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Introduction

- Culture Critique and New Quebec

Sociology

“En fait la culture . . . n'est jamais. . . Tout au plus
est-elle un profet sans cesse compromss.”
Fernand Dumont

“Ne pas se dissoudre surtout, ne pas se dissoudre.
Rester, résister, étre encore. ..” :
Ionesco

Quebec’s signal contribution to the sociology of cul-
ture is curiously littleeknown outside this French-
speaking, would-be nation in northeastern North
America. Perhaps this is above all because in Quebec
itself, it is not so much a mere object of knowledge as a
lived social project. As such Quebec sociology of
culture extends beyond the reflexive hermeneutic
circles of intellectual production in the academic
disciplines, beyond the government apparatuses’ en-
codings of instituted meaning, and even beyond the
subsidized beggardom of Québécois artists (writers,
painters, cinéastes), to indicate a generalized social
praxis. And so a permanent interrogation: how does
one live in a language that is not that of the dominant
North-American modernity? How does one translate
modernity into Québécois when Barthes, for one,
defines modern being as knowing what is no longer
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possible?! It is precisely because Quebec culture in this
questioning is so inherently sociological that it is
worthy of more serious examination, for the Quebec
experience is unique: an unravelling within one human
generation of a culture at the level of a society as a
whole.

Preeminently dialectical, Quebec culture is above
all an outstanding work of consciousness that has
moved in time from the medievalism of the late’40s to
the postmodernity of the present, and in space from a
locus that shifts through every paradigm of intellectual
discourse. Never exclusively the priviledged articula-
tion of an intellectual clerisy, nor the coded analytic of
the legislator, nor the reified passion of the artwork,
Quebec culture is simultaneously a permanent debate
between all three addressed to a fourth presence (/e
peuple, la nation, la société) in the event of a response. If
Fernand Dumont, Quebec’s premier philosopher of
culture, can write that “In fact culture neveris. .. Atbest
it is a project ceaselessly compromised,”? this is
because Dumont’s are not the last words, only the first,
for, ceaselessly compromised, Quebec’s eminently
philosophical culture always returns to its question.

For 20 years, in every facet of social life, Quebec
practised what was termed rattrapage or catching up,
absorbing in two decades traditions that France and the
United States had evolved over centuries. The resulting
tension (which is most apparent in the new sociology of
thinkers like Dumont, Marcel Rioux and Guy Rocher)
proved to be more, however than a profound inter-
‘nalization and reconciliation of French methodology
with American structuralism, but the dépassement of
both in a distinguished synthése which gives Quebec
thought its characteristic stature. For always there
would be, against the elaboration of systems originat-
ing from either the university or the development
policies of the state “pensée-Etat’®, the critique provided
by Quebec artists, whose signifying practices consti-
tute an unremitting global refusal of the sufficiencies of
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Science and Power. In the constant movement from
critique to dépassement to synthese, Quebec’s most striking
contribution to the sociology of culture, from the
attempt to elaborate a unique cultural discourse, has
been in uncovering the extent to which discourse is
itself uniquely cultural.

CRITIQUE
Culture in the absence of culture

Since the resounding ‘No’ of the May 1980 refe-
rendum — in which the Parti Québécois, elected in
1976, asked for a mandate to begin negotiating seces-
sion from the Canadian confederation — Quebec
culture has taken on the universally strained features -
of postmodern trauma. Allan Wallach’s critical for-
mulation has become programmatic:

Cut off from the one possible source of an
alternative historical vision, the avant-garde
only managed to keep alive a bohemian
culture of opposition. And even this culture
of opposition could not long outlive its own
commercial success. Today there are no
authentic avant-gardes, only moments of
opposition staged by politically aware indi-
viduals.*

From spiked hair to the return of basic black, it's
Quebec’s grande notrceur or the’50s again plus electronics.
After a 20-year explosion of parole, Quebec culture has
succumbed to lifestyle’s pluralistic organization of
uniformized post-historical daily existence. With the
dissolution of the independentist body-politic that
collectively embodied Quebec’s first self-conscious
culture, there is left only the physical culture of the
atomized body: culture inscribed in the flesh. As Pierre
. Vadeboncoeur writes in Trois Essaés sur 'Insignifiance,
culture that “once again must be fled.”
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In 20 years Quebecers have depleted the
principal of their culture: beliefs, mores, rites,
imaginary, ancestral preferences; overturned
their social organization, family, school,”
parish, petty wage-earners’ economy; (and)
repudiated their traditional teachers, their
secular advisers.’

Anawesomesilence has descended. “But thissilenceall
of a sudden,” writes Normand de Bellefeuille.® “Only
the eyes are still capable of uttering a scream”; with this
line from René Char, Léa Pool opens her 1984 feature
tilm La femme de I’hitel. Mutism, alienation, indifference,
suicide and failure haunt recent Quebec cinema, in
features such as Jean Beaudin’s Mario (1984), in Pool’s

" La femme de ’hétel, in Denys Arcand’s Le confort et [’ mdzf
ference (1982), in Jean-Claude Labrecque’s Les années de
réves (1984). And in La dame en couleurs, Claude Jutra’s
first French-language film after nine years of self-
imposed exile in English Canada, it is the triumph of
institutionalized culture rooted in private anguish and
madness. Disenchantment and snguiétude penetrate
poetry and the literary journals:

Endemic depression that has abutted onto a
sort of amnesia, an apparent indifference, a
false unconcern thinly covering repressed
stupor, invisible culpability and unnameable
rage, as though all has been disenchanted and
falsified.”

Quebec today, writes Laurent-Michel Vacher, is “in a
state of shock following the triumph/defeat.”® But
what has triumphed and what has been defeated?
Since 1948, with the publication of the Quebec
surrealist manifesto Refus global, it has been here, as
Marcel Rioux has argued, “that the most important
ruptures in the social imaginary have manifested them-
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selves.”” According to the suicide-poet Claude Gauvreau,
Refus global “With a sense of prophecy unparalleled in
the twentieth century . . . realized that all attempts at
revolution . .. would be doomed to failure unless they
made a clean break with all the mental habits inherent
in the logical evolution of Christian civilization.”!°
Which was to say, 30 years before the fact, that culture
in Quebec would be postmodern or not be at all. In the
prophetic words of Refus global, ““The society born of
faith shall perish by the weapon of reason ... ! The
achievement of Quebec’s modernity, then, would be
the work of the “weapon of reason,” and its ‘“‘universal
law,” its “positive philosophy of action” (as Pierre E.
Trudeau wrote in 1950); thatis to say, the instrument of
the state. And its locus would be in the attempted
conjunction of consciousness and culture (as Fernand
Dumont wrote in 1958).}2 At the heart of this ambi-
valent dialectic of state/power and culture/intellectuals
was a question, as Dumont was perhaps the first to
recognize: “What sort of self-consciousness, of seizing
of consciousness (prise de conscience), would permit the
‘man from here’ (l’homme d’ici) the culture termed
French-Canadian ?”'?

A traditional answer was provided by the state in
1961 atthebeginning of the Quiet Revolution, with the
creation of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, first of its
kind in North America. The new ministry, in the words
of Quebec’s then-premier Jean Lesage, “will be so to
speak a ministry of French-Canadian civilization. . . the

- first, the greatest and the most efficient servant of the
French fact in America; that is to say, of the soul of our
people.”’® Far from being a break with the mental
habits inherent in the logical evolution of Christian
civilization, the cultural project of the Quebec state
would embody its continuation, stemming from reli-
gious thought and the Roman Catholic institutional
heritage, but tinged with the modern wi// to efficiency.??
As such, it offered to provide in secular form a stabiliz-
ing counterpoint to the surrounding dynamic modernity
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that Henri Bourassa once called ‘““this immense sea of
Saxonizing Americanism.”'® Yet 20 years later, the
Quebec government 1978 White Paper on cultural
development would admit that the secular state had
scarcely improved on the. traditions of /z survivance in
decrying the present-day state “of advanced decultu-
ration in which we find ourselves.””!” In a highly nuan-
ced assessment of the modern institutionalization of
culture in Quebec, Carolle Simard notes that “By
means of cultural development, one of the principal
axes of the rise of Quebec society, the state gave itself
the means to exercise its tutelage.”’® The Quebec
cultural institution would not only represent the retreat
of social autonomy before the inroads of politics but as
well would serve as a locus for the uniformization of
social practices, which within the cultural institution
itself would translate into the rise of professionals and
the specialization of tasks.

In the view of Montreal newspaper Le Devosr cul-
tural editor Robert Lévesque, the officially instituted
culture managed by a cadre of cultural bureaucrats
would amount to little more than ““a marginal-affair.”
After 24 years, the Ministry of Cultural Affairs and
cultural development policy were still “perpetuating
the moral torment of artists reduced to begging year
after year.”’” For Lévesque, however, the foresaking of
the macro-culture to the “reality of the lived” stemmed
from the Parti Québécois’ refusal of the cultural and
political break with the past in the promise of which it
had come to power. Asa result, Quebec official culture
thus would shift from an original culturalaction founded
in a language to the elaboration of cultural policy consi-
dered as an instrument of development. The shift
would be accompanied by the rise of a professional
order for whom, both within the cultural institution as
without it, specialization would go hand-in-hand with
the reinforcement of relations of authority and domi-
nation. “‘In reality,” writes Simard, ‘“we are. .. passing
from culture (considered) as a tool to culture as an
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agent of social control.”?°

- Few Quebec intellectuals have been as pitilessly
lucid in their grasp of this fatal passage implicit in
Quebec’s cultural project as Fernand Dumont.

If power has largely contributed, as has the
development of knowledge, to breaking the
ancient collective structures of values, it also
attempts to impose new ones: but it is here
that it must inexorably fail. From where, in
fact, does it derive its proper legitimization ?
Behind the slogans about private initiative,
behind the policies that aim to provoke the
consent of employees to the norms and ideo-
logies of enterprise, one can see only parti-
cular interests and one cannot perceive
through what transmutations they would
turn into values unanimously recognized as
being those of the collectivity. These powers
come to have no other justification but those
they fabricate for themselves: and that is the
fatal consequence of the process by which
they substitute themselves for culture in order
to tend towards the exercise of the monopoly
of culture and signification.?!

Few would admit, as Dumont does, that the modern
intellectual’s use of the political power of the state to
give birth to anew society hasbeen‘‘an enormousactof
failure (acte manguéy”’, understood in the dual sense of an
act that failed and an act that failed to take place. Or
fewer would suggest, as Dumont does, that in the
critique of culture, it is the cultural critic himself who
stands on trial, having to defend ‘““the profound sick-
ness” of contemporary culture in its relations to the
world. With supreme rigor Dumont describes man’s
tragic aspiration towards a transcendent avenement and
equally tragic entrapment in the empiricism of événe-
ment in the tripartite dialectic of the failed vanities of
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art, science and organization’s investiture of contem-
porary culture. For undermined by organization, cul-

ture re-emerges ‘“‘as a sub-product of organization; it
can no longer descend upon existence as an avene-
ment...” *? Deprived of culture’s given by organization, it is
for Dumont nevertheless upon the atomized, denuded
individual “that rests the immense and impossible task
of giving himself at the same time a culture and a
society.” Yet that individual, as Dumont recognizes,
hasbeen penetrated by organization‘in the mostdirect
manner now, in the very essence of private life.”?®

In the absence of culture, Dumontian man is “‘con-
demned” to “produce” or ‘‘fabricate” one through “the
variants of technical action. . .: to give itself a history,
consciousness must belfeve in a history that does not
depend on itself alone.”?* To Dumont’s 1958 question
(“What sort of self-consciousness. . . would permit the
‘man from here’ the culture termed French-Canadian?”),
two possibilities can be advanced (in keeping with
Dumontian dualisms such as avenement/événement, dis-
tance/mémoire, etc.): nihilism/fideism.

But, as early as 1948, Refus global had given notice
both that these were dead-ends and the two sides of the
same fatal dialectic: “The society born of faith shall
perish by the weapon of reason.” For Refusglobal, and in
particular Paul-Emile Borduas, there was still a third
possibility for culture in Quebec.

DEPASSEMENT
The artist as prophet

Borduas from 1949 onwards must be seen
firmly in the perspective of dépassement, of
movement beyond, a perspective which was
to become 20 years later, and after his death,
that of a large part of Quebec society.

Marcel Rioux, artscanada
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There is no more searing and prophetic vision of
Quebec’s fate in the modern century than the artistic
productions of Paul-Emile Borduas. Borduas’ work
has, of course, adouble momentof significance: both as
political biography and as prophecy. As political bio-
graphy, Borduas was the fantastically courageous and
creative force behind the writing of that famous mani-
festo of artistic resistance, the Refus global, which with
its call “to make way for magic” and for the eman-
cipation of the poetic imagination marked just that
frontier of resistance in the Quebec mind where the
clerisy and the ruling bosses were put on warning that
their dead power had reached its limits and that a new
Quebec was on the upsurge: a “collectivity of the fu-
ture.”

To hell with incense-burners and holy-wine-sippers!
They exhort a thousand times over anything they have
ever conferred. Reaching over their heads we are able
to touch the ardour of human fraternity to which
Christianity has become a closed door. The reign of
this hydra of fear is ended . . .

From the reign of repressive fear we pass to the reign of
anguish. One would have to be made of stone to remain
indifferent to the pain ever-present behind the masks
of forced gaiety, behind the psychological reflexes
which induce inbhumanly cruel excesses (who can fail
to weep with horror at the news of that horrible
collection of lampshades made from the tatooed skins
of unfortunate prisoners on the orders of an elegant
lady; or cry out at each endless recitation of the
torments suffered in the concentration camps; or be
chilled to the bone at the description of the dungeons of
Franco’s Spain, of indefensible reprisals and cold-
blooded revenges ?) This reign of all-powerful an-
guish brings the reign of nausea in its wake.

The fatal regression in morality from a collective force
to one that is strictly personal and sentimental has
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woven an extra lining for the already double-sided
screen thrown up by abstract knowledge, behind
which society skulks to devour in ease the fruits of its
betrayals. The last two wars were necessary for an
appreciation of this fantastic state of affairs. The
horrors of the third world war will solve the impasse
once and for all. Already the ratsof Europe are trying
[rantically to build an escape bridge across the Atlan-
tic.

Meanwbhile our duty is simple: to break finally with
all the conventional patterns of society, to oppose
openly its opportunistic spirst. Refusal to exist below
the level of our psychic and physical possibilities.
Refusal to close our eyes to the crimes of society, to the
confidence tricks perpetuated under the guise .of
wisdom, of “services rendered”, of “return for due
Javours.” Refusal to be billetted in the one village of
Dlastic arts: a well-fortified post but one that can too
easily be outflanked. Refusal to be silent — do with us
what you will, but hear us you must — refusal of -
glory, of honours: the stigma of all that is injurious,
unconscious, servile. Refusal to obey, to be made use of
Jor such ends. Refusal of all INTENTIONS, the
evil weapon of REASON. Down with them both,
down to second place !

MAKE WAY FOR MAGIC! MAKE WAY FOR
OBJECTIVE HAZARD/

MAKE WAY FOR LOVE/
MAKE WAY FOR NECESSITIES /

Liberty can come only after the most violent excesses
of exploitation. They will constitute thése excesses.
They are fated to assume this role, and no particular
“leader” will be necessary to assure it. The feast will
be lavish. We have refused our share in advance.

This then is our “culpable abstention.” So make your
carefully organized rush for the spoils, clustered
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around the festering heart of a decaying society ! For
us, unpredictable emotion ! For us, the absolute risk of
total refusal !

We prefer to be spontaneous, unmalicious cynics.
(excerpts from Refus Global %, 1948)

For the bourgeois nationalists of the Quiet Revolution
— those who made a ““carefully organized rush for the
spoils, clustered around the festering heart of a decay-
ing society” — Borduas has always been viewed as
having a blood-entitlement to being one of the pre-
cursors of that profound change in the Quebec mental-
ity which resulted finally in the death of classicism in
Quebec, and in the victory of the liberal technocracy of
the 1960s. Borduas’ political legacy. The “spontaneous,
unmalicious cynic” was absorbed by the parvenus of the
Quiet Revolution as their elegant tombstone.

Paul-Emile Borduas, Expansion rayonnante
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But over and beyond the “magic” and “objective
hazard” of the refus global, Borduas has another, darker
moment of prophetic significance. He is the artist who

tells us the how, why and what of nihilism as the flip-side

of Catholicism, and who warns us that Quebec must
either be creative in the postmodern condition or
perish. Taking ‘“the absolute risk of total refusal,”
Botduas was one of those rare, capacious minds who
exercized the terrible temptation to stare straight into
the abyss of existing. Indeed, it was after Borduas had
fled Quebec and was living in exile in the Paris of the
1950s that he began a series of paintings which are an
eerie and ominous prophetic vision of the darkness
within the Quebec of the 1980s. If Borduas’ artistic
imagination can be viewed as an early warning system,
first for Quebec’s rupture with Catholicism and then
for Quebec’s absorption into the modern project,
Quebec’s fate now is the unhappy one of disappearing
into its own black hole. That, at least, was the diagnosis
and conclusion of all of Borduas’ last paintings.

Only an artist who had lived through in bitterness
the last temptation of Catholicism and who understood
with a terrible lucidity that the breakdown of the
Catholic mind issues in only a “desert of the Will”
(Camus) could have painted Expansion rayonnante. Etienne
Gilson always said that the Catholic mind was fully
modern just because it ran alongside and parallel to the
central cultural discoveries of the modern period. If
this is so, then Borduas understood at once that the
disintegration of the Catholic mind as the locus of
Quebec society was the ‘““cataclysmic event” which
had ushered in the dark dream of the gnawing rats.
Expansion rayonnante is as grisly and brilliant a meditation
as can be found on Quebec’s rupture with Catholicism
and its ejection into the nihilism of the modern project.
In an excellent, and otherwise insightful article, “The
Death of Signs: Borduas’ Last Paintings”, Francois-
Marc Gagnon says of this work:
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An early black-and-white painting, evokes
some cataclysmic event at the origin of space
like the “big Bang” of modern cosmologies.
But the matter in expansion is some form of
galactic dust-or“black hole” - gaining on the
white space, aiming to absorb the whole gra-
vitational field into nothingness and transfer
illusory space into opaque matter.2¢

Borduas was never morethe Quebec painter than in the
unrelenting sadness of his visual reflections on the
death of society. The “cataclysmic event”: the sudden
disappearance of Catholicism as the locus of Quebec
identity; the ““matter in expansion”: Quebec society in
the modern project; the “black hole”: all signify
Quebec disappearing into its own black hole as it
substitutes /e virage technologique for the dream of the
New Jerusalem of the North. “The death of signs” is
the “decaying society” of Quebec itself as rupture and
transgression against the technological dynamo. This is
not to intimate, of course, that Borduas at any point
attempted a direct translation of his poetic meditation
on Quebecinthe New World into his visual art. Butitis
to say that Borduas was capable of creating the night-
marish vision of Expansion rayonnante because his strug-
gle with and against the Quebec legacy took him to the
outer limits of finally understanding the nihilism of the
“will to will” as the disappearing centre of postmod-
ernism.?” In meditating upon the “Quebec way”, with
its fateful movement from medievalism to postmodern-
ism, Borduas was catapulted into the role of a prophet
at the height of his times. After all, only a thinker who
has moved, and deeply so, through the formal recitative
of Catholicism (the religion of the dead sign) could
immediately grasp the rhetorical, topological, and for-
mal qualities of postmodernism. Borduas’ “total refusal”
of Catholicism and, with it, the refusal of the master
signifiers of INTENTION and REASON (/e refus global)
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made him the painter par excellence of society as dead,
vacant space, and of technology as deprival.

Paul-Emile Borduas, Composition 43

But if Expansion rayonnante speaks of the contempo-
rary century, and with it Quebec tracing a great im-
plosion towards disintegration, decay, and cancellation,
this is justa brilliant opening onto the mood which is set
in all of his last paintings. Indeed, if Heidegger is correct
in noting that“mood” is the essential truth today, then
the mood conveyed by Borduas’ artistic imagination is
anguish as the key existential tone; black as the do-
minant colour; the exterminism of the sign as the major
thematic; the upsurge of the darkness within as the
predominant visual metaphor; the privileging of space
over time as the purely rhetorical epistemology of
postmodernism; pure instrumentalism without signi-
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fication as the dynamo; and the visual depiction of a
world that isoz/y a matter of topological space, of pure
figuration without meaning, and an almost crystalline
sense of existence as deprival.

Paul-Emile Borduas, Composition 69

In much the same way that Susan Sontag has written
of Artaud that he was the artist of an indescribable and
almost unbearable pain within, an artist who wrote in
and through the language of pain, Borduas is the artist
of “obstinate torment.”?® Indeed what is most capti-
vating about Borduas’ work is that there is no break
between the steeling of his grisly insights into post-
modernism during his exile in Paris and the physical
decomposition of his artistic productions. When
Borduas paints in the language of nihilism, he gives the
wasteland a tongue. Even the actual physical produc-
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tion of his artistic work traces a great path of disin-
tegration and decomposition. As Frangois-Marc Gagnon
notes, the last paintings are not titled. They are
presented for what they actually are, “literal signifi-
cations’’:?® Composition 43, Composition 69, as if in
gazing into the “abyss of existing”, Borduas also refused
any trompe-l'oeil that would distract the eye from the
death of the sign. That, at least, is one lesson of Com-
position 69 where the overpowering presence of the
dark dream is no# interrupted, but rather enhanced, by
the light colouring at the top. There’s no edge at all in
this painting, nor even “tension” in the modernist
sense. The “white” in the painting is much like the
lightning-flash which, as Foucault has said in “Preface
to Transgression”, illuminates the dark immensity of
the sky for an instant, then disappears as the rupture
which confirms the reality of the night.>® The “white” is
the cut that enhances and finally verifies the nebulous
density of the black dream. And, of course, there can be
no more vivid a vision of disintegration than Borduas’
last “Gitanes” paintings. What's most noteworthy
about these last drawings (completed on the liners of
Gitanes cigarette packages) is the fact that there issuch
a close parallelism between the physical production of
the art and the visual metaphor which it works to
provoke.

It is well-known that towards the end of his
life, feeling too weak to work on the big
canvasses, Borduas got into the habit of long
stays in bed where he wrote, painted a little
and mused on his Parisian bad luck. One day
he got the idea of ripping apart the ubiquitous
Gitanes cigarette packages which littered his
place, and on the liners of these he painted, or
drew, a series of 21 small and unforgettable
works in India ink, using a brush and some-
times a pen. Jean-Paul Filion, who visited his
- studio immediately after his death, recalled
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Paul-Emile Borduas, The “Gitanes” Paintings
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having seen his bedside table cluttered with
“ink bottles, pens and brushes”.?!

Borduas gives us art and existence as rubble. In hisbook
Closing Time, Norman O. Brown perfectly caught the
spirit of the times when he said this would be a century
that privileges decline and, in fact, marks decline as the
aesthetics of seduction itself. The “Gitanes” series is
brilliantly seductive: all of the drawings are struck in
the style of hyper-decline and hyper-decay. Here, as
Gagnon notes, not even a“‘minimum of dichotomy”” is
maintained and with ““its disappearance, the signs were
erased.”’?? But Gagnon is not entirely correct: there is
one sign left which is the emotional mood which unifies
what is otherwise the bleak and despairing erasure of
depth and the privileging of a purely topological space
through the whole Gitanes series. And that sign is
sadness itself as the emotional combinatorial of Borduas,
Quebec’s “spontaneous and unmalicious cynic.”

SYNTHESE
New Quebec Sociology

Utopia and fatalism are the main psychological
poles of the Quebec mind. This is one culture which is
decidedly not static and, for that reason, lives out the
tension (in video, dance, literature, politics, and theatre)
between the antinomies of political resignation and
social utopia. The tension of living in a world on the
edge and the colouration of public debate and private
sensibility by intense and shifting ‘“moods” make
Quebec such an innovative forum for new cultural
possibilities in North America.

Indeed, Quebec may be American in its technology
and French in its historical and intellectual lineage, but
it's definitely Jat/n in the sheer emotional intensity and
brinksmanship'of its politicsand culture. Quebecisone
society where Weber's Protestant Ethic has met its
match in a popular will to preserve the vosloir-vivre
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(Aquin) of daily (non-market) culture, and where there
remains avery real space of pol1t1ca1 contestation, from
the militancy of public-sector unions to the * ‘culture
groups” that spring up everywhere. In the television
culture of North America, Quebec is a social anomaly.
It's a real society. Here culture can be a lived social
project horizoned by a constant media debate on the
meaning of the “Quebec fact” in the New World.
Living in Quebec is being part of a society, almost a
family, that is contentious, politically combative, and
crackles with intellectual energy. And New Quebec
Sociology isits truth-sayer, almost the barometer of the
“family feud” which is Quebec today.

While the Quebec artistic im