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A Culture for Canada

SOME persons think culture is something one has,
rather than something one is. Others think of

culture as being divided, as culture of the cultured,
culture of the masses, culture of the educated, culture
of the cloistered, and so on. To still others culture is
fragmented into music, poetry, sculpture, painting, and
many other arts and crafts.

A culture for Canada will include arts, crafts and
customs, reinforced by tradition and beliefs. It will
take into account our material resources, our scientific
knowledge, our religious practices, our family and
social systems and our government: the practical things
of life as well as the graces. Culture is a pattern of all
these and the other ingredients of living expressing the
present day life force of our people.

We can’t be "cultured" now and again, when we
get specially fixed up for it. Culture is a constant state
of becoming. We Canadians have not yet (and we are
glad of it) reached our fullest development in art,
religion, education, and intellectual growth. There is,
for a nation which takes the beaver as its emblem, more
satisfaction in working toward something than in
merely possessing something.

If Canada is to endure as a nation of consequence
our cultural progress cannot be looked upon as some-
thing incidental, something that takes second place in
importance to any of its ingredients.

One of the fascinating things about culture is that it
is indefinable. It partakes too much of the spirit of
a people to be put in wordy chains.

Attempts to analyse the ultimates of life like faith,
love, patriotism, religion and beauty always fail,
because these components of culture cannot be reduced
to terms lower than themselves.

Culture is not fixed
Culture cannot be accepted as a fixed code by which

to live. It is not stagnant, but dynamic. It gives us
wide realms to explore. There would be nothing noble

about Canadian culture if we could say: "This is it;
this is our absolute and accepted scale of culture; by
this we shall live." Culture is not, as some conceive it,
an eternal resting on a throne to which we have been
elevated by our forefathers, but is something to be
hourly achieved and realized at the very peril of losing it.

Our culture is the outcome of our social experience.
It includes invention and discovery, the accumulated
results of human effort, our philosophical explanations
of thought and action, the institutions we have devised
to make society a working reality, our sentiments and
attitudes. All the past of humanity enters into culture,
as well as the more recent contributions of the people
of all nations who discovered, settled and developed
Canada.

There must, however, be some fundamental features
in culture--features of which art, music, sculpture,
literature, philosophy, science, family life, and social
custom are some of the symbols.

Basic to a lasting culture is the search for truth.
Culture is opposed to bigotry, and no one has a right
to call himself cultured who cannot listen to both sides
of an argument, who refuses to tolerate things merely
because they are distasteful to him personally.

Understanding life

Intelligence is a part of culture. When we start to
understand the meaning, purpose and conditions of
life we are at the beginning of intelligence. We develop
in cultural intelligence in the degree in which we use
it and accept responsibility for consequences.

Intelligence restrains our innate violent and unsocial
impulses, prompts us to seek higher than animal
pleasures, and gives us the ability to see things in their
proper connections. At the same time, while enabling
us to learn all about the sun and the atmosphere and
the earth, it leaves us free to enjoy the radiance of
the sunset.



Intelligence of this sort does not depend upon formal
education. It is not at all rare to come upon compar-
atively unlettered people who have struck profound
depths of thought and have reached the poetry of
things. And there are highly educated people, capable
of performing clever antics with their minds, who have
no deep sense of the worthwhileness of living.

Much of culture is simply unbroken tradition. Each
of us is born into a society with a more or less fixed
system of relationships. From the immemorial past
have come down to us ways of getting a livelihood and
approved patterns of family and social conduct.

Without the starting point provided by these tradi-
tions, development would be inconceivable. The
culture of today in Canada rests upon the preservation
of the accomplishments of all who have gone before us
in contributing to the building of this country, and the
culture of tomorrow depends upon what we of today
add to that heritage, not so much in the way of habits
and customs, but in ways of thinking.

A shifting world

However, the compulsion of tradition has somewhat
lost its force in this shifting world. The rising generation
is abandoning in some measure the old established
standards in many areas of life, as well as the traditional
manner of music and dancing and painting and
sculpture.

Arnold J. Toynbee says in A Study of History: "The
prevailing tendency to abandon our artistic traditions
is not the result of technical incompetence; it is the
deliberate abandonment of a style which is losing its
appeal to a rising generation because this generation
is ceasing to cultivate its aesthetic sensibilities on the
traditional Western lines." It may be that young people
today rebel against respect for tradition because they
perceive in it a worship of conventions.

Unrest may not be altogether a bad thing. Every
custom of today began as a broken precedent in some
past day. Without occasional emotional shakeups we
might run the risk of having life become desolately
empty. Progress would cease and culture would wither.

We are not quick to accept changes. The existing
pattern is more comfortable than any novelty offered
us. A new material fact, such as a tool, a gadget for the
kitchen, an electronic calculator for the office, is
readily incorporated into life. Its efficiency is demon-
strable. There is no sentiment involved, hence no
emotional resistance is stirred up. But in the realm of
thought and personal life the new makes its way slowly.

Some who protest the modern trend in the arts do
so on the ground that today’s aesthetic taste is lower
than that of past ages. But standards of taste vary

from age to age and from continent to continent.
What was in the best of taste in the Athens of Pericles,
in the Golden Age of France, in the British Isles last
year; is not necessarily to the taste of Canadians today.

"Taste," said Ruskin in The True and the Beautiful,
"is the instinctive and instant preferring of one material
object to another without any obvious reason." And
that comes as the end result of all our past, expressing
itself in a new environment.

The two cultures

When we set up a Royal Commission in 1949 to
examine Canada’s cultural life we did not call it a
commission on culture, but "The Royal Commission
on National Development in the Arts, Letters and
Sciences." The outcome, a report of more than 500
pages, provides an interested reader with a record
of the present state of the cultural arts in Canada.

The first paragraph of the intention of the Commis-
sion mentions the ingredients of a nation’s culture:
"It is desirable that the Canadian people should know
as much as possible about their country, its history and
traditions; and about their national life and common
achievements."

This objective leads naturally to consideration of
the ideal presented by Dr. A. R. M. Lower, Professor
of Canadian History at Queen’s University, in his
book Canada, Nation and Neighbour. Dr. Lower writes:
"The new nation Canada will not be built on oblivion
of the past, but on its incorporation into two living
traditions which may some day, without losing their
own, come to share one common culture."

Canada is, in the words of another writer, Bruce
Hutchison, "like a youth starting out on his path,
glancing over his shoulder at the ancient glories of
his home in Britain or France and, when he looks
ahead, dazzled by the glitter of the United States."

For the health of a national culture two things are
needed: that it should be unique, and not modelled
slavishly after that of one or other of its chief contribu-
tors, and that the different cultures woven into one
should recognize their relationship to one another,
both what they bestow and what they embrace.

Ours is not an uncommon situation. Many other
nations have travelled the same road toward integra-
tion of apparently conflicting ideals and unity in a
common design. There is not yet, but there will come,
a commonly accepted symbol of Canadian oneness,
and there will develop traditions that will bind our
people together in a permanent union.

The only impediment to this development would
be our allowing ourselves to harden into watertight
compartments. We must preserve our freedom to put




