Susan Swan

The John P. Robarts Professor
of Canadian Studies

FOURTEENTH ANNUAL ROBARTS LECTURE
21 MARCH 2000

York University, Toronto, Ontario

Millennid Robarts Chair, Susan Swan examined our irreconcilable pasts and why and how the
past continues to haunt us as we move into the 21s Century. The Millennid Wisdom
Symposum, was a series of public events and readings on "Making Up the Past: The
Archeology of Fiction,” where noveligts, archeologists and higtorians examined the ways that the
past is recreated by their disciplines and explored questions of who owns

the past and where our sense of history is derived from.

THE WRITER'S CONSCIENCE:
(or why reports of the death of the author
have been greatly exaggerated,

| stand before you as the author, that now familiar and no longer beloved ghod, the
eternd copyist responsible for the tissue of quotations known as the text or novel. A beng
whose degth, according to postmodern critics, is required for the good of literature, and whose
novels and short stories were not created without any intention behind the words, and are just a
farrago of current culturd idedlogies, random drifting thoughts, a composite of speeches like this
one, toasts, shaggy dog stories and great and bad works of literature.

Although | am but a ghost spesking | gppear before you in my dl too human and femade
body, smiling and nodding at you in afriendly fashion so | can start my talk about the role of the
Canadian writer at the beginning of the new millennium and ask the quegtion: Is the writer's
conscience the imagination?

As those of you in the univerdty English departments will know, | am referring to
Roland Barthes essay, "The Death of the Author" (p.148, Image Music Text by Roland
Barthes, The Noonday Press, 1977, 215 pages.). In which Barthes argued that it was necessary
to emphasize the reader a the expense of the author because classca criticiam refused to
recognize the role of the reader in the creation of aliterary work. And here | quote, "...we know



that to give writing its future, it is necessary to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must
be at the cost of the desth of the author.”

Although | am an author, it seems to me, as a reader and a woman, that Barthes idea
about killing the author to bring the reeder into the world of literature is alittle like throwing, not
the baby, but the mother out with the bath water.

Although it's true the author's role shrinks to that of privileged reader once a book is
done, every novel or text remains connected to the embarrassingly red human person who
meade the literary work in the first place. For the purpose of my tak today, | am caling that
person the writer whose lively sdf will not stay politely buried for our critical or professond
comfort. The author may be dead, but the writer lives. And not only does the writer live, the
writer dies outsde the time frame of any of the books she has written. And she possesses
important human attributes that go hand in hand with the act of making literature, an imagination
and a conscience which | am defining as an inginctive sense of right and wrong, and which is
expressed in unique ways in literary work and public life.

This year, in event after event, writers at the Millennid Wisdom Symposum at York,
talked about the way we recreete the past in contemporary culture. Critic and noveist Alberto
Manguel said the past is our true homeand, and that we can choose our culturd ancestors the
way the Roman writer Seneca recommended in his theory of Cosmopolitanism in the Firgt
Century A.D. We are not bound by time and place but can enter the universe through the
world of literature. The playwright Tomson Highway criticized Western culture for leaving out
the feminine presence in its concept of the divine in both religion and literature. Poet Karen
Connelly said not only is it the writer's job to imagine the other, "it is our duty”". Higtorian
Rosdlind Miles reminded the symposium that most of what we know about history was written
from the mde point of view. Thealogian Carol Christ spoke of nine touchstones for the new
millennium, such as consder the impact of your action on seven generations. Noveist Anne
Michadls spoke of learning to love one landscape as a way of learning to love dl landscapes.
Poet Dionne Brand said daves under davery were like traveers moving through history without
their luggage. York archeologist Tim Kaiser warned that governments could use the past as an
ideology to justify represson. And historian Marlene Shore predicted Canada, a nation
founded on different versons of what it should be, will likely continue to be one long, on-going
discussion about sharing power.

Nearly every one of these speakers is'an author', but it was in their cgpacity as writers
that they talked about the problems facing us in the twenty-first Century. In some ways, their
role as public intdlectuds at the symposum is a naturd extenson of everything I've learned
about being a writer in Canada, where finding an audience to dialogue with has been a political
act, but I'll get to that in a minute. | want to return to my point that writers, like most of us,
possess an imagination and an inginctive sense of right and wrong, but the writer's conscience is
the imagination.

What makes the writer different? Let's look first at the writer's conscience in her work.
As Barthes and others have shown, the novel is aform of communication that belongs to cultura
and cultural discourse. But that's not dl a nove is. A novd is not just a diglogue, or a text
handy for linguigtic sudies, nor a sory or a best-sdling page-turner but a visonary plunge into
what can't be kept out of the mind. In other words, a nove isavison of life which springs out



of the writer's imagination which | believe is a mentd tool o tightly linked to the novdidt's
conscience as to be dmogt insgpardble. In short, the literary imagination is the writer's
conscience in action. Oruto put it another way, the literary imagination is an expression of mord
agency on the part of the writer.

A writer isa creator of visons, someone who sees or dreams up a representation of life,
"areproduction of a production’, as French thinker Jean Paul Sartre put it. (What is Literature:
Harvard Universty Press, 1998: 34.) I'd add that a writer is aso someone who makes it their
busness to keep in touch with the viewpoint of the inner sdf which sands in dramatic
counterpoint to the universe of human experience, like a lady bug trapped in rush hour on the
Gardner Expressivay. Thetiny | of individual consciousness experiences life as a messy traffic
jam of humean relaionships conflicted with dl types of effiliations that include family and friends
aswel as membership in class, and gender and race. Theinner self makesits way as best it can
through the labyrinth of humean life, that is to say, boldy, proudly, furtively, dyly, tenderly,
tentatively, creftily, sometimes crudly, coldly, bravey, sdfishly, lovingly, and sefledy, it will
etch its path through time.

Unlike mogt of us who are too busy to chart this experience, a writer is that cresture
compelled to describe the panic which consciousness can bring, ushering in its awareness of
onedf in reationship to others, an awareness that involves choices and quickly becomes
tangled up with responsbilities and obligations. Whether it is in the pages of a nove or the
scrolled texts on a computer screen, a writer is that person who records and sometimes
transforms the filibrations of what it's like to be in a human or non-human consciousness, facing
the vast confusion of what can fed like an unkind universe.

| would dso argue that writers are people powerfully attracted to imperfection and
human suffering. Thelr response is a vison of life shown through the vehicle of the story, that
record of human complexity and imperfection usudly involving ethicd Stuations thet ditill and
define human dilemmeas. A writer may or may not be conscioudy ideologica, but she will usudly
find hersdlf attracted to imperfection, and this attraction leads, even in the murkiest cases, to a
mora position of some kind.

The truth is al writers are mordigts, even though their mord postion may be hard for
their own society to recognize because it is not tied to prevailing notions of church or Sate, or
the university in whose English departments writers are invisible except as a descriptive term for
atext, or group of texts. Thisistrue of politica writers like Dionne Brand or less ddiberately
politica writers like Michadl Ondaetje. It is even true of writers like Brett Easton Ellis in his
nove American Psycho, which describes a narrator S0 desengtized he thinks the taking of
humean life is afiction. The work of the Marquis de Sade, which can be seen as an anti-Papa
tract or in the novels of Henry Miller (kept out of American universities), who gppears to be
offering a Whitmanesgue cry for joy in acapitalist culture like America

Jean Paul Sartre explained it this way in his collection of essays, What is Literature?
"...dthough literature is one thing and mordity quite a different one, at the heart of the aesthetic
imperative we discern the mora imperative. For since the one who writes recognizes, by the
very fact that he takes the trouble to write, the freedom of his readers, and since the one who
reads, by the mere fact of his opening the book, recognizes the freedom of the writer, the work



of art, from whichever sde you gpproach it, is an act of confidence in the freedom of men."
(What is Literature and other essays. Harvard University Press, 1998 67)

Does this mean that literature must be politica in an ideologicd sense, as some of my
colleagues here believe? An ideology will certainly inform the writer's view of the world but it
isn't the one eement specific or intimate, and most important, complex and dramatic enough on
which to base a story. There's no gtory in ideology except the profound, generd truth that we
should dl be senstive to injustice and our own roleinit.

| sometimes argue with my friend, the thedlogian Carol Chris who spoke at the
symposum over the literary worth of parables written by feminist goddess worshippers. She
likes these parables because they enshrine a peaceful, industrious way of life based on early
Minoan culture, but for me, the stories aren't subtle, or conflicted enough to be of literary
interest. As a thedlogian, she wants stories to uphold her spiritua message; as a writer, | don’t
want to be given a definitive answer on faith and doubt, scepticism and passionate belief in a
story because it will limit my freedom to make up my own mind about these issues.

In my experience, most writers of fiction are uncomfortable with ideologies, even
ingpiring ideologies that lead to a better way of doing things. Although they’re influenced by
them, writers can't make up stories about ideologies. But writers can be endlesdy fascinated by
the ethical choices involved in putting new spiritud and political views across to society. Is the
leader of the largest feminist organization in the world more contemptuous of her femde
organizers than any patriarcha boss, as was the case with some of the radica groups in the
1960's? And if so, what happens to her and the people around her? There's a story there, and a
writer will sniff it out. But they will get angry if they are told that their work should correspond to
alaundry list of palitical do's and don'ts. Writers are mora beings more than they are ideological
ones.

Ak any writer and they will tel you that no one individud is ideologicd in their
innermogt individua sdlf, but mogt of us learn to be mord beings because we are forced to
confront and make choices about dl sort of reaionships, including one with the family dog. |
think that’s why awriter's vison usudly lays out amora position, which often has nothing to sd
other than a degpened understanding of a human dilemma.

Of course, I'm not taking about the old-fashioned mordizing you might find in
nineteenth century temperance tracts, or the religious tracts of the current Christian right. These
days, to admit to a didactic or prosdytizing intent behind your own work is for the novdig like
mysdf akin to admitting a lazy or misguided piece of craftsmanship, even a falure of the
imaginetion.

As we gat a new millennium, many writers and readers are wary of ideological
preaching, which has become synonymous with intolerance, bigotry, zedousness and
insengtivity. In my lifetime, many novdigs have followed the modd of Flaubert whom Alberto
Mangud says "initiated the modern novel by establishing an 'objective’ narretor, at the cost of
remaining invisble, a narrator who because he refused to preach gave the illusion of telling a
sory that is true” (The Blind Photographer, Into the Looking Glass Wood, Knopf Canada,
1998: 109.)

This view of the invisible narrator is dso described by James Joyce (Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man, 1914-1915: Penguin 1992, p. 233), when his character Stephen



Deddus comments, "The artig, like the God of the creetion, remains within or behind or beyond
or above his handiwork, invisble, refined out of existence, indifferent, paring hisfingernails™

As critic Michad Wood argues in The Magician's Doubts (Chatto &Windus, 1994:
12) both Flaubert and Joyce are consdering ways for the author to seem, but not be, absent.
Over time, | think the literary Strategy of these two masters has led to the misguided notion
popular outsde the university, in my own literary circles, that the noveigt should never be
political in her work, or at least, not overtly political. And certainly not political and didactic as
Emile Zolawas in his novels of protest or George Orwell in his satire, Animal Farm.

Are there other ways a writer's conscience can operate in her work? Oneway isin the
selection of dtories the writer chooses to tell. However, as the postmodernists warn us, it's
foolhardy to read a nove from the viewpoint of the author's intention. For one thing, many
authors, and | include mysdf here, often change ther intention in the middle of the book. And it
won't make any difference what the writer intends if the writing is badly done.

In my own case, the first nove | wrote described the life of a giantess with the same last
name as mysdf who exhibited with P.T. Barnum in the 1860's and 70's in the United States. She
was born to afamily of croftersin Nova Scotia and stood seven foot six in her stocking feet and
weighed 413 Ibs. As a child she had to St on the floor so her head would be level with her
sblings when they ate the family meds.

| saw in her life, which ended in 1888, after marriage to the Kentucky giant, who stood
only 72, (and thisis dl true), awedding blessed by Queen Victoria, two giant babies who died
in infancy, and a giant farmhouse in Seville. | read into the life of the giantess Anna Swan, a
search for belonging, for a home that fit. Sheld gone from Nova Scotia to New Y ork, from
New Y ork to Europe, after she was worn down by Barnum's museum fires, and then to a giant
farmhouse in the American mid-west. Here she hoped to live out the rest of her life like a
Victorian lady, even though her body in the elaborate dresses of the era, with the long hooped
gowns and bustles, made amockery of femininity as it was then known.

When | was writing this nove, | was avare | was critiquing the standard of femininity I'd
been brought up with, namely that women should be smal and supportive and their hard,
unremunerated work, mogly invisble. | was also aware that Anna Swan's life, the story a
giantess looking for away to put her size to best use, could be a symbol for the story of my own
country, the second largest nation in the world, next to Russia, not the United States because
we're bigger than America.

Did I intend the vison expressed in my story to be read only in one or both of these two
interpretations? | can't say that | did. I've often thought that most bestsdllers are books that
evoke the same response in each reader where a great work of literature because it dedls with
the complexities of human experience will ingpire a thousand different readings. Most novdigs |
know want their work to reach as many readers as possible and are happiest when it has
different meanings for each person who reedsit.

However, | was conscious of my own intentions, but | dlowed the story to form first
without imposing my intentions on it. | sometimes think current academic criticism that demands
a political solidarity from literary stories fails to understand the creative process of making
something up. During this phase, the intentions are noted and the vision emerges, or sometimes
the intentions are unconscious, and the vison emerges anyway. It's only when the writer's first



draft has been written that it's possible to shape more specifically certain aspects of characters,
or developments of events.

Ideology informs literature, but it does not run it. | happen to believe that ideologies, like
literature, soring out of ethica concerns. Ideologies offer an explanation of why things are the
way they are and act asaformal description of a preferred human response to human problems.
Ideologies, and we dl have them, have their own vaue, but few contemporary novdids are
ideologues who would put the demands of their politica beliefs before the demands of the story
they are teling. For anovdig like mysdf, what the story needsisthefirst law of literature.

That's why the writer's first obligation in literature is to write to the best of her abilities.
If the literary imagination is the writer's mord agency in action, the writer must deliver her vision
magnificently.

Let's look now at the writer's conscience in the public relm. What are the writer's
obligations as a citizen? And what does the writer's conscience mean for Canadian writers? |
was born in 1945; the year Two Solitudes was published in Canada. It was written by my
former creative writing teacher, the late Canadian novelist Hugh MacLennan severa years after
he was regjected by a U.S. publisher for an earlier novel. The U.S. publisher wrote about that
early work of MacLennan..."There is something indefinably wrong in this book. We don't
know who he is and the author's presence, a least invisbly, must be implicit in the book. He
does not write like an American and he does not write like an Englishman. Who is he?"
(‘Appreciation of Hugh MacLennan: Those who can, aso teach,’ by Susan Swan, The Globe
and Mail, November 10, 1990.)

It was then MacLennan said he redized that he was stuck with Canada, that "Canada
was a country unknown even to itsaf, but as drama depends on recognition, it would be very
necessary for atime to labour very hard to create an authentic background. The results were
my firg three novels" MacLennan writes.

“In my fourth nove, Each Man's Son, | thought such geographical and sociologica
underlining was no longer necessary, but again | was wrong. Little Brown of Boston required
me to write some kind of preface to explain to an American audience the prevaence of
Cavinism in the Nova Scotia of that period, which wasimmediately before World War 1."

In Two Solitudes, MacL ennan writes that aforeword is necessary because it is a novel
of Canada. "This means that its sceneis laid in a nation with two officid languages, English and
French. It means that some characters in the book are presumed to spesk only English, others
only French, while many are bilingual. No single word exigts, within Canada itsdf, to designate
with satisfaction to both races a native of the country. When those of the French language use
the word Canadien, they nearly dways refer to themsaves. They know their English-spesking
compatriots as les Anglais. English-gpesking citizens act on the same principle. They call
themsalves Canadians, those of the French language French-Canadians”(Two Solitudes, by
Hugh MacL.ennan, Collins, Toronto, 1945, 370 pages.)

S0 here you have a gdlant author like Hugh MacLennan with his own large stresk of
Cdvinig duty shouldering the job of conjuring up Canada for its citizens and the rest of the
world. Thisis a very good example of a writer's conscience working over-time, in this case,
taking on the respongbility of depicting a nation, no-one, not even its own peoples, recognizes
or understands.



At the time of the publication of Two Solitudes, Canadian literature was plit into
writings by the English and the French. It hadn't exploded into the current stage of multiple
perspectives and internationa success that we know today. And there was nobody writing First
Nations literature for a wide public except perhaps for Brantford-born Pauline Johnson who
recited her poems on stages across Canada and Britain during the early twentieth century.

During MacLennan's life, there were few definitions of Canadian time and place, and
much of his work can be seen as an atempt to handle the series of Canadian paradoxes
summed up by the late Northrop Frye in the question, "Where is here?" (The Bush Garden,
House of Anang, 1971: 220)

During this same time period, only a few Canadian writers like Emily Murphy and the
poet and congtitutiond lawyer F.R. Scott had tackled politica issues. Emily Murphy, whose pen
name was Janey Canuck, became an Edmonton Judge in 1916. On her first day, a made lawyer
objected to her authority because as a woman, she was not a "person” in law. Around that
time, Murphy and others were lobbying to have a woman gppointed to the Senate. They were
told women were not considered qualified persons under the British North America Act. They
logt their apped to the Supreme Court of Canada. Finaly, they appeded the "Persons Case" to
the Privy Council in England and, in a landmark 1929 ruling, it agreed women were in fact
persons. (Canada Day 96, Southam New Media (c) Copyright 1996.)

Here's a second example. On December 4, 1946, the Quebec Liquor Commisson told
aMontrea restaurant owner, Frank Roncardlli, that his liquor license had been revoked forever.
As everyone knew, Maurice Duplessis, the Premier of Quebec wanted to punish Roncarelli for
his support of the Jehovah's Witnesses, a Protestant sect criticd of the Catholic Church in
Quebec. F. R. Scott, a Montrea poet, lawyer a co-founder of the old sociaist Cooperative
Commonwedlth Federation, took on Roncardli's case and after a thirteen year lega battle, the
Supreme Court of Canada finaly ruled that the government of Quebec's trestment of Roncardlli
had been arbitrary and illegd. (Law, Politics and the Judicial Process in Canada, edited by
F.L. Morton, University of Cagary Press, 1992, page 1.) It was the first legd victory for
minority religious rights under the repressve Duplessis regime.

A few years later, Scott successfully defended D.H. Lawrence's novel, Lady
Chatterly's Lover, againgt charges of obscenity in the Supreme Court of Canada. He then
vergfied his experience in the Quebec Court of Apped with typica wit: "1 went to bat for my
lady Chatte/Dressed in my bib and gown."(F.R. Scott by Sandra Djwa, Canadian Poetry,
Volume 104, page 13.)

| could spend my lecture talking about Emily Murphy, or F.R. Scott. My point today is
redly this both individuals were Canadian writers who followed their conscience in politics and
art. Does paliticd commitment make lousy writers? Not necessarily, nor will it ensure good
writing, if craft and talent aren't there too. But political commitment, like good literature, can
transform the way a society thinks about things. This was the case with Scott, whose poems
are dill anthologized in Canadian texts while Murphy's humorous and patrictic travel sketches
are not widely read now.

By the time my first novel gppeared in 1983, Canadian writers had gone on to form a
nationa union and lobby for politica issues that affected them as dorytellers and citizens. I'm
talking about The Writers Union of Canada founded in 1970 after Ontario's Roya Commission



on Book Publishing didn't schedule any presentations by or on behaf of writers. Perceiving the
injudtice of the Stuation, Farley Mowat organized seven other writers to spesk before the
Commisson. When one of the group said writers didn't want help from outsde organizations,
the others retired to the pub in frustration. Mot of its group, which included Graeme Gibson,
June Callwood, Margaret Atwood, lan Adams, and Fred Bodsworth, had never met before.
They decided they should meet more often and exchange ideas, and the nucleus of The Writers
Union was formed.

The Writers Union went on to edtablish a tradition of literary activism in English
Canada, winning contract standards with publishers in 1976. Under Matt Cohen's leadership, it
won Public Lending Right from the federd government in 1986, which compensates authors for
use of their books in public libraries. In 1988, the union lobbied and won copyright protection in
1988, which compensates writers for photocopying of their work. (The Writers Union of
Canada, Membership Information Brochure.)

Many of its members, writers like Jane Jacobs, Graeme Gibson, John Raston Saul and
the late William Kilbourne, have been involved in Toronto's civic politics. And many others such
as Margaret Atwood, Timothy Findley, Paul Quarrington, Susan Musgrave, Myrna Kostash
lobby on artsissues as well as ecological crises like the preservation of Canadian parks and the
deep cutting of timberlands. When | atended my firg Writers Union meeting in the early
1980's, it was made clear to me that | had duties as a writer, not only to the world around me,
but to my own literary community. The writer as citizen was a busy cultural worker whose job
was sdling Canadian literature to Canadian citizens. 1n 1984, | wrote an essay for The Globe
and Mail asking Canadian bookstores to stop sdlling Canadian books in a section called
Canadiana. These sections usudly stood at the back of the store, far away from the bestseller
sands, suggesting that the homegrown product were nothing but manuas on how to strip pine
furniture.  (The Globe and Mail aticle, Feb. 11, 1984, editorid page) Under the headline
“Putting Canadiansin their Place,” | criticized the policy of segregating Canadian books.

"Our writers are rot a specidty taste like haggis or tripe which the dedicated buyer
should be forced to find at the back of the story. Why can't we take it for grant that our works
of fiction and biography are the artichokes, the sushi, the pistachio nuts of modern writing the
world iswaiting to enjoy?’

Although we were feisty, we do felt like a fragile entity, this group of English-Canadian
writers with links to the community in Quebec. As a young writer, | beieved that unless we
worked together as a group, what the late Margaret Laurence once called 'the tribe', Canadian
literature was in danger of disappearing. Was this redly true? Or were we, as Mike Harris
would have it, another pesky sdf-interest group lobbying the government?

| agree with Judy Rebick who has wisdy written in her new book, Imagine
Democracy, (Stoddart Publishing, 2000: 22) that it's a mistake to call groups whose work
speaks to the public interest 'sdlf-serving. Today, Rebick says, only the corporate dite is
alowed to gpesk for the public interest. She believes advocacy groups are being shut out of the
political process while governments rely more and more on dubious opinion polls to decided
ther priorities. If it started up today, a group like The Writers Union wouldn't have had the
same SUCCeSs.



Of course, | had my grievances about literary activism. | sometimes fdt as if | was
sacrificing precious writing time to act like an gppendage to Canadian cultural bureaucrats.
Nevertheless, | dso fdt asif | was doing something vauable for my culture. | was helping to
creete an infrastructure that alowed good writing to be written and read. Because not al books
are good books; great books grow out of a literary tradition that has been cultivated by a
society, the way a crocus will flower in the midst of a compost hegp. Michael Ondaatje and
numerous others like Lyn Crosbie, Corddia Strube and Andre Alexis sorung up from a small
press now called Coach House Books. 'Y ou need a community where writing matters, or there
will be few good writers. So even though | sometimes fdt rebdlious, | dso fet a sense of
purpose beyond the demands of my own literary career with its pressures to sdl enough copies
of my next novel here and abroad in order to kegp my various publishers interested. In those
years, | accepted the fact that the writer's conscience was inextricably bound not only to
literature but also to the duties of citizenship, and literary community.

Today I'd like to argue that it was not only Hugh MacLennan, but adso al Canadian
writers whose conscience has cdled Canadainto being. Moving us through both their literature
and ther literary activiam into a stage where the internationa success of authors like Alice
Monro, Carol Shields, Robertson Davies, Michag Ondaatje and Margaret Atwood have made
it possible for writers here to write about anything they want, without the obligetion to explain
where they're coming from. In this new internationa phase of Canadian literary success, it's now
possible to see tories not only from famous native playwrights like Tomson Highway who
spoke a our Millennid Wisdom Symposium as well as work by writers from backgrounds from
al over the world. | recently heard about a reading series that cdls itsdf, The New
Internationaism: Canadian Writers from Everywhere!

The vadtly differing racia backgrounds of the studentsin my crestive writing seminars at
York are beginning to be reflected in spring and fall lists of Canadian publishers and it does
seem as if the boast of this reading series is not an exaggeration. Canadian writers have traveled
from a bi-polar tradition of Anglo and Francophone writers to an internationd tribe of multiple
perspectives, and their sories have won foreign literary prizes and found readers dl over the
world. It isnow acceptable for a Canadian writer to say: "'l am part of the world wide Diaspora
of idess. | will write on any subject that interests me.”

In a country like Canada, which has not had a long-standing traditional bourgeois
society like France, writers and their imaginations have been a powerful cregtive force. Giving
depth and breadth to a frontier, transforming itsdlf into a post-industrid society with specid
features, anation that Y ork scholar Bruce Powe calls an anti-nation, a zen state whose primary
role is "to communicate with the world rather than conquer it." (A Canada of Light by Bruce
Powe, Somerville Press. 105)

What does this have to do with the writer's conscience? In the case of Canadian
writers, novels and short stories have given us a vison of ourseves where no vison existed
before. "The question of a nationa identity is not to be equated with smple nationd pride.... For
Canadians, asfor others, it isaquestion ...of feding a home," wrote D.G. Jonesin Butterfly on
Rock, (p. 5, University of Toronto Press, 1970, 184 pages)

Now as Canadian culture matures, the role of the writer may be different. Neither in her
work nor in her lobbying isit essentid for the Canadian writer to mid-wife anationd identity and



find public spaces to discuss with the readers over the paradoxical problems of Canadian
identity. What I've learned over these pagt eight months running the Millennid Wisdom
Sympsium is the value of the writer's conscience. 1've come to see that in Canada, it has acted
in unique ways, ingpiring political and yes, even mord ways. It's safe to say that without the
writer's conscience, Canada wouldn't exigt; it would certainly be less Canadian.

And if for the past century, one of the large questions for Canadian writers has been
Frye's question, where is here? | think the question for both the new century and the millennium
will be, can here survive? 1n the November symposium event, novelist Ron Wright said we only
have a window of time before we destroy our planet. "I believe that if we do not change our
way, limit our numbers and demands, share what the earth can provide, the new century will not
grow very old before we enter a period of collapse, misery, and mass sarvation that will dwarf
al such periods in our past. Archeology and higtory dso tel us that such a reformation is
unlikely. The typicd response of the powerful is to go on building higher pyramids, like those
long-dead Maya kings." (Wright, Nov. 8, 1999, Y ork Bookstore.)

Is he right? Were living in a world where terrifying ecological concerns demand the
rethinking of old dtrategies and vaues. It's dso an age when many of our politicians are no
better than liars or thugs in their refusal to be accountable to ordinary citizens, (I'm thinking of
Mike Harris dismissal of the need for aliberd arts education, and Jean Chretien's recent refusal
to testify before the APEC commission.) It's an age dominated by technology and multinationa
corporations who appear more powerful than national governments, giving the impresson that
you cant find city hdl. Will we be ale to survive? And if we do, will it be a society where the
next generation of young writers are dlowed to have their voice?

| don't know the answer to the question, will here survive, but | believe Canadian
writers who come from a country highly skilled in the fidld of communications, with atradition of
socid compassion are idedly suited to be life giving voices for human freedom in the next
millennium. A beautifully written description of a fidd or a city dreet is an important way to
preserve that field or street, a way that can be more persuasive than any political lobby. Don't
let anyone tell you there is only one path to literature. There are dl kinds of ways to be a writer
in the world, and often, the best writers are deeply involved in addressng the issues of ther
time, in public life and in ther writing.

So | would urge young writers to write where your conscience leads you and to ignore
the prescriptions from ether the left or the right that say good art must be politica or greet art is
not political enough. All writers have consciences. So use your conscience to the best of your
ability, in as many ways as you have the energy and temperament and time to manage. And
abovedl, write well.

To be without a conscience would put the writer in the rellm of the sociopath. It may be
the vison your conscience expresses is not one your society will immediately support or
understand, but it's up to you to trust the creetive process. Since the writer's conscience is the
imagination, shower literature with al the passon and attention and honesty the finest writing can
offer up. Write about justice if it suitsyou. If you are offended by the calous disregard humans
show other groups and other species, write about the right of these groups as well as other
species to fair treatment. If you are seeking a way to see through the prevailing nonsense that
humans are only consumers and not citizens, write about the larger life of the spirit. If you are



frudrated with the media, write about why in an age that overwhelms us with information, we
fed asif we are hearing nothing but lies.

Write firgt from the wisdom of your inner sdif, which is not prescribed wisdom but the
unbounded wisdom of the artist interested in the complexities of human experience. The
pressure of imperfection will aways lead the writer to subjects others have neglected, or il
others have refused to see. And if you have the energy, why not extend the work of the writer's
conscience into the redlm of politics and public life? | believe great writing often comes out of
writers with large hearts and powerful consciences. | would suggest greet literature is politica in
the most generous sense and it islargely on thisthat hope for the future rests.



