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‘It’'s an auto-castration. We've had some
periods where our elites functioned well,
but we don’t seem able to sustain it.’

JOHN RALSTON SAUL TALKS TO KATE FILLION ABOUT RACISM, OUR ‘METIS’
CULTURE, AND OUR ELITES’ INABILITY TO UNDERSTAND PROBLEMS

Youer new book, A Fair Coun-

try, opens with the startling
claim that Canada is a

Metis civilization, not a

European one. What does

that mean?

A: You have to put aside the racial idea of
the Metis, I'm referring to our way of imagin-
ing ourselves, our way ofacting and thinking,
We believe the roots for what we do come
from Eurcpe and, increasingly, the United
States. Actually we're much fless European
than the U.S., which is structured completely
out of the Enlightenment and European 19th
century ideas. And we are really the product
of the first 250 years of our 400 years as a
civilization, the product of experiences
between newcomers and Aboriginals, when
Aboriginals were either the dominant or equal
players, depending on where you were in the
country. We are a blend of Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal, but the driving ideas under
neath are the Aboriginal ones.

Q: How is not understanding this, or not

agreeing with it, problematic?

A: If you persist in believing that your

1 fact

essential influences are A when they's
B, then you're not able to deal with vourself
as a country, as a people. You're always grasp-

ations that are based on the

ing for expla
wrong source, and that makes it very difhcult
to reach your potential, because you're slow
ing yourself up the whole time

Q: What Aspects of Cani
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A: Single-tier health care, for example, «

our kind of federalism—when vou search |

where these things come from, you don’t find
philosophical, historical or political sources
And, most interesting, where do

in Europe.

we [ind the explanation for our quite success-

ful approacl ion and citizenship?

O course there are some difheulties, but how

is it that we manage to take in ¢

e peEr Cent

of the population in a year? How is it that

more than 80 per cent of the people who

come to Canada become citizens within four
to five years, whereas the number in the U.S.
is 40 per cent and the European number

would be seven or eight per cent, and they're

hav ng difficulties? How is it that we're so
relaxed about this idea that there’s somehow
a marriage possible between what people
bring and what people become?

Q: Most peo

e wonld say our comf

il I readl)

a tradition going back 400 years,

comed E

ight in the 1970s. If
view, you see Canada attempt

up in an egalitarian way much

g b open

earlier, In fact, the problems we've had—our

dark moments, our failures of racism and

in many areas, one of which is a linear, racially
based idea of citizenship. But the original idea
in the 17th century was this Aboriginal, circu-
lar one: non-racial, community-based, family-
based, where you have an endless negotiation
about how you include people and how you
redefine the circle. When you look for the
roots of what we did in the 1970s, they all go
back to the Aboriginal approach.

Q: Althoug

h you say it'’s another kind of
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ize Aboriginals, your ai

sis is entirely positive. Do you have any criti-
cisms of the legacy of the First Natiorns?

A: They were not able to, obviously, work
out how to come through the 19th century
and deal with us. Their population was
destroyed by the diseases [introduced by
European settlers|, which meant that they
lost their ability to continue their negotiation,
and they moved from two million to 100,000
in a very short period of time., To have a popu-
lation literally reduced like that makes it dif-
ficult to ask what they did wrong. The classic

Western thing is that we're constantly taking

an approach to the Aboriginals designed to

show

hat they're not up to it, or they're a
problem—all those racist approaches of the
19th century—and now it's, “How sad what's
ha

our fault, but how very sad.” It's the new way

pened to them, and of course it's partly

of being racist about Aboriginals.

Q: What are the allernatives?
A: One would be to focus on what we can
learn, Think of the Arctic, where our approach

to the question of sovereignty continues to






