the feature film market. According to Grierson, then, instead of attempting to break
into an industry in which it could only hope to occupy a subordinate place at best, Canada should
strive to create a different kind of national cinema altogether, one that used the documentary as a
vehicle for communicating Canada’s unique national identity both to Canadians themselves and

to potential spectators in other countries: “there has to be common understanding if there is to be
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common support. [...] A country is only as vital as its processes of self-education are vital. The
film, like the radio, has a contribution to make to the active imaginations of the peoples of
Canada,” he insisted (“Policy” 67).""

Based on the conclusions he had drawn from his survey of the Canadian filmmaking
scene and on his own sense of Canada’s particular cultural needs, Grierson proposed three broad
initiatives for the re-invigoration of Canada’s film production program: that all government
filmmaking activities should be consolidated under the authority of a single administrative body
headed by a government film officer, that this new body should channel all of its energy and
resources towards the production of films with ‘documentary value’ (as opposed to Hollywood-
style features), and that the government should exploit the potential of film propaganda as a
means of rallying the citizenry’s support for the public causes of the day (Gittings 79, Hardy 25).
As Morris explains, Grierson’s recommendations “meshed well” with the aims of the MacKenzie
King government and the current Canadian socio-cultural climate, and in October of 1938 he
was invited to return to Canada as a consultant to help draft a legislation for the advancement of
Canadian filmmaking (24). The result was the National Film Act of 1939, which established a
National Film Board with the mandate to “advise upon the making and distribution of national
films designed to help Canadians in all parts of Canada to understand the ways of living and the
problems of Canadians in other parts” (qtd. in Canada 51). Shortly after the creation of the NFB,
Grierson was designated as director of the new organization, and all of Canada’s state-sponsored
film production and distribution activities were consolidated under his control until the time of
his resignation in 1945. During the six years of Grierson’s tenure as government film
commissioner, the NFB produced two highly successful documentary series: The World in

Action and Canada Today Carries On. The former was concerned with world affairs that
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affected Canada and was geared towards rallying support for the allied war effort; the latter had a
much more domestic focus, its central aim being that of describing “the growth and achievement
of Canada to the Canadian people” (“Policy” 57). Both series were distributed theatrically and
screened in 90 percent of Canadian theatres (Gittings 80). In remote areas where theatrical
exhibition was not an option, they were distributed with the aid of a newly established web of
itinerant projection circuits (a key Griersonian innovation that I will discuss at more length in the
next chapter). By 1944, Canada Today Carries On alone reached 2.25 million Canadians
through theatrical and non-theatrical distribution (Gittings 80). The World in Action not only
enjoyed commercial success at home, but it was also widely distributed in the United States,
“where it pla[yed] every month to thousands of theatres” (“Policy” 65). In short, the penetration
of these two documentary series was such that, by the mid-1940s, they had helped position the
NFB as a pillar of Canada’s cultural landscape.

Notwithstanding the undeniable success of Grierson’s scheme for the creation of a
Canadian national cinema, his love affair with the MacKenzie King government was short-lived.
In 1945, he came under investigation due to allegations that he and his secretary were implicated
in the infamous Gouzenko spy scandal. The public relations conflict that ensued (the
Conservative opposition seized on the unproven allegations to propagate rumours that the NFB
harboured communist spies), coupled with Grierson’s own realization that he had made his
contribution to the Canadian filmmaking scene and needed to move on because his documentary
vision “could not depend on a single national sponsorship, however strong” (quoted in Hardy
28), led the filmmaker to resign his position as director of the NFB. Shortly thereafter, in
October of 1945, Grierson left the country to try to launch an international documentary

campaign from the United States. However, despite his departure from Canada, Grierson’s
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documentary legacy continued to shape the NFB’s productions — and the Canadian cultural
climate in general — into the 1950s and beyond. The staying power of Grierson’s legacy can be
partly attributed to the fact that he had filled the ranks of the NFB with dozens of young
filmmakers whom he had personally schooled in the art of producing films with “documentary
value.” The success of this strategy was such that, as one chronicler explains, “the Canadian
filmmakers whom Grierson had left behind [at the agency] had no difficulty in accepting his
legacy: to make films as a matter of public duty as much for the thrill of artistic expression. The
calculating Scotsman had insulated the organization well” (Evans 4). Moreover, even though
Grierson left Ottawa under a cloud of suspicion, there was no denying that his particular brand of
filmmaking had proved invaluable to the allied war effort, and that it could be equally useful to
the peacetime nation-building campaign now underway. But perhaps most importantly,
Grierson’s documentaries had armed Canada with a powerful means by which to combat the
ever-increasing influence of Hollywood cinema — a contribution that would take on a particular
importance in the late 1940s, when the question of Canada’s cultural dependence on its southern
neighbour would come to the forefront of the political agenda.

In 1949, growing concerns over the threat of American cultural imperialism led the
federal government to establish a Royal Commission on the Development of the Letters, Arts
and Sciences (known also as the Massey Commission). The Commission was charged with the
mandate to examine and make recommendations upon the state of Canada’s cultural industries in
light of the pervasive cultural influences originating from “across the border” (13). The resulting
report, tabled in 1951, not only reiterated Grierson’s former emphasis on the need to use cinema

as a vehicle for bridging Canada’s many cultural and geographical distances, but it also echoed
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his former warnings surrounding the alarming phenomenon of Hollywood’s increasing cultural
penetration amongst Canadian moviegoers:
The powerful influence of the modern cinema is not a new theme, nor need we
here to dwell upon its appeal to eye and ear, an appeal enhanced by the use of
colour; we recognize, too, that its influences are all the more powerful because of
the passivity with which they are received. We should, however, like to add that
the cinema at present is not only the most potent but also the most alien of the
influences shaping our Canadian life. Nearly all Canadians go to the movies; and
most movies come from Hollywood. The urbane influences of Carnegie and
Rockefeller have helped us to be ourselves; Hollywood refashions us in its own
image. (50, emphasis added)
The members of the Commission were not as optimistic as Grierson had once been about the
possibility of counteracting Hollywood’s ‘insidious’ influence with the help of the documentary
format alone. They lamented that “the documentary film, for all its popularity and increasing use,
still [represented] only a minute fraction of total film consumption in Canada” and that,
notwithstanding the NFB’s efforts to make films that faithfully represented Canada’s identity,
Canadians were “still [being] exposed to strange Hollywood versions of a Canada they never
thought or wished to see” (58-59). However, for all their concern over the absence of a Canadian
alternative to Hollywood films, the members of the commission echoed Grierson’s disdain for
the feature format, and ultimately conceded that only an organization like the NFB could
produce “truly and typically Canadian films” and protect Canada from “excessive
commercialization and Americanization” (58). Hence, instead of pushing for the advancement of

a domestic feature film industry, the commission proposed a number of initiatives to strengthen
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the NFB’s existing production and distribution activities, concluding that the organization still
had a pivotal role to play as part of Canada’s peace-time nation building effort (58). Shortly
thereafter, the National Film Act was amended to reflect the NFB’s new peace-time focus as a
platform for domestic nation building. Its official role would now be that of promoting *“the
production and distribution of films in the national interest and, in particular, to distribute and to
promote the production and distribution of films designed to interpret Canada to Canadians and
to other nations.”" This new peacetime mandate not only ensured that the NFB would continue
to focus all of its resources on the production and distribution of documentaries, but it also
reinforced the genre’s status as Canada’s pre-eminent vehicle for domestic nation building and
cultural differentiation vis a vis other nations — the United States in particular — for years to
come.

Grierson’s documentary vision mobilized a complex network of ideas surrounding the
importance of dramatizing socially significant content in order to combat what he and many of
his contemporaries (the influential philosopher Walter Lippmann among them) perceived as a
modern crisis of civic alienation. When this burgeoning documentary vision was imported to
Canada by the Mackenzie King government in the late 1930s, it was combined with nationalist
discourses surrounding the necessity of bridging Canada’s many cultural and geographical
distances in order to rally support for the national war effort. In the late 1940s, when the
Canadian government turned its attention away from the war and towards the increasingly
pressing question of domestic nation-building, the Griersonian documentary saw yet another
transformation: it was now institutionalized as a tool not only for distilling the essence of
Canadian life, but also for protecting the integrity of Canadian culture from the threat of external

cultural influences, particularly those coming from the United States. This amalgamation of
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political and cultural ideas not only gave rise to a full-blown ideology concerning the nation-
building potential of documentary cinema, but it also issued in a complex web of visual and
narrative conventions. It is with these aesthetic practices — and the power relations they

implicitly promoted — that the next chapter will be concerned.
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The Language Of Documentary: Displacing Difference And Social Strife

I have traced the discursive, political and cultural trends that led to the rise of the Griersonian
documentary as Canada’s dominant tool of national communication in the late 1930s. In order to
fully understand the impact of Grierson’s legacy, it is imperative that we consider the discursive
strategies that his documentaries employed in order to “wak[e] the heart and the will” of the
spectator in the service of a national ideal (“Documentary Idea” 250). In this chapter, I examine
three specific visual and narrative techniques that the Griersonian documentary deployed in order
to inspire a unified national consciousness (and, by extension, to manage those differences and
inequalities which might undermine this totalizing vision): first, its reliance on ethnographic
conventions that promoted a displacement of non-Western ethnicities from the nation’s ‘history’
proper; second, its use of a progressive national temporality as a means of emphasizing specific
aspects of Canadian history; and third, its interpellation of audiences to perform the coming
together of the nation through the act of spectatorship. After elucidating how these techniques
are deployed in the classic Grierson documentaries Of Japanese Descent (1945) and Peoples of
Canada (1947), I turn to a consideration of the narrative slippages and disturbances that emerge
as these documentaries attempt to piece Canada’s variegated national landscape into a unified
and stable whole. ™ Drawing on postcolonial theories surrounding the looking relations of
documentary cinema and the politics and poetics of nation-narration, I argue that, despite their
attempt to construct a hegemonic national imaginary, these seminal documentaries are punctured
by momentary glimpses of a phenomenon Bhabha has termed the “interrupted address of the
nation” and, consequently, already contain the unsettling (but nevertheless generative) seeds of

cultural contestation within them. Through this analysis, I aim to foreground both the generic
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conventions and the representational tensions Dorothy Livesay inherited when she began
producing literary adaptations of the Griersonian documentary in the mid-1940s.

It is a well-established fact that Grierson was heavily influenced by the early
ethnographic travelogues of American filmmaker Robert J. Flaherty, who recorded life in such
‘remote’ places as the Canadian arctic (Nanook of the North [1920]) and the Polynesian Islands
(Moana 1927). In fact, as Fetherling points out, it was in a review of Moana that Grierson first
coined the term “documentary” as it relates to film (47). In this review, Grierson praised
Flaherty’s ability to capture a “poetic feeling for natural elements [and] for a man when he is part
of beautiful surroundings” while still accurately representing the “real” lives of the people
inhabiting the exotic locales under observation (“Poetic Moana” 49). As suggested by this
commentary, Grierson regarded Flaherty’s films as reliable — albeit highly lyrical — records of
the communities they portrayed. But perhaps most importantly, Grierson was captivated by
Flaherty’s ability to weave powerfully dramatic narratives out of the raw materials of reality. He
insisted that this dramatic instinct enabled Flaherty to create sequences that stimulated and
enlarged viewers’ minds. As he wrote in reference to Moana, “the film time and time again
induces a philosophic attitude on the part of the spectator. It is real, that’s why. [...] Moana,
whom we begin to like during the first reel, is really tortured and it affects us as no acting could.
Moana’s life is dramatic in its simplicity, its innocent pleasure, and its equally innocent pain”
(49). Grierson’s comments regarding the merits of Flaherty’s Moana clearly anticipate many of
the ideas he would later espouse as part of his own documentary vision, particularly his
paradoxical emphasis on the need to use drama and artifice in order to convey truth. Indeed, it is

primarily from Flaherty’s doctrine that the filmmaker “often has to distort a thing to catch its true
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spirit” (quoted in Rony 116) that Grierson derived his own conceptualization of the documentary
as the “creative treatment of actuality.”

Over the years, however, Grierson gradually lost his initial enthusiasm for Flaherty’s
brand of filmmaking. In a 1931 essay on Flaherty’s contribution to the documentary movement,
he took particular issue with Flaherty’s romantic, almost Rousseauian, fixation with the remote
and the “primitive”:

Flaherty, as an individual artist, cannot answer the whole problem [of how to
create a national cinema]. He knows his primitives and will do a job for them out
of the strength of his affection. He could do a job for English craftsmanship and
for the tradition of quality in English work, and for the native solidity in English
institutions, and English criticism and character; but he is of a persuasion that
does not easily come to grips with the more modern facts of civilization.
(“Flaherty” 142)
Notwithstanding his attack on Flaherty’s choices of subject matter, Grierson still regarded the
American filmmaker as the “high-priest of [...] spontaneities” (“Flaherty” 139), and continued to
employ variations of Flaherty’s trademark techniques throughout his career. Moreover, for all his
protestations surrounding the need to abandon all romantic fixations on the “noble savage” and
focus, instead, on the “streets and cities and slums and markets and exchanges and factories” of
which modern civilization was composed, Grierson was not altogether able to escape the
influence of Flaherty’s Rousseauian fascination with the “primitive” (151). Indeed, as I will
show through my readings of Of Japanese Descent and Peoples of Canada, the Griersonian
documentary not only relies on representations of the primitive “Other” in order to legitimize its

claims to archival authenticity, but it also places these images in direct opposition to notions of
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Euro-Canadian “progress” and “civilization,” thus working to displace the Other from the realm
of Canada’s “history” proper.

Recent postcolonial film scholarship has taken issue with the looking relations inscribed
not only in films like Nanook of the North and Moana, but also in visual ethnography at large. In
her influential study The Third Eye: Race, Cinema and Ethnographic Spectacle, Fatimah Tobing
Rony challenges the claims of objectivity and empiricism attached to traditional ethnography in
general, exposing it as a practice that not only hinges on an essentialist split between the western
“Self” and the primitive “Other,” but also promotes the erasure of the latter. As she argues in her
introduction with some help from Lévi Strauss,

The people depicted in an “ethnographic film” are meant to be seen as exotic, as
people who until too recently were categorized by science as Savage and
Primitive [...]: people without history, without writing, without civilization,
without technology, without archives. In other words, people considered
“ethnographiable,” in the bipolar schema articulated by Claude Lévi Strauss, as
opposed to people classified as “historifiable,” the posited audience of the
ethnographic film, those considered to have written archives and thus a history
proper. (7)
According to Rony, then, the ethnographic film is typically structured through a colonizing gaze
that not only casts racialized others as “primitive” beings, but also denies them status as
“historifiable” subjects, persistently situating them in a “displaced temporal realm” (Rony 8)
outside of the nation’s history proper. Although this colonizing impulse frequently manifests
itself in overtly negative depictions of racialized others as uncivilized — or even pathological ~

savages, it can also issue in more subtle, seemingly benevolent modes of representation. In
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Rony’s words, “the Ethnographic was not only viewed as Savage but also was seen as
alternatively authentic, macho, pure, spiritual, and an antidote to the ills of modern,
industrialized capitalism, a myth embodied in the image of the Noble Savage” (194). Rony
explains, however, that regardless of the representational variant adopted in any particular piece
of ethnography, the overall effect typically remains the same: the racialized Other is denied
historical agency and is embedded, instead, in the teleology of Western progress as “living
evidence of biological progression,” with his/her body persistently coded as a hieroglyph of the
evolutionary past (194).

The first variant of ethnographic representation identified above — that which casts
racialized others as savages with pathological inclinations — can be readily observed in Of
Japanese Descent, a 1945 NFB propaganda film about the Japanese-Canadian internment of
1942. The film begins rather abruptly, foregrounding, in a tone of urgency, the military and
strategic reasons that led the Canadian government to order the mass relocation of all the
Japanese-Canadians living in Vancouver’s mainland in February of 1942. After providing a brief
summary of the events that led to the infamous bombing of Pearl Harbor by Japanese forces, the
narrative voice-over informs us that “with war in the pacific now a reality, it came to acute
nation-wide attention that Canada had 23,000 residents of Japanese racial descent.” While the
voice-over concedes that it was “well known that a large group of these people was engaged in
the fishing industry on the west coast,” it stresses that “the outbreak of war brought to new
prominence the fact that practically all of [them] lived, worked, and had their businesses inside
the number one Western defense zone.” This opening sequence clearly plays on the widespread
fears surrounding the “uncertainty” of the Japanese-Canadian community’s allegiance to Canada

by suggesting that their presence on the West Coast represented a serious threat not only to the
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nation’s security, but also to the very success of the allied war effort. In this sense, it reiterates
the government’s official claim that the removal of British Columbia’s Japanese-Canadians was
“necessary for the security and defense of Canada” (qtd. in Adachi 216).

Interestingly, however, the film’s initial line of argument is quickly superseded by a far
more subtle rhetoric: one that works to legitimize the government’s treatment of the Japanese-
Canadian “threat” by endowing the relocation with the “benevolent” colourings of a civilizing
campaign that was carried out in the interest of the Japanese-Canadian community itself. As
Gittings indicates in his own reading of the film, “in the evolutionary paradigm of the
ethnographic film, Of Japanese Descent represents evacuation and internment as a necessary
relocation of Japanese Canadians to a healthier environment facilitating their improvement
through assimilation” (70). This rhetorical manoeuvre makes its appearance very early on in the
film, when the voice-over informs us that although some of Vancouver’s Japanese-Canadian
inhabitants “had adopted Canadian ways and lived a healthy life in good surroundings,” the
majority of them — particularly those inhabiting the small fishing villages — lived in a state of
squalor “in buildings entirely unsuitable for human use.” Particularly alarming, the voice-over
insists, was the prevalent lack of proper sewage disposal, a condition that resulted in “much poor
health” amongst the inhabitants of these small villages. The voice-over’s allegations are
promptly authenticated by a sequence of shots highlighting the ‘sub-human’ conditions that
purportedly reigned in these communities. The sequence begins with a panoramic view of a
fishing village comprised of several run-down shanty-houses linked by unsightly rows of
clothesline and surrounded by poorly tended shrubbery. After offering a few unflattering close-
ups of these ill-administered and precariously built homes, the camera directs our view

downward, to the water flowing underneath the docks. As the camera moves in for a closer view
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of the water’s surface, we notice that it is littered with raw sewage. The final shot of the
sequence, a close-up of the floating waste, stands as a menacing reminder of the threat of
contagion that purportedly lurked in these waters. These unsettling images, coupled with the
voice-over’s tone of urgent concern over the conditions here depicted, invite the viewing subject
to conclude that the evacuation of these communities was necessary, for its inhabitants were
living in conditions that did not meet civilized standards of safety and hygiene. In this manner,
the film not only legitimizes the evacuation, but it also inscribes its Japanese-Canadian victims
as ethnographiable “Others” who were pathologically stuck in the evolutionary past, and were
consequently in dire need of an intervention by the “civilized” Euro-Canadian establishment.
This tendency to polarize the ethnographiable Japanese-Canadian community and the
historifiable Euro-Canadian establishment is reinforced in the next sequence, which details the
many provisions that were made by the newly formed British Columbia Security Commission in
order to ensure the successful relocation and overall well-being of the evacuees. The voice-over
informs us that although the Commission found it very difficult to find communities that’ were
not opposed to a mass influx of Japanese-Canadians, it was nevertheless able to accommodate
the evacuees in several towns which, “being semi-abandoned, had buildings and homes suitable
for almost immediate occupation.” Implicit in this statement is the suggestion that, for all their
deficiencies, these ghost towns were a vast improvement over the disease-ridden fishing villages
that the evacuees had previously inhabited. The wholesomeness of these new homesteads is
reinforced through a series of aerial shots highlighting the beauty and natural abundance of the
surrounding mountain valleys. After offering a brief survey of the numerous interior camps that
were established along this plentiful area (Slocan, Tashme and New Denver among them), the

sequence ends with a tour of Roseberry village. This picturesque community is clearly meant to
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stand as a testament to the ‘civilizing’ effects of the relocation: its charming cottages, with their
manicured flowerbeds and well-stocked vegetable gardens, offer a sharp contrast to the
dilapidated fishing huts shown in the opening sequence of the film. As the voice-over
emphasizes the many medical measures taken by the Commission in order to curb the prevalence
of tuberculosis amongst the evacuees, the camera invites us in for a tour of a sanatorium that was
built in Roseberry “to fight [this disease] alone.” Inside, the patients are shown recovering in
cheerful spirits. Qutside, in the surrounding common areas, the village inhabitants are shown
working in various capacities to develop their thriving little community. We are clearly meant to
understand that, with the threat of contagion now under control thanks to the work of the
Commission, the evacuees have been able to build a lifestyle that conforms to modern Canadian
standards of safety and hygiene. In short, the overall impression created by this brief tour of
British Columbia’s interior camps is one of harmonious order and wholesome plenty, of hard toil
rewarded with the bounty of nature.

The idyllic sequence culminates with several shots of local children playing in their new
“beautiful and healthful” surroundings. The viewer is thus invited to conclude that, thanks to the
relocation, these children and their families have been rescued from the state of arrested
development they had been living in before the government intervened and granted them the
opportunity to live in a more suitable environment. Through this pattern of representation, the
film not only encourages us to view the pre-existing lifestyle of the evacuees as a “pathological”
counterpoint to Euro-Canadian progress, but, in so doing, also obliterates the material
achievements and rich cultural history the victims of the internment were forced to leave behind
when they were evacuated from their homes. More will be said about this question of material

and cultural erasure later on in my discussion. For now, I will merely suggest that the film’s
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ethnographic orientation, coupled with its narrative structure, works to obfuscate the material
dispossession and severe hardships (particularly the alienating experience of forced confinement)
the Japanese-Canadian community suffered as a result of the uprooting.

The ethnographic impulses at work in Of Japanese Descent also make their appearance in
the peacetime documentary Peoples of Canada, but in a much more subdued form. Produced in
1947, the film fulfills the NFB’s peacetime mandate of “representing Canada to Canadians” by
sketching a brief history of Canada’s coming of age as a “far-flung country of many racial
origins.” In contrast to Of Japanese Descent, which promotes the institutionalized exclusion of
the Japanese-Canadian Other in a relatively overt manner, Peoples of Canada sets out to
construct what appears to be an inclusive and racially diverse national collective. Throughout the
film, Canada is constructed as a promising young nation that has been forged through the
collaborative effort of people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. However, despite
its professed project of demonstrating “how people of all races have contributed to the history of
Canada,” the film persistently erases non-white ethnicities from the national landscape by coding
them as representatives of the nation’s “pre-historical” past and excluding them from the shared
experiences and endeavors that give meaning to the nation’s present. This impulse can be readily
observed in the opening sequence of the film, which (to paraphrase Rony) transports us back in
evolutionary time to the period when “European explorers first walked through the silent forests”
and “primitive trails known for centuries only to the red man and the Eskimo” in search of the
“rich reward of furs.” This brief journey back into the nation’s childhood is punctuated by the
image of a single “red man” walking in what the voice-over is clearly inviting us to read as a
pristine, virgin landscape. In a clear manifestation of ethnographic gazing, then, the film

simultaneously acknowledges and elides the presence of the indigene, using his physical image
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to authenticate its construction of Canada’s national origins, yet denying him historical agency
by coding him as the “primitive” representative of a past in which the key coordinates of
civilized life — language and textual record — were absent from the hitherto “unmapped”
Canadian landscape. The “red man’s” status as a hieroglyph of Canada’s pre-historical past is
reinforced in the next sequence, in which his image is promptly displaced by an unmarked map
of Canada — a literal representation of the silence and lack of textual/historical agency he is
meant to embody. As the voice-over proceeds to describe the period of early settlement that
followed the original expeditions, however, the empty map is gradually populated with visual
markers of the settlers’ civilizing presence. Through these visual cues, the film clearly positions
the European settlers as the bearers of textual record and, by extension, of history proper, thereby
reinforcing the bipolar paradigm of the ethnographiable indigene versus the historifiable Euro-
Canadian subject.

The myth_of wilderness posited in the opening sequence is continued throughout the rest
of the documentary, as the voice-over traces how settlement moved inland from the coastal
regions, opening up “new areas on the map of Canada” and eventually reaching the frontier of
“the windswept prairies.” Each of these new areas of settlement is represented as an “unexplored
bush” with no previous history or inhabitants to speak of. Aside from the “red man” presented in
the opening sequence, the only other vestige of the First Nations presence appears towards the
end of the film, when the voice-over directs our attention to a new frontier “far above the head of
the lakes, stretching across lonely miles of rock and forest towards the pole” — the North. The
film’s depiction of this ‘new’ territory strongly echoes the vision of the Arctic promoted in
Flaherty’s Nanook of the North, which, to borrow from Rony, equates the “snowy white vastness

of the landscape” with the “white of [a] page” yet to be populated by text (111). As Rony
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explains, within Flaherty’s ethnographic construction of the North, “Inuit individuals and
dogsleds are [typically] rendered small in the overall scheme,” as if to signal their inability to
bring meaning to the ‘blank page’ their territory is meant to represent — a trope that clearly works
to reinforce Western Enlightenment assumptions about the inevitable passing of the ‘Eskimo’
way of life (111). A similar pattern of representation is at work in Peoples of Canada. After a
series of panoramic shots emphasizing the purported emptiness of the snowy northern landscape,
we see the fleeting image of an Inuk gazing up at an airplane in the sky. In contrast to the “red
man” shown earlier, however, the Inuk’s presence is never registered by the voice-over. As
Gittings has noted in his own discussion of the film, then, the Inuk is marginalized from “the
film narrative’s construction of peoples of Canada,” and his silhouette is “reduced to a signifier
for north, part of the natural terrain that forms ‘our northland’ in the white imagination” (82). We
are thus explicitly invited to read him as part of a virgin territory to be acted upon by the
historifiable Euro-Canadian settler.

The Inuk’s lack of agency is further reinforced by his response to the sight of the white
man’s airplane: he points at it in what can only be described as a gesture of childlike
wonderment. This image clearly reinforces the construction of the ethnographic subject as being
ignorant of Western technology (and thereby incapable of participating in the future development
of the nation). Moreover, through its emphasis on the gestural nature of the Inuk’s response, it
also plays into the ethnographic tendency to represent racialized others as having no
understanding of conventions like language, and therefore having to express themselves through
their bodies in what the late nineteenth-century film ethnographer Félix-Louis Regault called /e
langage par gestes (Rony 57). Much like the “red man” previously presented, then, the Inuk is

transformed into an emblem of the primitive’s lack of textual — and, by extension, historical —

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Aguila-Way 40

agency. The voice-over’s subsequent reminder that the Inuk’s territory *“is still in the stage of
discovery and development” (emphasis mine) seals this process of cultural erasure by projecting
a national future in which the ‘blank page’ of the Inuk’s territory shall be rendered meaningful
by the language-bearing presence of the Euro-Canadian settler.

The nation-building project promoted in Peoples of Canada is predicated on the
exclusion not only of First Nations, but also of immigrants of non-Western origin. This
orientation becomes evident as the film concludes its account of early settlement and goes on to
trace the arrival of immigrants from various backgrounds: “through the centuries, peoples of all
races have crossed the ocean to start anew, and have added their achievements to Canada’s
history,” the voice-over announces. We are then offered a catalogue of the specific contributions
that several immigrant groups have made to the Canadian nation-building project: the Germans
are credited with bringing skilled carpentry to the country’s shipyards, the Normans and Bretons
are extolled for their role in developing the fisheries of the East Coast, the Dutch are credited
with developing the highways of the Maritimes with their “powerful ox teams,” and the Scots
and the French-Canadian are both praised as faithful preservers of “the old craft, the work of the
farm.” Each group’s contribution to the national effort is measured in accordance with the role
they have played in shaping and developing Canada’s “stubborn terrain.” Labour thus becomes a
corollary of national participation, the pre-eminent collective endeavour through which the
nation acquires unity and meaning. However, while the film offers plenty of visual and narrative
evidence of the nation-building work performed by European (and especially northern European)
immigrants, it fails to produce any images that reflect the contributions made by immigrants of
non-Western origins. Indeed, aside from the previously discussed shots of the “red man” and the

“Eskimo,” the only image of racial difference offered throughout the film is that of a Sikh man
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crossing the street. Not only does he disappear in a matter of seconds, but, in a third instance of
ethnographic exposition (where the raced subject is simultaneously acknowledged and elided),
his presence is not registered by the voice-over narration. Indeed, as Gittings points out, in
contrast to the European nationalities enumerated in the previous sequence, “the Sikh presence in
Vancouver [...] is not narrated by a voice-over explaining the history of Sikh immigration or the
contribution of Sikhs to Canadian culture” (83). Hence, although his physical image is used to
authenticate the film’s construction of Canada as a country “of many racial origins,” the Sikh
man is swiftly marginalized from the shared collective endeavours that give meaning to this
national imaginary.

One might well argue that Peoples of Canada’s failure to produce images depicting the
nation-building contributions of racialized ‘new