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e imperative for research is to identify precisely what remains national
today in what has hiﬆorically been conﬆrued as national, to decode
what national means today, and to ascertain the new territorial and
inﬆitutional conditionalities of nation ﬆates.
Saskia Sassen

I       “Canadian Literature

and the Business of Publishing” of Studies in Canadian Literature (),
Jennifer Andrews and John Ball observe that “in most studies of Canadian
literature, the material stuff of publication is bracketed off in favour of what
can be said about a text’s (immaterial) words” (). ey further note that
“[w]hen the study of the published book and the publication processes has
been discussed, it has been treated as a specialized area of research” (),
as in the case of the Canadian Centre for Studies in Publishing at Simon
Fraser University or in special issues such as the  one which sets out
to foreground the processes of literary production in Canada, that is, the
material side of literature. Andrews and Ball introduce the special 
issue by calling attention to the many challenges Canada’s book industry
has faced over the past decades as an economy of small scale characterized by “huge geographical distances and regional differences ... [and] the
easy availability of British and American books published with economies
ESC .– (March/June ): –
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of scale” (–). ey point to the crucial role governmental policies and
programs as well as the literary power struggles of the youth generation of
the s and s—of “the many stubborn idealists, renegades, adventurers, bookworms, scholars, and, yes, fortune-seekers” ()—played in the
development of an independent Canadian literature and book industry.
ese actors not only initiated and advocated the Canada-wide emergence
of independent Canadian-owned presses in the s but also created a
climate in which these publisers could take risks with promoting unknown
authors and authors writing about unconventioanl themes. Recalling the
nationalist vision of Canadian Literature’s centennial “Publishing in Canada” issue, Andrews and Ball insist that “publishing in Canada is unique
and vital to our national identity” (); it performs a key national function,
and that seems to be what motivates Andres and Ball’s call for a method
of Canadian literary study that recognizes the materiality of literature.
While the argument developed in this paper is motivated by a claim or
desire that also underlies Andrews and Ball’s emphasis on the “national”
—namely the claim or desire that the function of Canadian literary goods
and services is irreducible to the logic of the market, that is, to the logic
of “guaranteed commercial success” ()—it reframes this claim or desire
—expressed by Andrews and Ball as an issue of national culture and
identity—as an issue of cultural decision-making and democratic public
culture. Critical invocations of national cultural value such as Andrews
and Ball’s are complicated and troubled by the fact that, as this paper will
show, contemporary cultural policies and programs are inaugurated by
a federal government which subscribes to the neoliberal paradigm in its
discourse of “national culture” and its protection of Canadian literature
and its production from direct market dependency and commodification.
In view of this nexus of the national and the neoliberal, I will argue, the
contemporary study of the materiality of Canadian literature, and of its
mediated-institutionalized structural modes in particular, needs to engage
in processes of querying the habitual, modern notions of democracy and
the public sphere and, more specifically, of how these notions currently
play out in the contexts of Canada’s public cultural sphere. is paper
engages in such a process of querying to decode what the terms “national”
and “public” mean today in the institutional contexts of Canadian literature and its production.
I will start this process of querying and decoding by examining the
issue of cultural protection/ism in the historical context of the post Second
World War projects of cultural nationalism and cultural industries. Canadian critics such as George Parker and Rowland Lorimer have variously
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demonstrated that “the history of Canadian book publishing policy dates
back to before Confederation, to various iterations of British copyright
law” (Lorimer ). However, it was only during the Massey Commission years (–) that book publishing policy started to move beyond
debates around copyright law and direct government funding for the arts
and letters in Canada gained serious public and political support.¹ e
report of the Massey Commission, published in , clearly emphasizes
“the immense importance of the Canadian publisher in the development
of Canadian letters” (Royal Commission on National Development in the
Arts, Letters and Sciences ). e report’s documentation of findings
from Commission hearings with domestic book publishers and literary
associations establishes that “what is really needed is more good Canadian
books” ()—that is, increased domestic literary output—through which
English- and French-Canadians can find some essential “Canadianness.”
is reasoning builds on the belief that “the appearance of a national literature” is a central force (if not the central force) “making for national
unity” (). Literature’s key national function, in turn, makes necessary a
viable national book industry so that domestic publishers can “offer to the
public a greater number of [Canadian] novels of outstanding quality” ().
e commissioners observed that the vastness of the country, combined
with the smallness and dispersed settlement of its population, creates
a situation that makes direct government support toward a steady and
independent domestic book market indispensable (–). ey argued
that a national Canadian literature (and culture more generally) can only
survive in a country as fragmented as Canada if it and its production are
directly and sufficiently funded by the federal government.
e small portion of the Massey report cited here is indicative of the
interventionist-nationalist cultural policy stance Canada followed in the
years after the Second World War. e Commission’s formation and work
are a symptom of a time when the Canadian government, following the
Keynesian formula of the welfare state, assumed increasing responsibility
for the country’s economic and social welfare.² e creation of a strong
 According to Paul Litt, whose e Muses, the Masses, and the Massey Com-

mission provides a detailed account of the political, cultural, and economic
climate shaping the time of the Massey Commission, “the real significance of
the Massey Commission lies less in the fate of its major initiatives than in the
general impact it had upon the attitudes of the public and the policies of the
government” ().
 Canadian Keynesianism is also known as the Second National Policy. An initiating government document was the  “White Paper” on employment and
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and unifying “national culture” was considered key to this endeavour, and
the introduction of a public cultural agency signaled both a governmental
commitment to “Canadian culture” and a reaction to the perceived threat
of this culture being overwhelmed by internal subversion³ and foreign
incursion. Regarding the latter, the inflow of American mass culture posed
a particularly pertinent threat. e Massey Commission reflected the
belief of Canada’s cultural and political elite that mass culture is a foreign,
American threat that can best be countered through the public promotion
of “high” culture along the lines of Matthew Arnold’s the best that has been
thought and said. In a section of the Massey report entitled “e Future of
Canadian Letters,” this sentiment finds the following expression:
We do think it important to comment on the efforts of those
literary groups belonging to various schools of thought
which strive to defend Canadian literature against the deluge
of the less worthy American publications. ese, we are told,
threaten our national values, corrupt our literary taste and
endanger the livelihood of our writers. ()
is quotation proceeds from an elitist-nationalist vision of “high” culture
constituting a means of national defence against the invasion and takeover
of American mass culture.
e report itself makes the following comparison with Canada’s policy
of National Defence: “If we, as a nation, are concerned with the problem of
defence, what, we may ask ourselves, are we defending? We are defending
civilisation, our share of it, our contribution to it. e things with which
our inquiry deals are the elements which give civilisation its character and
meaning” (). Implied in “the things with which our inquiry deals” are
income. See Stephen McBride’s Paradigm Shift (Chapter Two) and David Wolfe’s
“e Rise and Demise of the Keynesian Era in Canada” for more detail.
 Wesley Wark’s “Security Intelligence in Canada –” breaks down
Canada’s “insecure internal frontier” (), as perceived by the country’s security intelligence force in the context of the First and Second World Wars,
into a geographic frontier “located in the west” (), a metaphysical frontier
“located in the racial tensions between Canadians of British origin and the
new Central European immigrants” (), and an ideological frontier located
in Nazi/Fascist and Communist mobilization (–). According to Wark,
the “key element of the national insecurity dynamic … can, in retrospect, be
regarded as an essentially colonial phenomenon, dependent on the reception
of alarms from abroad, on a subordinate relationship between Canada and her
alliance partners, on concern about unsettled frontiers, and on the newness of
the political structure of the country” ().
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those Canadian cultural products and services that ensure the cultivation
of a strong, civilized, and unified nation-state: namely, “high” culture and
its agents of production and promotion. As Paul Litt points out in e
Muses, the Masses, and the Massey Commission, the Canadian cultural
elite, which rose into prominence in the s and to which the five members of the Massey Commission belonged, was guided by a liberal humanist agenda which echoed Arnold’s conviction that “high” culture is a form
of intellectual training and enlightenment that improves humankind in
mind, spirit, and morals and thus belongs into the centre of any civilized
society. e matrix of a “high-minded and defensive strain of Canadian
cultural nationalism” (Litt ), “high” culture was to serve a both civilizing
and national security function in Canada.⁴ In this function, it was to be
autonomous, as Jody Berland shows in “Nationalism and the Modernist
Legacy: Dialogues with Innis,” in a threefold way: in its relation to the market, the state, and the general public. Berland attributes a key role to “the
alliance between nationalism and artistic modernism” () in the postwar
formation of a cultural policy mandate that articulated a direct correlation
“between the arts and national defence—between autonomous art and an
autonomous nation” (). She further emphasizes that the discourse shaping this alliance and policy mandate, while nationalist in orientation, was
internationalist in its espousal of a cosmopolitan cultural aesthetics.
In her analysis of early Canadian and American membership in
 in “‘A Bridge between Nations’: Cultural Relations, Liberal Intellectualism and the Massey Commission,” Zoë Druick demonstrates that
this discourse was internationalist in an economic sense as well. Notwithstanding the claim of artistic/national autonomy, “high” Canadian culture
was also and simultaneously seen as a means to effect competitive cultural exchange that gets Canada internationally recognized as strong and
mature. Druick warns against binarizing the mythic images of Canada’s
Arnoldian and America’s capitalist cultural visions. Frequently assumed
in critical analyses of the Massey Commission (such as Litt’s), this binary
opposition has not only obscured America’s enthusiastic participation,
side by side with Canada, in early . It has also disguised Canada’s
 Discussing the issue of culture and national security in “e Cultural Industries

Policy Apparatus,” Kevin Dowler argues that “[i]t is in recognizing the function
of culture as a mechanism of security that we find culture’s underlying rationality” () in Canadian policy discourse. With the military and economic realms
failing to provide for Canada’s national security, the symbolic realm of culture
has come to serve in this function. us, the “rationale for a Canadian cultural
policy is to be found in the security interests of the state” ().
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subscription to the latter’s liberal-commercial vision of a world civilization
of marketable national cultures. Druick notes that already in ’s
early stages, in which Canada participated as a founding member (Massey
himself was part of the committee that drew up a constitution in ),
culture and trade were closely linked. e organization’s initial goal to
improve the cultural relations between sovereign, civilized nation-states
was closely tied to the improvement in market relations. is culturaleconomic correlation is clearly reflected in the Massey report’s references
to Canadian-American relations:
American influences on Canadian life to say the least are
impressive. ere should be no thought of interfering with
the liberty of all Canadians to enjoy them. Cultural exchanges
are excellent in themselves. ey widen the choice of the consumer and provide stimulating competition for the producer.
It cannot be denied, however, that a vast and disproportionate amount of material coming from a single alien source
may stifle rather than stimulate our own creative effort; and,
passively accepted without any standard of comparison, this
may weaken critical faculties … we have made important
progress, often aided by American generosity. We must not
be blind, however, to the very present danger of permanent
dependence. ()
As indicated in this quotation, the commissioners promoted the building
of an independent, competitive domestic cultural industry that can stem
the threat of American cultural imperialism while, at the same time, reaping the benefits of Canadian-American exchange. Never far from this dual
ambition loomed the fear of a fully market-oriented approach that would
destroy the uniqueness and autonomy of Canadian culture.
First brought on the public policy agenda by the Massey report, the
manoeuvre between domestic and international, symbolic and material,
cultural and economic policy objectives—between culture as non-material
national value and culture as industry—is now part of the government’s
neoliberal agenda. As Berland indicates in “Nationalism and the Modernist Legacy,” what distinguishes today’s cultural policy discourse from
that of the immediate postwar years is that the terms “Canadian culture”
and “cultural industry”⁵ do no longer correspond with the modernist eodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer first coined the term “culture industry”

in  in an essay by the same title as an indictment of the destructive nature
of the dominant system of capitalist culture—a system pretending that the function of industrialized cultural production is to enhance the project of human
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nationalist claim of two separate domains, that is, of two policy domains
which need to and can be kept apart “both philosophically and through
the assignment of responsibility to separate government bodies” ().
According to David rosby’s Economics and Culture, the separation of
autonomous high culture and the industrial aspects of culture that shaped
postwar Canadian cultural policy discourse started to weaken in the s
as the focus of cultural policy-making “began to shift towards a more
functional view of culture with the emerging recognition of the cultural
industries as engines of economic dynamism and societal transformation”
(). rosby’s study shows that protectionist countries such as Canada,
New Zealand, Australia, and much of Europe underwent an intensifying
co-ordination of economic policy and cultural policy in the s, with
cultural policy moving toward an industry-based approach to culture as
an economic player that can not only pay for itself but create profitable
outcomes. In “e Cultural Industries Policy Apparatus,” Kevin Dowler,
who locates the emergence of the term “cultural industries” in Canadian
government discourse with the appointment of Francis Fox as minister
of communications, argues that during the late s Canadian culture’s
primary function shifted from being a security mechanism (in the face
of economic dependency) to being “a means to achieve economic independence” (). Canadian culture’s national security value was being
re-framed in market-based terms focused on culture’s potential as export
staple and vehicle of economic growth.⁶
Situated in the larger context of political economy, this policy prioritization of “cultural industries” gave expression to a movement now called
neoliberalism that came into being in the late s and de-emphasized
New Deal and Keynesian liberal doctrines for the sake of more classical
liberal methods. In Capital Resurgent: Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution,
the economists Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy conceptualize neoliberalism as the attempt of finance—that is, the class of capital owners
“whose property materializes in the holding of securities (stock shares,
emancipation, while, in reality, taking control of habits of cultural consumption.
As Litt notes, even though this essay was not translated into English until the
s, it was known well enough in the late s and s to have an effect
on the culture lobby in Canada and the United States ().
 As Donna Pennee shows, this change also found expression in foreign policy:
“[B]y , once the policing of military build-up became less important than
securing global markets and engaging in economic protection/ism, the Trudeau
government’s white paper on foreign policy attempted a declaration of economic
independence” ().
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bonds, treasury bills, etc.) and financial institutions (central banks, banks,
funds, etc.)” ()—to restore the class’s revenues and power,⁷ which first
came into being at the end of the nineteenth century and were disturbed
by the Great Depression and the Second World War. Neoliberalism signifies “a return to the hegemony of finance in the main developed capitalist
countries and on a global level” (), under the pre-eminence of American
finance, and thus a radical departure from the Keynesian goal of achieving national and international stability and growth by means of a policy
framework that is committed to full employment, social welfare programs,
controls on finance, and a balance of market and state power. Opposing
Keynesian controls on finance and decreeing that greater and less controlled financial and economic interdependence will ultimately lead the
world to truly global progress, wealth, and stability, neoliberal advocates
have asserted as inevitable the deregulation of markets and the privatization or commercialization of social goods, policies, and functions.
As Lawrence Grossberg points out in “Speculations and Articulations
of Globalization,” the defining political economic paradigm of our time,
neoliberalism has become, “in a variety of ways, the ‘state’ policy of many
different nations, and certainly the dominant policy of the international
economic community (for example, , the )” (). It refers to the
various processes whereby states have depoliticized (and been pressured
to depoliticize) their public, social functions and have handed control over
the market to non-democratic parties⁸: to multinational corporations; to
international economic and political instruments such as the , the
World Bank, the 
, and the ; and to international trade agreements.
is does not imply, however, that neoliberalism (or neoliberal globalization) is a uniform or monolithic project. As several critics have shown (for
example, Grossberg; Hardt and Negri, Empire), it takes different shapes in
different contexts and works in highly uneven and, at times, unpredictable
ways.9 In the context of “Canadian culture,” policy attempts to create a
 Capital Resurgent lays out in detail how finance took advantage of both the
structural crisis of capitalism and the crisis of the world monetary system at
the end of the s.
 For an extended discussion of the effects of this transformation in Canada’s
political sphere—for example, financial stringency, privatization, contracting
out of service delivery, erosion of social and cultural programs, labour-market
deregulation—see McBride’s Paradigm Shift .
 Moreover, while neoliberalism may be a leading trajectory of the present political
conjuncture, it nonetheless is “only one of the forces or vectors of power vying
to determine the future” (Grossberg ). It competes, overlaps, and interacts
with other projects and apparatuses of domination such as new Keynesianism
(see Stiglitz) and neo-mercantilism (see Jones).
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strong national culture by means of an interventionist system have protected domestic cultural industries from direct market dependency while
creating dependency on the state, whose itineraries at present are neoliberal and oriented in particular toward competitiveness with the United
States. Canada’s protectionist cultural policy approach is now part of the
discourse of Canadian neoliberalism, of the latter’s attempt to profitably
incorporate the ideological and aesthetic potential of culture and cultural
production into its economic potential while simultaneously decreeing
as “public interest” the commercialization of cultural goods, policies, and
functions. In “Culture as Security: Canadian Foreign Policy and International Relations from the Cold War to the Market Wars,” Donna Pennee
cites the  Chrétien government statement Canada in the World/Le
Canada dans le monde as an example of this neoliberal co-ordination of
culture, security, and economy. She notes that the statement “promote[s]
the obviousness that the pursuit of prosperity guarantees security at the
national and global levels; it folds into this particular mix Canadian culture
as an export and an industry, and Canadian values measured in terms of
the nation’s tradition of commitment to … social justice, with no awareness
that these happen to be necessarily asymmetrical” ().
To further spell out the dynamics of this neoliberal turn in Canadian
state policy, I will focus on the issue of governance, and democratic governance in particular. Let me begin with a reference to the  statement
Governance in Transition: Public Management Reforms in  Countries.
Published in , the latter predicts that the role of state governments
will increasingly shift to that of “an enabler” (), of an enabling flexible
system of regulation for the free flow of capital, economic enterprise, and
knowledge-industry-based innovation. Many critics have attested to the
current reality of this prediction—among them Mitchell Evans, Stephen
McBride, and John Shields. Tracing the roots of both the prediction itself
and its present reality in Western democratic societies, and especially in
Canada, their essay “Globalization and the Challenge to Canadian Democracy: National Governance under reat” draws attention to the active role
states have played in curtailing their political powers. Western states such
as Canada have actively participated in the creation of international trade
agreements and bodies such as the 
, World Bank, and  and thus in
the establishment of “governance mechanisms … congruent with a system
of neoliberal regionalized trading and investment blocs” (). According
to Evans, McBride, and Shields, the Canadian state has contributed most
considerably to making itself a less relevant and powerful actor through
its subscription to and active support of the Canadian-American Free

Canadian Cultural Policy-making | 

In the context
of “Canadian
culture,” policy
attempts to
create a strong
national culture
by means of
an interventionist system
have protected
domestic
cultural
industries from
direct market
dependency
while creating
dependency on
the state.

Trade Agreement. ey conclude that the shrinking of the Canadian state
hence is not, as frequently assumed, the “inevitable product of structural
economic and technological transformation” () but, rather, “the product
of business pressures within Canada and the associated spread, within
elite circles at least, of neoliberal ideology” ().
In Democratic Development –, an overview put together
for the tenth anniversary of the Montreal-based International Centre
for Human Rights and Democratic Development, Nancy ede suggests
that the present depoliticization of the concept of governance may be best
understood as a class project that is transnational in scale. More precisely,
it is a process by which the co-ordinated and interdependant neoliberal
agendas of national and international policy and market elites reduce
political space to “a site for management of resources rather than access
to power” and democracy to “a well-oiled machine producing tangible
results” (ede ). is process has been “enabled” not least by a practice
of professional or expert political representation that is common in most
modern democracies. Joseph Schumpeter’s Capitalism, Socialism, and
Democracy has been of seminal influence in shaping this practice after the
Second World War. Schumpeter argued for a reduction of the scope of
public participation in political decision-making in order to make democracy compatible with the growing complexity of modern societies. His call
for “controlled” representative democracy regained salience in the late
s and early s as a result of the social and political upheavals of that
time, which led to the formation of the Trilateral Commission, “a private,
corporate-oriented think tank headed by business, media, and academic
elites from Europe, North America, and Japan” (Patten ) and founded by
David Rockefeller of America’s Chase Manhattan Bank. Published in ,
the Trilateral Commission report, e Crisis of Democracy: Report on the
Governability of Democracies to the Trilateral Commission, warned that
modern society suffered from an excess of democracy—in terms of both
the overload of state responsibility and popular access to decision-making
—which was posing a threat to individual liberty and property as well as to
the means of social control governments had traditionally employed. In
“e Democratic Deficit: Neoliberal Governance and the Undermining of
Democracy’s Potential,” Canadian political scientist Steve Patten attributes
critical influence to the work of government overload theorists such as
Michel Crozier, Samuel Huntington, and Joji Watanuki (the authors of
the Trilateral Commission report) in North America’s ideological turn
toward neoliberalism.
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Today, in Canada and elsewhere in modern democracies, so-called
experts or professionals constitute the majority of elected representative
citizens. To a large extent, their dialogue with the public takes place by
means of election campaigning, formal functions, and media statements,
which tend to avoid pressing economic and social issues. Contemporary
democratic decision-making constitutes a process by which elected representatives prescribe policies for society from “outside” (from the realm
of the expert) instead of negotiating them in dialogue and power-sharing
with the populace. Robert McChesney notes in the introduction to Noam
Chomsky’s Profit over People: Neoliberalism and Global Order that this
is the preferable climate for neoliberalism, which “works best when there
is formal electoral democracy, but when the population is diverted from
the information, access, and public forums necessary for meaningful
participation in decision making” ().
McChesney’s criticism of the current state of democracy is part of
an urgent critical debate about the future of modern democracy and its
institutions that has emerged from different disciplines and intellectual
traditions (for an overview, see Hardt and Negri, Multitude –). What
critics seem to agree on is that classical liberalism, which gave rise to the
modern version of democracy, was built on highly contradictory, dualistic
values that have complicated, if not made impossible, the realization of
key democratic ideals. As Carl Boggs notes in e End of Politics: Corporate Power and the Decline of the Public Sphere, while liberal ideology
“embraced the norms of consent, civic participation, self-directed activity,
and the ‘rights of man’ measured before a system of laws,” it also “gave
full sway to capitalist market values, which encouraged the most competitive, predatory forms of human activity in a way that tended precisely to
undermine those democratizing values” (). Modern democracy came to
represent both the idea of the power of the people and the often contradictory idea of legally guaranteed individual rights and liberties. It came to
function as both an ideal of direct popular government and the description of a concrete form of representative government that was expected
to guarantee social stability and progress as well as individual freedom.
e divide between the liberal democratic ideal on the one hand and its
reality on the other has created many challenges for intellectuals committed to the concept of democracy, especially in the present climate of
neoliberalism unevenly focused on capitalist market values and “enabling”
expert representation.
For the political philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis, the way to think
out the modern democratic tension between direct government and
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representation, and thus the current neoliberal imbalance, is a radical
return to the original Greek meaning of the word democracy. In “e
Greek Polis and the Creation of Democracy,” Castoriadis argues that
genuine democracy is never limited to human rights or suffrage, even
though that is the meaning the word commonly assumes in modern liberal
discourse. Indeed, genuine democracy is the opposite of the present passive-representative approach which enables elected representatives to use
the political authority transferred to them “to consolidate their position
and create the conditions whereby the next ‘election’ becomes biased in
many ways” (). Recovering the word’s ancient Greek beginnings and
significations, Castoriadis emphasizes that “representation is a principle
alien to democracy” ()¹⁰ and so is the assumption that there can be
experts in political affairs. Political expert representation is a concept
non-existent in classical Greek political philosophy, which postulates the
demos (the community of all citizens) as politically equal, active, and
self-governing. However, Castoriadis does not claim that ancient Greek
democracy was an exemplary political form, a model to which we can
or should return. Rather, he makes the point that ancient Greek political life is important as “the germ” of a “historical instituting process: the
activity and struggle around the change of the institutions, the explicit
(even if partial) self-institution of the polis as a permanent process” ().
It is this active project of the people instituting society, a project which,
Castoriadis argues, originates in ancient Greece and breaks away from
the tradition of the instituted society whose laws are either inherited by
ancestors or pre-given by god(s), that needs critical continuation in today’s
world. Accordingly, Castoriadis rejects the abandonment of the public
sphere—as an instituting zone mediating between state interests, private
interests, and common welfare—to so-called (cultural, political, economic,
etc.) experts and professionals. He insists that “[t]he emergence of a public
space means that a political domain is created which ‘belongs to all’ (ta
koina). e ‘public’ ceases to be a ‘private’ affair—of the king, the priests,
the bureaucracy, the politicians, and the experts. Decisions on common
affairs have to be made by the community” ().
 Tracing the shifting meanings of the term “democracy” in Democracy Against

Capitalism, Ellen Meiksins Wood manifests that the idea of representative
democracy is “an American innovation … with no historical precedent in the
ancient world” (). e American republic introduced an understanding of
democracy “in which the transfer of power to ‘representatives of the people’
constituted not just a necessary concession to size and complexity but rather
the very essence of democracy itself ” (; for a full discussion, see –).
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Contestants of Castoriadis’s classicist appeal have accused him of
idealizing and distorting ancient Greek politics—a politics that was limited to a small political elite of free, adult, male citizens—as selfless and
inclusive governance. ey have further argued that the classical model
of democracy, of face-to-face interaction and proximity in public spaces,
does not hold any relevance in contemporary societies. Bruce Robbins,
for instance, notes in “e Public as Phantom” that the Greek agora (an
open square that was the marketplace and religious and civic centre) “is
only a phantasm. For the tradition thus conjured has nothing to do with
the realities and limits of Greek democracy, or with the possibilities to
extend our own” (ix). Still, it is important to note that Castoriadis does
not claim that a model democratic agora or public sphere once existed, or
can exist for that matter. His classicist approach rather uses the ancient
Greek “germ” of a community of citizens joined in a public space actively
questioning and changing existing institutions, practices, and values as
a referent for making visible the deficiencies of actually existing liberal
democracies and as an appeal for putting to scrutiny the modern forms of
expert representation and professional politics, which have left us with a
minimalist understanding of democracy. Hence, for Castoriadis, democracy is about both challenging the present hierarchical and increasingly
depoliticized relations of power and about providing the conditions for
all members of society to actively shape society.
So it is for Nancy Fraser. In “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy,” Fraser affirms the
public sphere “as a norm of democratic interaction” () to undertake a
revisionist critique of the liberal model of the public sphere theorized most
notably by Jürgen Habermas in e Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere. Engaging with both the continued relevance and the deficiencies
of Habermas’s model, Fraser presents us with a postliberal model that
sees societal equality as a necessary condition for participatory parity in
the public sphere and recognizes that the public sphere is never a singular,
uniform sphere but consists of multiple “publics” that co-exist (at times
even overlap) and compete on highly unequal terms.¹¹ Fraser thus severs
the public sphere from key liberal ideals to which Habermas ascribes the
 Fraser argues that apart from, as Habermas acknowledges, being an unrealized

ideal, the liberal or bourgeois public sphere of the nineteenth century was also,
as Habermas does not take into account, “a masculinist ideological notion that
functioned to legitimate an emergent form of class rule” (). Fraser further
critiques Habermas for not taking into account that a full understanding of
the “official” bourgeois public sphere cannot be achieved without looking at
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potential to function as the basis for a fully democratic public sphere. For
example, she radically rejects the claim that existing social inequalities
between actors are transcended in the public sphere, that the latter can
be a depersonalized, disinterested sphere in which members only speak
in their public voices. is claim “assumes that a public sphere is or can
be a space of zero degree culture” () while, in reality, informal values,
legalistic formalities, and norms of expression, behaviour, and rhetoric
determine inclusion and exclusion. She insists that, although not fully
realizable in our complex and stratified modern societies, the ideal of
participatory parity and broad-based civic participation “is more closely
approximated by arrangements that permit contestation among a plurality
of competing publics than by a single, comprehensive public sphere” ().
While Fraser agrees with Habermas that the public sphere can be neither
the state nor the economy—Habermas’s “concept of the public sphere
permits us to keep in view the distinctions between state apparatuses, economic markets, and democratic associations, distinctions that are essential
to democratic theory” ()—she also emphasizes that a democratic public
sphere does not, as Habermas claims, require a sharp separation between
the state and civil society. According to Fraser, limiting civil society to
the nexus of non-governmental associations reduces the public sphere
to an assemblage of “weak” publics merely engaged in opinion formation
(–). On the contrary, her postliberal model “permits us to envision”
() “strong” publics, that is, a sovereign public sphere within the state
actively engaged in processes of effectual decision-making (–).
Fraser’s conjecture as to the interrelations of civil society and the state
take a specific meaning in the context of Canada’s public cultural sphere,
which is closely aligned with the state. As Dowler shows, this alignment,
while not conflating the state and the public sphere, has by no means
resulted in, what Fraser calls, “strong” publics. Tracing the historical
development of cultural production processes in Canada, Dowler remarks
that unlike eighteenth-century Europe, where the bourgeoisie arrogated
to itself the power over these processes, Canada faced the challenge of an
underdeveloped civil society and weak resources of private capital, a challenge intensified by the country’s small and vastly dispersed population,
which made processes of cultural production and distribution difficult
its “unofficial,” non-bourgeois counter strands, such as nationalist publics, elite
women’s publics, peasant publics, and working class publics (–). See Craig
Calhoun’s Introduction to Habermas and the Public Sphere for an analytical
summary of e Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.
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and cost-intensive. Dowler explains that “[s]imilar to the circumstances of
Confederation, when a central government was formed to act as a ‘credit
institution’ (as Innis put it) to finance the construction of transportation
and communication networks in the absence of private initiative, the
‘problem’ of culture was likewise to be solved by government” (). e
federal government got directly involved in the development of a national
culture by establishing federal institutions such as the , National Film
Board, National Gallery, National Museum, and Public Archives, which
initiated and administered various cultural activities. In the context of the
Massey years, the government’s role changed to that of the developer of
private industries as well as arm’s-length cultural organizations (such as
the Canada Council for the Arts). is is not to say that cultural agencies
or “Canadian culture” (and its production) only came into existence with
these government initiatives but that the state, in its attempt to negotiate
between the practical need for intervention and the ideological threat of
totalitarianism, created a, what Dowler calls, “simulated” public cultural
sphere. is sphere has become a powerful player in Canada’s larger public
cultural sphere. It takes the form of governmental and arm’s-length cultural agencies “inserted between the formal structures of the state and its
citizens” (), administering culture “on behalf of, and at a distance from,
the federal government” ().
Today, most of these cultural agencies are comprised in the portfolio
of the Department of Canadian Heritage and work on the basis of federally administered programs. Dowler notes that they “act as the conduits
through which cultural producers and communities can make their views
and concerns known to government” (). Yet, Fraser’s conception of a
postliberal public sphere raises some significant questions with regards
to this statement: Which cultural communities or “weak” publics do the
above-named cultural agencies really serve or represent, and how does this
representation work? Who has access to these cultural agencies, and how
does decision-making take place? ese are broad questions to which I do
not have definite answers and which I am unable to adequately explore in
this paper. Still, they are important at this point in that they render salient
the following conclusions: e cultural public sphere of a genuinely egalitarian democratic society is a dynamic contact zone of multiple “weak”
and “strong” publics with a stake in “culture,” which engage in processes
of cultural decision-making as equals within jointly agreed-upon bounds.
Canada’s public cultural sphere does not constitute such a contact zone.
Firstly, it is not a site of independent “strong” publics but a space in which
directly government-run and arm’s-length cultural agencies subject to
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certain forms of governmental supervision and control¹² yield considerable
influence. Secondly and subsequently, important processes of decisionmaking in Canada’s public cultural sphere are framed as top-down representative processes in which the government—constituted by so-called
experts or professionals as well as working on the basis of outside expert
input—takes a leading role.
Let’s take the Canada Council for the Arts, one of Canada’s chief federal
arm’s-length cultural agencies, for instance. In “Custody Battles: Changing
the Rules at the Canada Council,” Clive Robertson observes that, with the
Council separated into government-appointed managers and trustees and
Council-appointed arts professionals, direct arts community participation
in federal arts policy largely depends on the Council’s “oscillation between
being a ‘simulated’ or ‘genuine’ civic interface” (, ). Robertson’s study
shows that the s and s have spelled a time of drastic Council
downsizing and reorientation of funding programs in neoliberal terms
and thus an oscillation away from being a “‘genuine’ civic interface.” Still,
independently of how the Council oscillates, shared decision-making with
arts communities takes place on the basis of the Council—itself made up
of cultural and political professionals/experts—selecting peer assessors
with “professional experience and knowledge directly relevant to the program criteria and applicant group” (Canada Council, Peer Assessment).
e Council’s decision-making processes work on a representative basis
that is one-sidedly established by Council members and reiterates distinctions of class. While the downsizing of the Council may have announced
the institution of, as Robertson’s study suggests, a neoliberal “artsworld”
focused on strengthening Canada’s arts industries, it is still the arts expert
only who can pass adequate aesthetic judgment on this world’s artistic
output and the policy expert who can pass adequate functional judgment.
Unlike the postwar axiom of Canadian culture’s relative autonomy from
direct market value, which has been considerably compromised in the
current neoliberal climate, that of its relative autonomy from direct social
value, and thus from the general public, has held strong in cultural policy
 For instance, in its glossary of terms, the Canada Council for the Arts states

that as an arm’s-length agency reporting to Parliament through the Minister
of Canadian Heritage, it “operates quasi-independent from the federal government.” Of seemingly little value, the prefix “quasi-” (Latin, as if ) is key to the
sentence, though, as it indicates that the Council’s independence is an independence to a degree only, an independence with a catch. Clive Robertson’s
“Custody Battles” provides a detailed account of the “conditional nature” ()
of the Canada Council’s arm’s-length status.
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and the public cultural sphere (even if this autonomy now has a different
significance than it did in the postwar years).
With the modernist-nationalist separation of “culture” and “cultural
industries” undone under the aegis of neoliberalism, the primary function
of government-aligned cultural agencies has shifted from that of instituting
a relatively autonomous public cultural sphere in which and with the help
of which an autonomous national culture can develop to that of advancing the market potential of Canadian culture. In the nexus of culture-assecurity, “ ‘security’ comes increasingly to be defined explicitly in relation
to economic prosperity” (Pennee ). e rhetoric of “national culture”
as export staple and key vehicle of Canadian economic growth (and thus
national security) can now be found on the websites of the Department
of Canadian Heritage, the Canada Council for the Arts, Industry Canada,
and Foreign Affairs and International Trade. Concomitantly, the primary
function of cultural policy has shifted from that of creating and managing
the cultural infrastructures necessary for the growth of an independent
national culture to that of adjusting existing infrastructures to the needs
of internationally competing, profit-generating domestic cultural industries.¹³ As the government announces on a recent site entitled Connecting
to the Canadian Experience: Diversity, Creativity, and Choice, key to the
process of transforming Canada from a resource-based into a knowledgebased society is a policy infrastructure that both promotes and serves
“the capacity of the cultural industries to compete globally.” is goes to
show that the values that underscore Canada’s cultural policy-making are
never radically different from those that underscore its policy mandate in
economic matters,¹⁴ and this implies all areas of culture: the arts, literature,
mass media, and so on.
 In their study of the current neoliberal overhaul of Canada’s federal public

administration in “Public Administration and the Managerialist Fervour for
Values and Ethics,” Christian Rouillard and Dalie Giroux situate this issue
of infrastructural readjustment in the context of a broader historical shift in
Western societies from “a disciplinary technology of power” (), in which
the relations between state and civil society are mediated through institutions
of discipline and rule, to a “control society” (), in which the unmediated
individual as both service provider and consumer becomes the cornerstone of
the state’s “public” services and involvement in biopolitical production (that
is, the production of social life itself ).
 To give another example: the Massey Commission and the cultural programs
launched by the federal government in the s and s were coterminous
with commissions (for example, the Royal Commission on Canada’s Economic
Prospects, the Watkins Task Force) and initiatives (for example, the foundation
of the Canadian Development Corporation, the Foreign Investment Review
Agency, Petro-Canada) promoting Canadian economic nationalism.
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This goes to
show that the
values that
underscore
Canada’s
cultural policymaking are
never
radically
different from
those that
underscore its
policy mandate
in economic
matters.

I would hence argue that instead of worrying about what might happen
to “Canadian literature” in the current context of neoliberal globalization,
as literary or cultural critics we might want to focus our study of the materiality of Canadian literature on the political and social values that shape
contemporary cultural practices and on the question of what it means to
have access to and participate in Canada’s public cultural sphere. As Evans,
McBride, and Shields point out, we are currently living in a transformative
period in which “a strong state is a prerequisite to a flexible state … e
state’s coercive hand must be sufficiently strengthened to enable it to effectively resist and counteract the ‘democratic pressures’ seeking to prevent …
the neoliberal goal of market dominance” (). While the modern nationstate—built on the notion of sovereign democratic power constituted by
and representing “the people”—may ultimately be insufficient as a site of
resistance and alternative to neoliberal globalization,¹⁵ it currently still is a
major site where economic, political, social, and cultural relationships are
concretely lived and is thus a major, even if a limited, site of democratic
struggle. Seen from this perspective, Castoriadis’s classicist challenge to
the modern-liberal method of representation and Fraser’s postliberal
model of the public sphere seem particularly vital at the present moment
as they enable us to theorize a post(neo)liberal public culture within the
structures of the (Canadian) nation-state without losing sight of the limits
of actually existing liberal or capitalist democracies.
Evidently, to conceptualize a postneoliberal cultural policy approach,
it does not suffice to demand a reorientation, as John Ralston Saul, one of
Canada’s foremost contemporary political thinkers, does in Reflections of
a Siamese Twin: Canada at the End of the Twentieth Century, toward a
genuine representative democracy in which “the élites to whom we have
entrusted our democratic system … do their jobs in a responsible manner” (). Neither does it suffice to recapture, as Laxer attempts to do in
“Surviving the Americanizing New Right,” a Red Tory approach of “positive nationalism,” which builds on a combination of strong government,
traditional conservatism, and social welfare. I do not mean to disagree with
Laxer that English Canada’s raison d’être (especially vis-à-vis the United
 Several critics have argued that the creation of a global form of democracy is

the only adequate response at the present moment of globalization. See, for
instance, David Held’s idea of cosmopolitan democracy, Richard Falk’s advocacy
of global civil society, and Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s concept of the
multitude. Whereas Held and Frank set out to conceptualize liberal democracy
on a global scale, Hardt and Negri radically reject the liberal model.
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States and continentalist incorporation) derived “from a wider concept
of the public sphere in which the state takes a leading role” (Laxer ).
However, if we agree with ede that “democracy is about debate, dissent,
building compromises, broadening participation and even confrontation
within certain broadly agreed-upon bounds” (), we need a form of government that empowers social actors¹⁶ rather than a vision of “national
culture” and “strong government.” We moreover need to struggle for a
postliberal public sphere rather than, as Ralston Saul claims, for an ideal
or genuine liberal public sphere. I would argue that strategies of cultural
protectionism and a more radically democratic approach to cultural decision-making are not necessarily mutually exclusive. However, the issue
with the present practice of cultural protectionism (for example, foreign
investment limitations and cultural exemption clauses in international
trade agreements) is that its commitment to culture’s non-material values
does not have the potential to counter the commodifying drive of the
capitalist market. One might even argue that it is not intended to function this way; rather, it serves as the instrument of a strategic neoliberal
nationalism. Hence, I have attempted, in this paper, to reframe the objective of promoting contemporary Canadian cultural goods and services that
are not completely reduced to the logic of the market, an objective whose
realization might very well involve protectionist measures, as an issue of
democratic decision-making—not “national culture.”
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 is claim throws up the issue (which cannot be further discussed here) of

non-citizen access to and participation in the public sphere, that is, of the
present limitation of demos and kratos—the power of the people—to citizens
as politically and legally qualified humans or groups of humans that form a
sovereign subject within a state structure.
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