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ABSTRACT

Canadahas a long tradition of humoreuswriting, which iii recenítimes has
focusedon the Canadianinferiority complex, visible in the anxiety causedby
the ‘Canadian identity’ question.Given the posnwoderr condition of Carada
—decentralizedpolitically, fracturedsocially, and subject to Trans-societalcultural
processes—Canadianculture seemsto offer productiveterrain for using irony to
combatanostalgicconceptionof thepastas uu¡ty In TheIncomparableAtuk, Richier
usesirony lo deridethe politics of representationof ethnicity. Focusingon the irony
usedby Richier to underscorethe duplicity of Anglo-Canadiansociety, this paper
examineshow irony canhe used to make Ihe dilemmaof identity more fathomable.
From tUs perspective,thepapermoveson to moreontologicalandepistemiequestions
concemingthe existence,or thepossibilityof existence,of Canadaasanaden.

That Canada is an odá national enúty is likely
clear tu the rest of the world, ¿fnot tu Canadians —

Whar uJier nadanIzas, as ¡Ls cotnpositenaitional hero
andcoluurfidsymbul,a policeinan¡a afunnycostume?
(Linda Huteheon, Splitt¡ng hnages:Cuntemporary
CanadíanIronies, 1991: 1.)

1. In comparing Canadianwriters and the American literary tradition,
Robert Kroetschmusesen the similarities and differencesbetweenAmerican
andCanadianpatternsof perception.In attemptingte aeateiheir own literary
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forms,bothAmericanandCanadianwritershavesituatedtheir experieneesas
caughtbetweenOid andNew Worlds. However, while American writers
conceivedof themselvesas caughtbetweenBuropeancivilization andthe
spiritual promise of [he Westernfrontier, Canadianwriters saw (or see)
themse¡ves as caught‘between north andsouth’ (Kroetsch,¡983: II).

In much of Western imagination,uncharted land was thought of as either
empíy or demonie.In te United States, te frontier was [he placefrom which
Europeansextendedthemselvesorn mío [he empty wildernessin order to
urbanizeit, as [he inevitablecourseof history (ManifestDestiny). Iii Canada,
te confrontationbetweenthenorth anáte southcreateda borderland—rather
tan a frontier. Ihe task of [he settlershovering along te 49thparallel was [o
transformsavageland into civility. Thesediffering waysof inhabi[ing both
physical and mental spaceemergein [he differing treatment[bat quesíionsof
identity receivein boíhcountries.For Canadiansthe questionis not who ihey
are,buíraiherifthey are(Kroetsch,1983:13).

In [bis paper,1 analyze[he comic irnagínationof Mordecai Ricbler’s ¡963
TheIncomparableAtuk. 1 first examinehow tbis urbaneíbnic writerusesirony
as une way of representingte Canadiandilemmaof identity. In many ways,
[bis 1960ssatireon the Aniericanizationof Canadiansocietyseemsto prefigure
[he currení postmodem‘eíhnicizaiion’ of discourses,in which [he ethnic has
recoveredjis original meaningof national or tribal from a periodin which une
of ihe meaningsof te [erm (pagan) hadbecomeprominení.Then[his original
questiondevelopsmio anoihermore ontological consideration—lf [hereexist
somany different etbnoi in Canada,does[he ‘we’ exist?—and even into an
epistemieissue—In a world of contingencies.canthe ‘we’ exist2

2. JRONY AS THE SIGNIFIER OFTI-LE CANADIAN DILEMMA OF
IDENTITY

In Splitting Images,Linda Huicheon(1991: 142) maintainsthat when
(Canadian)‘artists bodaylook tu examinete nutionsof subjectivity, “Trut”, ur
representation,íbey seemunableto avoid confrontingte manipulatingand
fabricatingpowersof te massmedia.and [bis is whereiruny uften enters
Media sensationalismis certainly [he starting point for Richler’s an[i-
foundationalsatireof Canadianidentity. Atuk, in fact, beginswith a seenein
which te manipulatingand fabricatingTweniyinan,a Montrealmagnate,stages
a docksidepresseventin which many crates-—--empty alí buí une— are being
wheeledinto a privaterailwaycai-. Thesuccessof ihe mediaeventis ensuredby
keepingsecrette cuntentsSO tat none of te on-luoking crowd, ur even[he
Toronio-basedJean-PaulMcEwen, ‘te mostastutejuurnalist. in Canada,cuuld
find out ‘what, if anything,wasin whichcrate’ (p.l).
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In effect, Richíer,wbo is te stoiy’s nanator,beginswiíh an eveníwhich is
actuallya non-evení.From[bis poiní un, [he readeris presentedwith a seriesof
ironic discrepancies—invulving eiiherwhat is expectedin the deiermined
situatiunur in [beunderlyingmotivesof [becharaciers.

Richter‘s verbaliruny in assigningAtuk [be misnomerof Me incomparable
is suonrevealedby ibe au[bor-narrator. Aíuk is introducedtu [be readeras
sorneEskimu’ whoseplane delays tbe landing of Jean-PaulMcEwen’s

charteredplaneaí Toronto,whereAtuk, we learn,hasbeenflown for a liierary
paríy celebratingbis first bouk uf pueiry. In a passageaboundingin irunic
references[o Canada,Ricbler reeuun[s huw Atuk, tbe Eskimu puet, was
‘discovered’(p.2):

Atuk, [he incomparable,carne tu Toronto from Baffin Bay in 1960. As
every Canadianschoolbuynuw knuws it was ou[ here un [be [undratha[ he
yuung Eskimubadbeenbefriendedby a Royal CanadianMuuntedPuliceman
who had fed and clu[bed blm and [aughthim English. At firs[ Sg[ Jock Wilsun,
generuustu a fault but no man uf let[ers, haddiscouragedA[uk frum wn[ing
puetry. He hadpointeduu[ u [he lad [batverseswould not ge[ bim [he bigger,
beuer igloo he cravedandwhats more, bis writing was ungramma[ical. Bu[
whcn A[uk persistedSg[ Wilsun shuwedbis poemsaround[u [befellows a[ he
local trading post. The clerks, as he expected,cuuld nu[ detec[ evena feeble
talent, but a visiting advertisingexecutive,Rury Peel,was impressed.‘l[’s a
gasser’,besaid. ‘A real gasser.

Canadahas few cultural signifiers, but tbe moun[ie and tbe Inui[ are
cer[ainly iwo quiniessen[ial exemplars.Richier uses[beseiconic cbaractersio
set up [he s[ruc[ural iruny which develupsas te siury prugresses.In this initial
passage,which es[ablisbes [be contextfur tbe rest uf ihe buok, Richier
juxtapuses[besetwu principal characters,bu[b uf wbom, at theend,tum out tu
play diameírically opposi[e rules tu [bose presentedin [bis initial descrip[ion.
The muuntie represen[s [he gen[eel law-and-urderguvernmen[ agentswho
helpedtu civilize [be CanadianWest, which, in the Canadianpsycbe,perfurms
[he role uf the antiíhesistu ihe viulen[ Americancuwbuywhu duminaíedthe
American Wes[ at gunpuint. Tbe muuníie, ihe eternalfigure of the virtuuus
adminisíratoruf [he law—tender,bu[ strong,andALWAYS fair— persisisasa
centralicon of Canadianpridebuíalsoas a sourceof frequenthumor

Atuk is, too, a cul[urally ambiguuusfigure; wecancunceiveof him as [be
‘nuble savage’—wild bu[ also primevally spiri[ual. As well, be represents
Wild Man, [be incarnatiunuf [bat dis[inctively Westernmyib characterizing
‘[be Oíher’. an exuilcizedbeing wbo is a[ be sametime wild andprimevally
erutic.

The qualifying adjeciive uf Atuk’s narne,[be incomparable, increasesin
ironic significanceas be becumesmure and mure invulved in capi[alisíic
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society.At first, it would seen-i[bat a puetry-writingEskimo might indeedbe
une uf [bose unique literary personaewbusedescrip[ions of [he aburiginal
world would permit Anglo-Canadians[o sapthe spirituality of ‘primitive’
cultures, [u reiurn, although vicariously, [u a primal s[a[e of onenesswitb
nature.Buí, asit laterturnsoiR, Atuk isjusí asavid a piirsuerof muneyax~dsex
aseveryoneelse. But [bere is ano[ber, moreprofuundtype uf siruciural irony
underlying ihe figure of A[uk: he is at oncemarginal and [ypica!. As an
Eskimo, he is a hea[hen and [berefore uuíside[be mainstreamAnglo culture,
and yet, Eskimosare surely une of [he musí [ypical of Canadianicuns,
appearingun pusters,mugs,cluthes,anduthersuuven¡rs.

Tbe cumic cunfrontatiunof [be muun[ie and [be Eskimu is surroundedby
languagewhicb careensfrum une register[o anuther: from [he hearsayof ‘as
every Canadianscboolbuyknuws’; [o ihe disdainuf naiure,excepías fan[asy
artifací, ‘uut diereun [be [undra’; [o [he condescendingaffec[ion in ‘puinted oui
[o [he lad’; [o ibe more prescriptively Protestan[ resonancesof ‘generuus[o a
faul[’; and,finally tu [be echuingof cummercialaud utilitarian valuesin Rory
Peel’s baseexpression‘l[’s a realgasser’.A selt-cunsciousJewwhu judges[be
behavioruf Jewsandgeniilesalike,PeeI’sprimaryrole is [hecornmercializaíion
of Disneylike cultural fantasy.

In ibis ñrs[ chapter,[be readeralso mee[s Harry Snipes,[be editorof Me/tv,
Me magazinefor cccl canucks,an obviuusparodyof [he kitsch magazines
runnings[ories abou[ non-events,nlos[ invented(eg, ‘1 Married an Intellectual
Cockroacbin Calgary’). Nurman(llore, the universi[y prufessorwho helped
Atuk elaboraiehis book of puems,admires[be pximitive in Atuk while a[ be
same[ime despisingblm:

Though he LGure] adoredthe chunky little primilive. he was nut blind tu
the sly side uf his na[ure. A certain un-Prcsbyterianshiftiness. It wuuld be
enlightening,he thought,tu seewhat might come uf a savageinnuceol in
Toronto. No —[00 cruel.

‘Go back tu [heBay, Atuk. You will unly becurruptedhere’. (p. 4)

One u[her majur characteris Bet[y Dolan, who has become‘Canada’s
darling’, becausesbe was [be firs[ wuman tu swim Lake Ontario in less than
iwenty bours.Be[ty, a squeaky-cleanrigbteuusgirL-scuut [ype, had,by her
accomplishment,provedtrue [beAmericanmotivatiunalmotto: ‘Wbat you date
to dream,dare[o do’ - Re na[uralnesswiih which bo[b Be[y and[be Canadian
publie accep[ bis aphorismas true signal[be degreetu which Canadiansocie[y
has alreadybeenco-uptedby American progressivis[ jinguisrn. Richíerhasihe
juurnalistMcEwen IdI us thai Dolan ‘had swumthe lake becauseit was[bere’
and a well-known psycholugisimuses[bat her feat prubably respundedtu
man’sbisiurical-psychulugicalneedtu besínature’- Dulan,whu donatesalí her
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muneytu charity,is incurruptible—until shemeeisAtuk. Ile introducesgininto
bercarrot-juicebealíhtonic andsex mio herbedruum.Betly hasvuwed tu help
bim ‘uvercume bisshamefullyguardedsecret:beis ‘unabletu makeluye’. As
Betíy ‘luyes tu belp everyune’, she succumbs[o Atuk’s appealsfur aid, and
finds Cbristianvaluesevenin [his seduction:

How utterly wonderful,she thought, thai indulging in [befunny stuffeould
be sucha generousandChristianthing tu do. Tberewas [ruth,after alí, in her
moíher’s saying time and again. [bat [berewas no joy greatertban helping
uthers.(p. 23)

Eetty’s fale is alí downhill and near [he end uf tbe book, we read in
McEwen’scolumn a piece un Dulan’s life as a cuniinual sex encounier:‘Tbe
beautiful girl, baving fallen su [o speak—unce,is now falling fur uihersas
well. Shethinks she is helping [bose uter men!’ Betty has changed,but no
enlightenmenthasiakenplace,Cbristianor uiherwise.

Severalof Ricbler’s uthermain cbaracterssuifer transfurmations,buí [bey
arecusmeíicunesasweB. Tbereis no innerrevelatiun.At the endof [be story,
the muuniie,wbo hasbecumea transvestiie,entersa beauiycuntestbut ten
discuversbis luye for Jean-PaulMcEwen, the journalist. Ruth McEwen and
[be mountie are relieved when ihe latier remuvesbis female disguise,
reveaLing[bat [bey do actually constitutea beterosexualcuupleafter ah and
neitheris, therefure,homosexual.

Atuk, wbu hastumed mio a money-gruvelingcultural puppet,panderstu
[be Canadiancollective psyche’sneedfor bim tu embudyan insiantiaiion of
nature.Wbenit is discuveredthat be hadonceeaten[be bonesof an American
Culunel wbu hadbeenexpluring [he Nurth, Atuk is demonizedby sorne,but
[ben finally suppurtedby tbe Canadianpublie at large, whu convince
themselves,in a self-congraiulatingfashiun,that [bey are defendingihe
Eskimusfrum Americaninierventiun(p. 170):

They [be Americans] wuuld impuseconformity un ah of us. Take back
yuur minks, we say. Your bomosexualplaywrights canstay hume. We dun’t
needyourpipe-lines.But, aboyeall, leaveuurEskimosalune.

Here Richier seesan upportunily fur dramatieirony. The reader,but not
[be Canadianpublic nor Atuk, discoversthai [he latterwill be donein nut by
[be Americans,but by ihe Canadians[bemselves.Twentymanhasdecidedthai
Atuk is morevaluableas a mariyr; u Atuk lives, he might constitutea tbreat
[o Twentyman’spuwer. Once dead,Twentymanhimself wuuld be able [o
manipulateAtuk’s imageat will. Twentymanhadalreadyseen[bat Atuk knew
huw tu take advantageuf bis image uf [he primiiively pure. As mariyr,
Twentymancould use Atuk tu play upun Canadaas careiakeruf pristine,
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niajestienature(versus[be destrucúveAmerica). AH [be while, Twentyman
and his businesspartnerscuntinuetu despuil Canadiannatureand [bus, ihe
irony of Twentyman’sname. Demonstratingbehavior[bat is diametrically
oppusedtu [he guilelessnessof Everyman,Twentymanandbispartnersdo nut
represent[becummunpersonof Turuntu; [bey míe it.

Befure Atuk tuseshis head,literally, in a ridiculuusly superficial televisiun
quiz show called ‘Stick Out Yuur Neck’ (participaniswho answerincurrectly
suifer [be guillotine), be plays un [be primevalas artifact, addressing[be public
rn brokenEnglishandcliebes:

Is muehsadnessfor me here.Man againsíman.Unguod.Teil [herr baekat
the Bay, Atuk will try [o dic talí, even as the Oid Onetaught us ir happicr
huntingdays.(p. 170)

Richíerhas Atuk engagein verbaliruny by deliberatelyrnisrepresenting
bimself tu [be Canadianpublie.But as Atuk duessu, be sctsup, wi[b bis own
figure, a structuraliruny, which furegruundstbe [benie of Canadianpoliiy as
an idealistie delusiun.Tbe readerbegins tu suspectthat Canadais actually an
artifact,createdby guvemmentagencies,businessmagnatesand[be media.

3. IRONY AND IMAGINED COMMUNITIES

Ricbler’s use uf variuus typesuf iruny denotesa profounddistrustuf [he
ceríaintyof identities, uf bu[b colleetiveandindividual subjecis.Iii order tu
cometu sumeunderstandingof wbat is flOW a widespreadsenseof social cíisis
in [be Westemworld, 1 discuss[bree different aspectsof Richler’s imagined
conimuni[y: 1) bis individual cbaracters’rebaneeun emotiunal icuns~ 2) [be
collectiveidentity (Canadianpolity) asartifact; and,3) dic prublenisof ethnus.

Thecharactersin Aruk seemtu participatein Canadianpulity ihrougb media
stereuíypes,whicb [bey use as a suurceuf puwerandinspirationtha[ will help
tbem tu fice frum [be sballownessuf [beir daily lives. Wc see[bat iheir reliance
un media-createdupiniunsand emutiunal¡cunsand[he lack of a discriminating
cumprehensiunof [heir uwn experiencesis thecauseuf alienatiunfrom [he self
and frum one’s culture. Theirs is a puli[ically destructivecunditiun, which
isolatespeuple, nut unly in relation tu wha[ they understandabout [beir uwn
social values, bu[ also in temis uf buw weIl they can coimunicatewi[b cach
utber. Wben it is revealed[bat Atuk hascaten [he bonesuf ¡he American
colunel, we are tuld [bat ‘[he Americansexpectedswift justice’ (p. 166) —an
attitude guaranteedtu arouseCanadianindignatiun. Richier sbows how easily
entical judgementcanbe swayedby media figures, wbu play upon Canadian
feelings of self-depreciation.A CBC cominentaturannuonces(p. ¡67) [bat
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‘Jobnny Canuckhasbeenruusedfrum his slumber.Frum cuasttu cuastbe
speaks...The vuice is an angry une’. Tbe intellectualswere ‘unly a bop, skip
and a jump behind’. An impurtantnovelisí siates: ‘This is not a banana
republie’;aUniversity of Toronto psychulugisipuinis out: ‘Aiuk’s acíwasune
uf symbulic revenge.Culturally, econumically,[be Americansare eating uur
wbole cuuntryalive’ (p. 168).

Thereare suggestiuns[bat American socieiy is an uncunsciuusinventiun,
an artifact, a situatiunof wbich Americansare naively unaware(p. 179):
‘What [he Eskimuduesin bis land is nut our affair —andcertainlynot Uncle
Sam’s.Tbe truublewi[b [be affluent societytu [he suutbuf usis [bat [bey have
beenruined by status-seekingand bidden persuasiunanddream-mercbants’.
Here,Richíeragainusesiruny of situationin urdertu puintuut tu wba[ exten[
Canadianstbemselves,unable tu recugnize[he cunsiructed nature of
representatiun,fail tu undersiand[bat [beir uwn socieiy is equallyan artifací.

Canadiansuciety as artifact is socially constructedbeiween [be burdertu
[be Nurth and[be bordertu [be South. ‘Wc figure uf Atuk, representing[be
inscrutableNortb, sets up une of tbe polar uppusiiesbetweenwhicb, in
Ricbler’s depictiun.Anglo-Canadauscillatesin urder tu establishan identity
for itself. Ihe u[ber pulareniity is [o [be south,[be UnitedStates.

‘Wc Nurih is awe inspiring, butdangerous;[be Aretie is sublime,but ‘terra
incognita’, not unly ‘unknuwn’, but also ‘unknuwable’. It is pupulatedby
uncivilized,uncouthpeuples,sucbasA[uk, whu like Wild Man, is suppusedly
strongerand bardieras well as muresexually po[ent [han ‘civilized’ males.
Canadamustmaintain [he Noríb as bu[b burderandicun —fur whicb Atuk is
tuken.By preserving[he burderuf [be Nuríh, Anglo-Canadianscanperpetuate
[beir cunnectionwitb natureand[bus maintain their self-imageas uncorrupted
andiaintless.‘Wc Nurthernburderis, in efféct,essen[ial for [he maintenanceuf
[be Southemune.

‘Wc South,becauseit representsa bankruptworld, [heultimatein artifací, is
also dangcruus.At alí cusís, Canadiansmusí avuid slipping into Amencan
mudesuf behaviur,especiallyliberal capitalism.In A Border Within: National
Identity, Cultural Plurality and Wilderness,lan Angus (1997: 132) suppurís[be
víew of Canadaasdefinedby twu pules,[be United Statesandibe wildemess:

English Canadamay be definedthruugh this metaphurof [he New World
eueuunterwith wildemesscombinedwitb [he inventionof a burderseparating
us ¡mm the United States—a borderin [bewildemess.Maintaining theborder
is [hebeginninguf a new civilizing project [batdoesnut reject thc wildemess,
buíembraces[heabjectionoftheselfthattbewildernessproposes.lmy italies]

‘Wis ironic doublenessuf burder is reflectedin what Hutcbeon(1991) sees
as two typical publie manifesiatiunsuf Anglo-Canadiandemeanor,self-
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depreciation,in acknuwledging[be opiniun uf ihe duniinantculture,especially
wí[b regardtu [be UnitedStatesbut alsu in relatiuntu otberduminant‘world-
class’ cultural formations, and self-congratulation.fur thrift andhard work
(Calvinistprincipies)while still maintainingamure‘caring’ suciety.

As Huteheun(1991) explains in Splitting ¿mages,tbesetwu types of
behaviursprovideupportunitiesfur irunir undercuíting:irony self-depreciating
and irony self-congratulating.Richíer incorporatesboth furms uf behaviurintu
bis story. Atuk usesselfdepreciaíiuntu seduceBefty Dulan, whu in [ura uses
self-cungratulatiuntu excusewhat ber life as ‘evcrybudy’s mistress’ has
becume.Part uf [he litcrary straíegicsthat enhancethe humor in Aruk is thai
Anglo-Canadiansrecognizethai, in [be caseuf Atuk, self-depreciationisjust a
strategy,a false identity, andin [be caseuf Betty Dolan, [be self-congratulating
attitude leadsBetty tu cunstruct, in reality (nut mentally), quite an oppusite
identiíy tu [be unesbepubíicly professes.

In Ricbler’sdepictiunuf Canada,butb [be Southand[be Nurth burdcrsare
blurred. Canadiansare nut mure ‘unewith nature’ thanany otbernatiunality.
andthey arejust as much involved in postfordiancapitalismas[he citizenstu
tbe Suuth.It is a themewhich hadconcernedRichier in previuusworks.

Richíer seenistu fureseethat Canadawill increasinglybe consiructed
around[be individual. Such a situatiunuffcrs little hope[batsocialandpulitical
processeswill be abletu cunstructandmaintain a cummunity. Theprublemof
building a Canadianideniity frum disparateethnic communitiesbadbeen[he
[heme of Ricbler’s 1955 novel, Son ofa Smaller Hero, in which [he main
charactertries tu assimilatebis Jewishnesswitb his Canadiancitizenship.His
ncxt novel, The Apprenticeshipof Duddy Kravitz (1959), dealswitb
stereutypedattitudeswhich force [he Jewish hero, Duddy, into uneihical,
antisocialbebavior. It has beenargued(Birbalsingh, 1995: 105) [bat in Aíuk,
Richler’s purpusewas tu ‘propusean integratedCanadianidentity within a
comprehensiveEnglish-speakingculture that embraces[he whole of Nuíth
America’.

My readinguf[bis work is Iessoptimisiic. Richler’s charactersdo not seem
tu be able tu f¡nd a commongruundingwhich might bind [beni togeiberin
sume form uf consensualcuntrací.On the une hand,they are beavily
influencedby Canadianicuos wbich keepthem separatefrom thc United
States,andun [be uther, [he CanadianState,by sustainingt.he ‘musaic’ cultural
metaphur,lendscredencetu [be mciii of separateetbnui.

Since [he 1960sand 1970s. the cunceptof etbnoshas becornenewly
prominení.In [be 1990s,we are nuw alí tuo awareof [he relativism of culture.
Wc bavebadtu acknowledgethai [bere existsno gud’s-eyeview and [bat cvery
cultural perspectiveis a perspectivcfrurn somewberc(Haraway, 1991). The
readeris nutreally surewhe[ber [he Canadianpublic supported[hecannibalistic
Atuk because[bey wished tu ‘stand up’ [o American dictates (‘... leaveour
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Eskimusalune’)’ or whether[be aduptionuf [bis vicwpoint actuallydid respond
[o ihe cultural rclativism manifestedin iheir public pronuuncements(‘What [he
Eskimuduesin bis landisnotour affair.’).

In eitbercase,as Richíerseesit, [be resultis a typc uf moral siagnatiun.In
a manifestparudyuf Mark An[bony’s specch,in which ihe laiter irunically
interpellatesCaesar’smurderersas ‘honorablemen’, Richíermight seemtu be
goading Anglu-Canadiansinto sumeíype uf actiun: ‘Friends, Canucks,
countrymen,’he [Snipesl went un, ‘use your noggins...’.On secundtbuught,
[be readerrealizes[bat [bis endingis ano[ber uneof Ricbler’s ironies.Firstly,
it is Snipes.Twentyman’srigbt-handman,wbo is addressing[be public; be is
using what will now become[be martyrdomof AtuR in order [o accuse[be
United States, ‘[he countryuf origin uf [be show’s sponsor’.Secundly,ibe
interíextual referencetu Shakcspeare’swurk (murderersbeing addressedas
‘honorablemen’) signaRTwentymanandSnipesas traiturstoo.

It is possible[bat a secundvuice underlyingSnipe’sbelungstu ibe author,
wbo might truly be admonishingAnglo-Canadafor its undiscriminating
attitude. But thereare no sulutiunsuffcred in [his denuuement.Individual
humanactiunseemsa fully. Mure tbancontestingsuchproblemsof workablc
puliiy, [bis endingappearstu purtraywbat is todayknownas [be post-national
state.‘We critic Davey (1993: 266) describesit as: ‘a stateinvisible [o its own
ciíizcns, indistinguishablefrum jis fclluws, maintainedby invisible pulitical
furces,and significant mainly thruugh its positiun wi[hin [he grid of world-
classpostcardcities..

In a final irony, [be wurld-classpusícardcity uf Torontopurtrayedin AtuL
is undercutby [he majestiesublimity of [he CanadianArctic depictedin
Lawren Harris’ painting ‘North SboreBaffin Island’ (c 1930), placedun [he
paperbackcuverof [be 1989M & 5 editiun. At unce,1-larris’ art work invokes
the ideaof thc ‘bigher national consciousness’whicb surrounded[be Groupof
Se’venpainters(Housser,1932,quotedin Hill, 1995: 221).Buí, irony’s dunhie-
vuicing alwaysallows for [be converse:a questioninguf [be (iroup’s work as
Canadianicuns, of [he thcatricality and puster-likeeffects witb wbich [bey
depicíed[berawncssof Canadianlandscape,creatingaWhitmanesquequality.

4. CONCLUSION

In cunclusion,[wish tu address[be nusíalgiainvulved in representing[he
pasí as idyllic —a nostalgiafor times wben humugeneuuscommunities
supposedlydid exist. As Muñoz Molina (1996)hassiated,nostalgiais an act
of disremcmbering.In [bis case,[be disrememberedwould be Canadaas a
musaic—many different cultures,but alí cuuperatingin nationhuod.The
conceptualizationof Canadaas a musaicuf separateculturesis basedun [he
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now outdatedanthropologicalperceptiunuf the 1960sand 1970sin wbich [be
world of bumandifferencesis tu be conceptualizedas a diversiiy of separate
societieseachwi[b iis uwn cultural system.

As wecanobservein Richler’snovel, socialandecuno¡nicprocesseshave
cunnectedeven[he must isolated local settingswitb a wider world. In ibis
pustcolunialworld of mass migratiuns and transnatiunalflows of capital,
cultural difference is increasinglydeteriorating.1 am sure [bat Richíer, as
erraníJew, wuuld haveno troublewitb ibis idea. In fact, in Ricbler’snovel we
seeToruntuniansocieíy as a batilefleld uf cultural pusitions—many linked [o
individual capitalgains.

Atuk seenistu be a forerunnerin presentingnew ways uf understanding
identity andcultural differencewhicb ihis pusiculunialsituationfurcesupon us.
The novel suggesis[bat any assuciatiunsof place, peopleand culture are not
naturalfacts.Theyare [be resultuf te activeprocessesof social agents.Cultural
groupsare no longer (if [bey ever were) conimunal units of urden Tbe
apparently immediateexperienceof community has always, in fact, been
constitutedby a widerset of social andspacialrelations.Sumeanibropologisis
now suggesttbat it is ffindamentally mistakentu conceiveof differentkindsof
supralocalidentities (diasporic,refugee,migraní, natiunal,etc.) as spatial and
temporalexíensiunsuf a prior,naturalideniiíy ruotedin locality andcommunity.

The cultural is a contesiedpolitical fleld wbere much is contingent.
However, 1 do wisb tu avoid unepitfall implicated in the ideaof cuniingency;
cuntingencycannutbe equated[o cultural relativism (Ruriy, 1979). The
acceptanceuf contingencyis not equal tu the endurseínentof irresponsibility.
Active social agentshave tu do [he ‘place-making’. It is true thai [bis is a
difficult process,but if your agendais actiun,it is easierif yuu are not looking
backwardsin time. Any immigrantcantelí you thai.
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