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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the National Film Board’s Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives
(1997 - ) whose aim is to redress the under-representation of filmmakers of colour in the
English Program’s documentary film production streams. Focusing on how these
strategies and objectives have broadly tried to promote racial diversity (for instance, one
way is through the goal of having one of four filmmakers be a person of colour), this
thesis proposes that these Initiatives represent the NFB’s most prominent and socially
progressive raison d’étre for the late 1990s and the new millennium.

RESUME

Cette thése explore les initiatives intitulées La diversité culturelle a | 'oeuvre (1997 - ) de
I’Office national du film et accorde une attention particuliére aux fagons dont ces
démarches antiracistes tentent a résoudre I'absence des réalisateurs/réalisatrices de
couleur dans les studios de documentaire du Programme anglais. Avec un centre d’intéret
sur les fagons dont ces stratégies et ces objectifs preuvent une plus grande diversité
raciale (par exemple, I'une des facons s’efforce de faire en sorte qu’un(e)
réalisateur/réalisatrice sur quatre soit une personne de couleur), cet ouvrage propose que
ces initiatives sont les initiatives les plus progressistes sur le plan social et les plus
prééminentes de la fin des années 1990 et de ce début du siécle.
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CHAPTER ONE: EN ROUTE TO RACIAL DIVERSITY

The National Film Board is established to initiate and promote the production and distribution [of films] in
the national interest and, in particular, to produce and distribute and promote the production and distribution
of films designed to interpret Canada to Canadians and to other nations.

Clause 9a of the revised official National Film Board mandate of 1950'

1. INTRODUCTION

Proclaimed by National Film Board of Canada’s film commissioner Arthur [rwin fifty
years ago, the aforementioned passage has been directly quoted, partially referenced, or
completely paraphrased in numerous academic works that are devoted to a study of
Canada’s renowned government-funded cultural institution for the production and
distribution of film, and for the training of filmmakers. Since then, the focus of the
National Film Board of Canada (NFB) has been to reinterpret its mandate in accordance
with the ways in which its films would serve as reflections of Canada and, as such,
represent the national interest. It is interesting to note that, from a ‘“‘racialized”
perspective, it has taken approximately six decades for the NFB to reach the full
realization that “the production and distribution of films designed to interpret Canada to
Canadians and other nations™ could, for the national interest of a multicultural audience,
be interpreted as the production and distribution of films by Canadian filmmakers
descended from diverse races, to a Canadian audience made up of diverse races.

In the last five years, the NFB’s stated desire to promote gender-neutral cultural
diversity within its filmmaking environment has resulted in the creation of such initiatives
as apprenticeship programs, workshops, and competitions, which all fall under the NFB’s
English Program’s Cuitural Diversity in Action Initiatives rubric and which are reserved

for people of colour. During this same period, the NFB’s modus operandi has been to
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ensure that by the year 2001 one of every four of its documentary films in its English
Program would be made by a filmmaker of colour (1998-1999 Strategic and Operational
Planning intranet report). By taking both of these facts into consideration, I contend that
the Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives serve as the English Program’s most
prominent, socially progressive raison d’étre for the late 1990s and new century. Within
this thesis, [ more importantly wish to demonstrate that these Initiatives are, to date, the
most formal, widespread, and effective responses to combating the under-representation
of documentary filmmakers of colour within the English Program’s documentary film
production environment.

To illustrate this objective, I undertake an in-depth analysis of the Cultural
Diversity in Action Initiatives, from their inception in 1997 to the present year.’
Specifically my research examines four relevant issues: (1) the English Program’s three
documentary production units’ current definition of the term cultural diversity, in relation
to the Multiculturalism Program’s and New Initiatives in Film (NIF) Program’s previous
respective interpretations of the concept; (2) the origins and reasons behind the creation
of these Initiatives; (3) the ways in which the English Program’s three documentary
production branches (Documentary East, Documentary Ontario, and Documentary West)
have been implementing these Initiatives; and (4) the Reel Diversity Competition which

is the most well known of all the Initiatives.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The main reason for devoting this thesis to the topic of racial diversity within the NFB is

because little academic literature on the subject exists. Broaching an array of issues



including cultural policy in the arts, multiculturalism, race relations, ethnicity/identity
politics, and film/media, this work functions neither as a thorough investigation of any of
these fields nor as a study limited to any one single classification. Situated at the
intersection of the aforementioned categories, this research serves tnstead to bridge these
disparate themes.

For this reason, [ inform my multidisciplinary work through literature that either
sits at the crossroads of these given domains or that deals with one of them. Given the
Canadian context of my subject matter, [ try, as often as possible, to privilege Canadian
sources. Generally I organize and discuss the literature in my field in relation to seven
relevant themes. These motifs are (1) Cultural Diversity at the National Film Board; (2)
Different Strands of Multiculturalism; (3) Legislated Multiculturalism and Cultural
Hegemony; (4) Systemic Racism in Canadian Cultural Institutions and Anti-Racist
Strategies; (5) Diversity qua Decentralization/Centralization; (6) Problematizing the

Racial Label; and (7) From Abstract Parochialism to Concrete Social Change.

2.1. CULTURAL DIVERSITY AT THE NATIONAL FILM BOARD
Although there exists a plethora of academic material on the NFB, there are, in fact, only
two sources that, within a historical context, allude to the National Film Board’s pre-1996
definitions of cultural diversity. They are Aiko Ryohashi’s M.A. thesis and Gary Evans’s
chronological account of the NFB from 1949 to 1989.

Ryohashi’s study, which examines various documentary filmmaking initiatives
within the Challenge for Change (CFC) Program and the women’s filmmaking studio

Studio D, is significant for my own survey on the historical shifts in the connotation of



the term cultural diversity within the English Program’s documentary film production
environment. For instance, Ryohashi, at one point, correctly predicts that the NFB’s
future endeavor is to expand the focus of its documentary film initiatives on gender
equality to include racial equality. Writing in 1995, she notes:
In surveying Studio D films from early years to the present one [1995], one might
note that diversifying images of women has been a consistent concern throughout. [
would suggest that the contemporary shift towards considering issues of race is the
reflection of a larger social trend (39-40).
Since she does not elaborate any further on her forecast, Ryohashi allows me to play her
successor and explore the crystallization of this *“larger social trend” in the form of the
Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives.

Ryohashi does a formidable job of substantiating her research through the
incorporation of internal NFB documents, archival information, and personal interviews.
Her inclusion of non-academic material is something that [ emulate in order to balance
the theoretical side of my multidisciplinary argument with a practical facet. However,
Ryohashi occasionally allows historical data to overshadow her critical voice. As a result,
her work sometimes resembles a historical chronology more than a historical analysis.
Within my own research, [ endeavor to engage with my factual documentation as
analytically as possible.

In his four-decade historical chronology on the NFB, Evans devotes a small yet
informative section to the English Program’s Multiculturalism Program. Although Evans
indicates that films made under the Multiculturalism Program contain multiculturalism-
oriented narratives, he does not mention whether the filmmakers responsible for such

works were of a visible minority. My work will therefore explore the reasons why the

Program, in fact, placed more emphasis on the multicultural content of its films than on



the race of its filmmakers.

2.2. DIFFERENT STRANDS OF MULTICULTURALISM

Three philosophical paradigms of multiculturalism — symbolic, feminist, and critical —
figure prominently in this thesis since they form the theoretical framework for the
Multiculturalism Program, the NIF Program, and the Cultural Diversity in Action
Initiatives respectively. It is, at this time, worth defining these three terms and considering
the main authors whose research focuses on them.

Symbolic multiculturalism is a paradigm premised on a hierarchical order of
cultures that under certain conditions *allows™ non-dominant cultures to participate in the
dominant culture. Forming the ideology behind the 1971 Multiculturalism Policy and
1988 Multiculturalism Act, this conceptual model advocates that such democratic values
as individualism, tolerance, and equality should extend to people of colour. As the
separate studies of Audrey Kobayashi (1993) and Tator et al. (1998) point out, the
limitation in symbolic multiculturalism is its inability to undermine systemic racism by
challenging the hegemonic control of the dominant culture of Caucasian Canadians.
These authors’ works thus help me to illustrate how the Multiculturalism Program was
restricted by its symbolic multicultural philosophy.

What is particular interesting about Kobayashi’s essay is its usage of a chronology
to frame the varying definitions of the term multiculturalism, in relation to the different
historical stages of Canadian multiculturalism. [ therefore appropriate Kobayashi’s
method of constructing a historical overview based on definitions for my own historical

chronology of the English Program’s different perceptions of the term cultural diversity.



Angharad N. Valdivia’s book on feminism in communication studies and Jo-Anne
Lee and Linda Cardinal’s critique of feminism in Canada espouse the convergence of
feminism and multiculturalism. These authors’ support of a feminist multiculturalism
paradigm derives from their belief that mainstream feminism privileges the concerns of
White middle-class women but excludes non-Caucasian women’s preoccupations with
racial discrimination, strategies of racial inclusion, affirmative action programs, and
North American media representations of visible minority women.

By relating feminist struggles to racial diversity amongst women, Valdivia’s and
Lee and Cardinal’s writings consequently reinforce my contention that feminist
multiculturalism underpins the principles by which Studio D, from the late 1980s to 1996,
and Studio D’s NIF Program, from 1991 to 1996, abided. Whereas these authors’ works
do not acknowledge that feminist multiculturalism excludes the concemns of men of
colour, my research investigates how this conceptual model’s gender-specificity was a
particularly restricting factor for the NIF Program.

Implicit in the respective works of Tator et al. (1998), Ella Shohat and Robert
Stam (1994), Terence Turner (1994), the Chicago Cultural Studies Group (1994), and
Peter McLaren (1994) is the understanding that critical multiculturalism arose in the late
1980s as the antithesis to the symbolic model of multiculturalism.’ Acknowledging that a
racial hierarchy exists that privileges the dominant culture over people of colour within
Canada’s multicultural society, this paradigm advocates the development of strategies to

challenge this situation and engender racial equality.*

Although Lai Wan, in her essay, does not admit to being a critical multicultural

supporter, her “multiple/different as constant™ concept nonetheless functions as the ethos



of the critical model of multiculturalism. According to Lai Wan, this concept advocates
that a multiplicity of identities should exist as “the norm” (28). However, one’s ability to
render difference the norm is only realizable if measures for diversity are implemented in
an area where the dominant culture usually constitutes “the constant” (ibid).

Informed by Lai Wan’s notion, critical multiculturalism asserts that any attempt to
render racial plurality a normal part of any given society is possible if pro-racial diversity
initiatives are integrated throughout an area where Caucasian Canadians usually
constitute the constant majority. Only by implementing strategies for change in an
environment where this dominant culture traditionally signifies the norm can critical
multicultural advocates transform the norm to connote “a racially diverse group of
Canadians.”

Therefore it is not surprising that all critical multicultural principles or strategies
resonate with the different as constant philosophy. For instance, Turner’s principle
emphasizes that minority cultures should not accept but challenge the “cultural hegemony
of the dominant ethnic group...by calling for the equal recognition of non-hegemonic
groups” (207). Moreover, McLaren’s strategy stresses the need to enact social change by
increasing racial diversity within a given community (i.e. community of filmmakers)
rather than by privileging one cultural group (i.e. visible minority filmmakers) over
another (i.e. Caucasian filmmakers) (58).

All of the aforementioned direct or indirect sources on critical multiculturalism
reinforce my contention that the Initiatives, which aim to increase the presence of visible
minority documentary filmmakers, want to make racial plurality a constant, normal

fixture of the English Program’s entire documentary production environment. Since my



research revezls that critical multiculturalism — of the three philosophical paradigms —
offers the most far-reaching and practical vision to promote racial diversity, all of these
writings help me to establish that the Initiatives, inspired by critical multiculturalism, are
the Program’s most widespread and effective means to challenge the existing colour
imbalance.

It is worth noting the anti-multiculturalism counterparts to the three pro-
multiculturalism discourses listed above. The studies by Neil Bissoondath (1994) and
Garth Stevenson (1995) assert that muilticulturalism, in any form, is detrimental to
Canadian nationalism. According to these anti-multiculturalism critiques,
multiculturalism is problematic since it encourages ethnic pride amongst minority groups
and consequently prevents such communities from integrating into Canada’s mainstream
culture. Such works conclude that assimilation into the dominant culture is the only way
that minority communities can reach their full potential as Canadian citizens. As such,
this pro-assimilation perspective suggests that minority groups should suppress their
cultural and ethnic identity in the public domain and conform to the values, beliefs, and
traditions of the Caucasian Canadian majority.

My thesis does not conceal my preference for critical multiculturalism over the
very limited notion of symbolic multiculturalism. To steer clear of an oversimplified
schism in which members of the mainstream culture are all privileged oppressors and all
racial minorities are victims of subordination, my research tries to assume Vered Amit-
Talai’s critical yet fair stance. [n her study on Montreal-based ethnic minority community
activists, Amit-Talai views identity politics not as a trivialized struggle between Whites

and non-Whites but as a united struggle by both groups to incorporate the issue of racial



equity into the agendas of government institutions (93). Whereas Amit-Talai perceives
such combined efforts for social change developing within political parties and municipal

government, [ see them occurring in the NFB's English Program.

2.3. LEGISLATED MULTICULTURALISM AND CULTURAL HEGEMONY
Among a number of authors who have written about Canadian cultural policy, Peter S. Li,
Richard Fung, and Marlene Nourbese Philip (in “The Multicultural Whitewash™) have all
focused on the negative impact that the 1971 Multiculturalism Policy or the 1988
Multiculturalism Act has had on minority arts in Canada. Pointing to the dominance of
European-influenced art forms in the country, these writers note how the Policy or Act
equates minority artwork with folkloric or heritage art forms that glamorize traditions or
stereotypes associated with the artist’s ancestral roots. As a result, the Policy or Act
overlooks artwork by minority artists that falls outside its narrow vision of what
constitutes “minority art.”

Just as they are significant for my examination on the Multiculturalism Program,
so are these three works pertinent to my study on the Cultural Diversity in Action
Initiatives since their authors’ unrealized wishes are what the Initiatives, within the realm
of Canadian documentary film, are trying to fulfill. The wishes comprise (1) Li’s
individual desire for a national professional organization dedicated to the development of
minority arts (378); (2) Fung’s and Philip’s desires for qualified visible minority
Canadians to occupy influential decision-making positions in a cultural institution
(“Colouring” 50; “The Multicultural Whitewash™ 22); and (3) Fung’s individual desire

for people of colour to have the financial means to create art and to gain access to the
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tools for such artistic production (“Colouring™ 51).

Li's essay, along with works by Lillian Allen (1993-1994), Zool Suleman (1992),
and Marlene Nourbese Philip (“Gut Issues™), also deals with the notion of Eurocentrism
in Canadian cultural agencies. These readings define Eurocentrism as these agencies’
tendency to hold European art forms, motifs, and styles in higher regard than those of
non-European cultures, and. in this way, to sustain a cultural hegemony privileging
Western (Caucasian) culture over non-Western (non-Caucasian) ones. [ take these
sources into consideration during my analysis of the absence of visible minority

filmmakers within the Multiculturalism Program in the 1970s.

2.4. SYSTEMIC RACISM IN CANADIAN CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS AND
ANTI-RACIST STRATEGIES
From the large pool of theoretical studies on either of the two themes in the given rubric, [
have found three that are particularly relevant to my research. The first is Monika Kin
Gagnon’s essay “Building Blocks: Anti-Racist Initiatives in the Arts,” which presents a
summary of the different anti-racist initiatives suggested by various artists of colour to
combat institutional racism within the Canadian arts milieu. Detailing the historical
development of anti-racist policies in Canadian cultural bureaus, and illustrating the
common traits of systemic racism, Gagnon’s work is a useful reference for my analysis of
the Cultural Diversity In Action Initiatives’ function as anti-racist strategies.

The second pertinent reference is Scott McFarlane’s examination of the 1994
Writing Thru Race Conference, a colloquium reserved for non-White Canadian writers.

McFarlane suggests how the event’s usage of an anti-racist political strategy that



11

abandons a ‘“multicultural inclusionary paradigm” is one way to combat the
homogenizing effect of symbolic multiculturalism. McFarlane’s strategy is essential for
my own exploration of the race-specific status of certain Cultural Diversity in Action
[nitiatives.

The third notable source is Bailey’s textual analysis of the language used by
Canadian cultural bureaus to address the issue of cultural diversity in public or private
documents. Bailey suggests that ambiguous, generalized, and ill-defined definitions of the
various phrases used to connote cultural diversity reveal that the cultural institutions’
mandates on the subject are unclear. Bailey’s work inspires my own background study of
the ways in which the English Program describes the term cultural diversity, in relation to
the Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives, in press releases and documentary filmmaking
guides.

However, Bailey’s argument would have been strengthened if he had included in
his work the viewpoints of individuals responsible for such documents within the cuitural
agencies under scrutiny. This omission gives the impression that Bailey disallows any
other voice of reason, except his own, to permeate his study. Within my own analysis, [
therefore wish to juxtapose my theoretical voice with the perspectives of people who
administer/oversee the Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives and who have benefited

from them.

2.5. DIVERSITY QUA DECENTRALIZATION/ CENTRALIZATION
Surfacing repeatedly in works about arts in Canada are the issues of decentralization (i.e.

more localized administrative power over a regional cultural institution or a cultural
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institution’s regional branch) and centralization (i.e. more state control over regional
cultural institutions). In their respective essays, Dot Tuer (1992) and Jennifer Kawaja
(1995), for instance, voice their support for federal sponsorship of community-based arts
centers. However, what makes the two issues particularly significant for my research is
that, in the separate writings by D.B. Jones (1981), Kevin Dowler (1996), and Zoe Druick
(1998), they address the relationship between the NFB and the notion of diversity.

For example, Jones devotes a chapter of his book to the NFB’s Regionalization
Program of the 1970s. In it, the author details how the Program aimed to enable
filmmakers from a certain region (e.g. Canadian town or city) to profile a regional subject
for a national subject, or to present, from a regional viewpoint, a national subject. Jones’s
investigation of how geography contributed to the creation of this decentralized Program
motivates me, in my own work, to inquire how geographical differences can engender
different ways for the English Program’s three documentary production streams —
Documentary West (which encompasses B.C., the Prairie Provinces, and the Northwest
Territories), Documentary Ontario, and Documentary East (which encompasses Quebec
and the Atlantic Provinces) — to implement the Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives.

Unlike Jones, Dowler examines how, in the 1950s, the organizational structure of
national cultural agencies — like the NFB — deliberately mirrored the centralized system of
Canadian government that administers diverse regions of Canada. According to Dowler,
the purpose behind the centralized organizational structure of these agencies was to bring
diverse regions into the mainstream of Canadian life. By uniting these disparate
geographical locales together under a “‘common culture,” the government could then have

a Canadian culture that was impervious to “tainting” by popular American cultural
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imports (i.e. Hollywood films shown in Canadian cinemas) (338). As Ted Madger’s essay
on Canada’s film and video industry indicates, the 1951 Massey report, which was the
first full-scale review of Canada’s cultural activities, reflected the threat that the Canadian
government felt by the inundation of Hollywood films. For this reason, in its chapter
entitled “Films in Canada,” the report ominously stated: “Nearly all Canadians go to the
movies; and most movies come from Hollywood...Hollywood refashions us in its own
image” (qtd. in Madger 145).

Through his work, Dowler claims that federal cultural agencies closely follow the
centralized system of government in order to produce works that endorse a common
Canadian culture. By extension, Druick, in her essay, rationalizes that the NFB creates
documentary film programs (i.e. Multiculturalism Program, the Challenge for Change
Program) that reflect government social policies in order to have documentary films
manifest this purported commonality among Canadians. According to Druick, films
created through such types of documentary programs reflect the diversity of people from
under-represented Canadian communities (i.e. non-Caucasian communities, impoverished
communities) (127). As a result, these films paradoxically create a centralizing sense that
Canadians are united through their cultural differences and dispersed populations.

While Druick’s argument that certain NFB film production initiatives mirror
government social policies is reasonable, I contend that such strategies do not arise solely
from govemment policy and that they instead emerge from non-governmental and
governmental factors. For instance, the Multiculturalism Program did emerge in 1972 to
reinforce the Liberal Government’s 1971 Multicultural Policy. In contrast, Studio D came

to exist in 1974 as a response to two non-governmental factors: the feminist movement of
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the 1970s and Studio D’s founder Kathleen Shannon’s vision for a studio devoted to the
creation of films by, for, and about women.

The Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives do not convey Dowler’s theory of a
government-funded centralized cultural program, since these Initiatives do not actually
function as a program but as strategies and objectives to be integrated throughout the
English Program’s documentary film production environment. Nevertheless, these
Initiatives do carry, to some extent, decentralized and centralized aspects. The
decentralized aspect derives from the fact that a division of power exists among the three
documentary film producers Germaine Wong, Karen King, and Selwyn Jacob, who are
collectively called the Special Mandate Team for Cultural Diversity and who oversee the
[nitiatives within Documentary East, Documentary Ontario, and Documentary West
respectively. Therefore, each of these Cultural Diversity Mandate Producers employs the
Initiatives according to his/her own vision of how the province(s) for which he/she is
responsible can benefit from them.

At the same time, these Initiatives possess a centralized feature since all three
producers, for the most part, have similar objectives. For example, one collective goal is
to enable emerging filmmakers of colour to create a ‘“‘calling card” film, which these

directors could use in their portfolio to find filmmaking work outside the NFB.

2.6. PROBLEMATIZING THE RACIAL LABEL
Associated with the Reel Diversity Competition, which is open only to non-Caucasian
and non-Aboriginal filmmakers, are the terms visible minority filmmaker and filmmaker

of colour. To assess the strengths and weaknesses of these two expressions, [ ground my
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analysis in a number of different theoretical perspectives associated with the subject of
racial labeling in the Canadian arts.

Certain authors have demonstrated wariness towards the visible minority and
person of colour terminology. Through their respective essays, Lai Wan (1993), Cheryl
L’Hirondelle (1993-1994), and Anthony Synnott and David Howes (1996) posit that one
restricting aspect of the visible minority expression is its potential for creating a racial
polarization that equates the dominant culture with “the norm™ and visible minority
groups with “deviations from the norm” (Lai Wan 28). Likewise, Himmani Bannerji (in
The Dark Side) argues that the woman of colour expression promulgates a generic or
homogenizing term that encompasses all non-Caucasian women and that, as a result,
disregards their racial, class, or ethnic differences.

These four pieces are essential for my study on the potentially limiting effects of
the visible minority filmmaker and filmmaker of colour terms’ affiliation with the Reel
Diversity Competition winners. However, Lai Wan, Hirondelle, and Bannerji, unlike
Synnott and Howe, do not mention that such expressions have the potential to produce
positive effects. This omission compels me to juxtapose the negative and positive
implications of such terminology in my own evaluation of the Competition. For instance,
Monika Kin Gagnon’s “overt politicization of racial identity” concept, which is present in
her essay “How to Search for Signs of (East) Asian Life in the Video World,” enables me
to illustrate the reinforcing qualities of these two definitions.

As the notion of racial labeling can also refer to the act of defining a person based
on his/her identification with a visible minority community, my research explores the

relationship between racial identities and essentialism. Jun Xing’s study on race-
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motivated essentialism informs my work by theorizing that visible minority filmmakers
(e.g. Reel Diversity Competition winners) can/cannot, by virtue of their race, present a
richer, more accurate depiction of their racial community, and that they are/are not
expected to make films that pertain to their ethnic group.

The concept of racial labeling, moreover, can relate to the race-specific status of
some of the Cultural Diversity in Action [nitiatives since they serve as affirmative action
strategies for increasing the presence of documentary filmmakers of colour.
Consequently, Kobena Mercer’s work, which centers on the burden placed on artists of
colour to create art forms reflective of their racial communities, encourages me to reflect
on the burden that participants of an affirmative action initiative — like the Reel Diversity

Competition — could potentially face.

2.7. FROM ABSTRACT PAROCHIALISM TO CONCRETE SOCIAL CHANGE

Vered Amit-Talai and Caroline Knowles, the Chicago Group of Cultural Studies, Tator et
al.,, and Angharad N. Valdivia are among the cultural activists who share a similar
grievance in their various works, which detail the convergence of racism, racial
representations, and Western culture. They all lament that many cultural theorists who
explore the issue of identity politics, often do not examine the presence or absence of
racial diversity among cultural producers within the environment where cultural products
are produced. One reason for such a tendency is that numerous scholars find it **safer... to
analyze texts [i.e. film content] rather than continue the struggle for political change [i.e.
advocating the end to systemic racism in the film industry by, for instance, investigating

the racial imbalance within a film production company’s workforce]” (Tator, et. al. 25).
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Admittedly [ have been one of these critics who have, until now, solely analyzed
racism before the camera lens rather than behind it. However, | want to illustrate, through
this thesis, the concrete efforts that the English Program has undertaken, within its
organization and within its policies, to achieve a greater racial balance among its
documentary filmmakers. Consequently [ focus my study on the documentary film
production initiatives responsible for the creation of documentary films and keep film

content analyses to a minimum.

3. METHODOLOGY

Tony Bennett notes that cultural critics must prudently employ “interventions.”
According to Bennett, interventions are styles of critique that aim to challenge the
exclusionary effects of a given subject (e.g. styles of critique that comment on a modern
art museum’s perpetuation of intellectual snobbery) (310). The reason for Bennett’s
cautionary stance towards interventions is that they can themselves be elitist and therefore
exclusionary if critics employ them in a manner that caters to one type of audience but
that alienates all others.

In consequence, this thesis employs Bennett’s notion of intervention in the
construction of a methodological approach. Structured as a multidisciplinary approach,
my style of intervention appeals to five potential audiences. They comprise — but are not
limited to — Canadian arts and culture policymakers, cultural producers, artists, race
activists, and scholars from such academic fields as film/media studies. cultural studies,
and ethnic studies.

To appeal to these five envisioned and disparate groups of people, my
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multidisciplinary intervention blends practical approaches with theoretical discourses.
Practical approaches include a historical analysis in Parts One and Two of Chapter Two,
an organizational analysis in Chapter Three, and a case study in Chapter Four. However |
ensure that theoretical concepts, which derive from various academic disciplines such as
postcolonial studies, communications, anthropology, and cinema studies, are present
throughout my entire research. I also include a brief content analysis in Chapter Two.

Building this multidisciplinary analytical approach involved rigorous research into
primary sources, most of which are from the NFB. To develop a three-decade long
historical analysis, | examined internal and public NFB archival documentation. [ limited
my focus to material on the Multiculturalism Program, the NIF Program, and the
Employment Equity Program. Internal print documents included annual reports, annual
action plans, internal staff memos, NFB-commissioned reports (e.g. Diversity On and Off
the Screen report) and case studies (e.g. Cynthia Reyes’s case study of the NIF Program),
internal program proposals, press releases, and brochures. [ also watched some Studio D
documentaries by women of colour. Public material on the NFB included newspaper and
magazine articles. For my brief film content analysis, I watched the majority of
documentary films created under the auspices of the Multiculturalism Program.’

To provide factual data for my organizational analysis of the English Program’s
implementation of the Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives and for my case study on
the Reel Diversity Competition, I consulted similar types of NFB references, as noted
above. In addition, I studied public NFB web press releases, internal (intranet) NFB web
documents, general filmmaking guides for NFB filmmakers, public staff emails, Cuitural

Diversity in Action Initiatives program guides, and Reel Diversity Competition
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guidelines. Lastly I watched post-1996 documentary films that Reel Diversity and non-
Reel Diversity filmmakers directed.

The most conspicuous factor shaping my multi-disciplinary style of critique is its
multi-perspective spirit. To demonstrate this aspect, I conducted several in-person
interviews and long-distance interviews. From such sessions, [ extracted numerous quotes
that reinforce, construct, or contrast various points that [ make throughout my research.

I have two reasons for making my multidisciplinary approach multi-perspective
via the views of the Initiatives’ interviewed benefactors or beneficiaries. Firstly, such
interest derives from my impression that, in several academic essays on racial equity and
Canadian cultural agencies, theorists frequently include the views of artists of colour but
neglect the perspectives of the individuals affiliated with the cultural institution under
critique. People employed within a cultural industry can explain the financial or
bureaucratic challenges that they face in incorporating and managing race-oriented
initiatives; therefore, their views, as much as those of artists, ought to be acknowledged.

Secondly, I am, as an outsider to the English Program, restricted in my knowledge
of the actual daily operations of its documentary film production branches. [n her essay
on “standpoint epistemology,” Sandra Harding suggests that one’s perspective as a
feminist is limited if one is not a woman. Following a similar logic, I contend that my
assumptions about the challenges, benefits, weaknesses, and strengths of the Cultural
Diversity in Action Initiatives are limited since I do not handle such Initiatives on a daily
basis and since I have never been a recipient of these strategies.

For both reasons, I interviewed NFB-affiliated individuals who employ the

Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives within the English Program. My interview with
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the Director-General of English Program Barbara Janes, who administered the creation of
the first Initiative, the Special Mandate Team for Cultural Diversity, enriched my
understanding of how the Team emerged. My separate interviews with producers
Germaine Wong, Karen King, and Selwyn Jacob, who comprise the Team and who
oversee most of the other Initiatives, also helped me to clarify the purposes and
effectiveness of these strategies. My interview with Documentary Ontario’s Executive
Producer Louise Lore allowed me to view the Initiatives through the perspective of
someone who presides over a documentary film production branch. To get a non-film
production take on the I[nitiatives’ impact on the English Program, [ also spoke with
production personnel from the NFB publicity and archival departments.

Furthermore, I interviewed filmmakers who have profited from such strategies.
My individual interviews with Reel Diversity Ontario Competition winners Ann Shin,
Jennifer Holness, David Sutherland, and Cyrus Singhar Singh enabled me to comprehend
the Competition through the eyes of filmmakers who won it.

It is worth considering that my interviews with Barbara Janes, Louise Lore, and
Germaine Wong served additional purposes. My discussions with Janes and Lore
extended to the topic of the NIF Program, since, for most of the Program’s existence,
Janes was the Director-General of English Program, and Lore was a member of the NIF
Program’s Advisory Board.® On the other hand, my interview with Germaine Wong
included the topic of the Multiculturalism Program since Wong was the Program’s
coordinator in the mid-1970s. Through all three interviewees, | gained a much clearer
understanding about how actual individuals felt about the Multiculturalism Program or

the NIF Program. Such personal recollection is valuable since, from an ethnographical
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context, it is more effective than print archives in conveying the mood and feeling of the
environment in which either Program existed.

Aside from being constructed on primary factual data and from being inspired by
diverse first-hand perspectives, this multidisciplinary style of critique is grounded in three
assumptions. They are (1) Historically the NFB has suffered from an under-representation
of non-White documentary filmmakers within its English Program. (2) Historically the
lack of visible minority documentary filmmakers has limited the different, non-
mainstream cinematic perspectives that they can bring to a documentary film. This
absence has, in turn, prevented the Program from producing and then distributing films
that are reflective (behind or before the camera) of Canada’s racial diversity. (3) Since
1997, the Program has been implementing the Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives in
its three documentary branches in order to redress (1) and consequently reverse the
outcome of (2).

The last two assumptions exhibit how | sometimes resort to “strategic
essentialism” in order to argue that some filmmakers of colour bestow on their films a
perspective that is different from that of their Caucasian counterparts. [ am motivated to
do so since the themes of cultural and racial identity, racism, and “Otherness™ are often
central to the work of many visible minority filmmakers. However, this is not necessarily
the case for all filmmakers of colour. For instance, I do theorize, in my analysis, how non-
Caucasian filmmakers who have become assimilated into the dominant culture may
identify more with it than with their own ethnic community, and may therefore present a
filmic perspective that resembles that of the former group.

To conclude this delineation of my methodology, | want to emphasize that [ try, in
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all accounts, to frame my multidisciplinary analysis within the spirit of optimism, not
cynicism. During the time that [ spent perusing academic literature for my literature
review, [ encountered numerous essays and books that mourn the racist state of cultural
institutions. These same works offer theoretical suggestions for creating a utopian cultural
institution, without any due regard for an organization’s possible fiscal constraints and
complex infrastructure.

In order not to succumb to this line of thinking, I position my work as a relatively
positive reflection of the concrete measures that the English Program has been
undertaking to redress the lack of racial diversity in its documentary production streams.
In this way, [ am acting as Cornel West’s “critical organic catalyst.” For West, this is
someone who stays open-minded to what a generally mainstream institution [such as the
NFB] has to offer but who maintains a firm grounding in affirming and supporting the
concerns of non-mainstream groups [such as the communities of under-represented
visible minority filmmakers] (216).

While I do ground my thesis in theory, [ try to refrain from presenting my study as
a purely abstract discourse on what ideologies can solve the racial imbalance within a
cultural institution. In short order, [ want to adapt a “How is the NFB actually addressing

racial inequity?” rather than a “How should the NFB address racial inequity?” tone of

voice throughout my thesis.

4. CHAPTER BREAKDOWN
To contextualize historically the Cultural Diversity in Action [Initiatives’ current

perception of the term cultural diversity, 1 study the English Program’s two other race-
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oriented yet different interpretations of the term within the last three decades. For this
reason, I provide, in Chapter Two, a historical analysis of the Multiculturalism Program’s
film production initiative, in order to demonstrate how the Program espoused the first
interpretation from the early 1970s to the early 1980s. In the same chapter, [ also utilize a
historical analysis to showcase how the Studio D’s NIF Program supported the second
interpretation from the early to mid-1990s. Both analyses ultimately enable me to
demonstrate how the Initiatives’ current usage of the term is, of the three interpretations,
the most favourable for documentary filmmakers of colour.

Through an organizational analysis, I examine, in Chapter Three, the Cultural
Diversity in Action Initiatives’ influence on the policies and practices of the English
Program’s documentary filmmaking environment. This type of analysis undertakes three
tasks: (1) it delves into the origins of the Cultural Diversity in Action [nitiatives; (2) it
examines six such Initiatives; and (3) it uncovers the purpose of the race-specific status of
three Initiatives.

In Chapter Four, [ construct a case study of the Reel Diversity Competition since
it is the most well known of all the Initiatives. Apart from outlining the Competition’s
brief history, the case study addresses the following five issues: (1) the Competition
winners’ mixed reactions towards the term visible minority filmmaker or filmmaker of
colour; (2) the reasons why a submitted film proposal focusing on race-related issues in
Canada may/may not merit more consideration from the Competition jury committee; (3)
the Competition winners’ viewpoints on the strengths, weaknesses, and progressive
aspects of the Competition; (4) the improvements or challenges that the Competition

organizers have faced/may face/will continue to face; and (5) the overall effectiveness of
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the Competition as a template for promoting racial diversity.

In my concluding chapter [ reflect on the preceding chapters to gauge how the
Cultural Diversity in Action Initiatives have fared over the last four years. [ also illustrate
ways in which the English Program assesses the success of such Initiatives. Lastly I

briefly explain what lies ahead for the future of such strategies and objectives.
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ENDNOTES CHAPTER ONE

! The original source of this mandate is the 1939 National Film Act which NFB founder John Grierson
enacted in 1939. Quoted in Evans 16.

* The NFB's French Program in 1997 also developed its own version of the Cultural Diversity in Action
Initiatives that is called le programme Diversité Cultrelle. Since the French Program functions as a
separate entity within the NFB’s organizational structure, [ reserve the scope of my thesis to the English
Program.

Although these Initiatives are supposed to effect change throughout all areas of the English
Program, | wish to study specifically the Initiatives® influence in addressing the under-representation of
filmmakers of colour within the English Program’s three documentary film production units: Documentary
East, Documentary Ontario, and Documentary West.

* In their separate essays, Turner (1994) and McLaren (1994) refer to symbolic multiculturalism as liberal
multiculturalism, while The Chicago Cultural Studies Group (1994) refers to it as corporate
multiculturalism. In contrast, Shohat and Stam, in their book Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism
and Media (1994), equate symbolic multiculturalism with liberal-pluralist multiculturalism and critical
multiculturalism with polycentric multiculturalism.

* Throughout this chapter and all successive chapters, | employ the term dominant culture or mainsiream
culture to refer broadly to Caucasian Canadians: in these same chapters. [ also utilize the qualifiers
mainstream and non-mainstream to mean Caucasian and non-Caucasian respectively.

5 From the archival documentation that [ consulted, it is not clear how many films were made under the
Multiculturalism Program rubric. Nevertheless, at least 10 of this Program’s documentary films exist within
the English Program; these were the ones that [ watched.

® Barbara Janes became Director-General of English Program in September 1992, a year after the NIF
Program was officially launched.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PATH FROM ONSCREEN DIVERSITY TO
OFFSCREEN RACIAL DIVERSITY

1. MULTICULTURALISM PROGRAM (1972-@1980)

We recommend that the National Film Board continue and develop the production of films that inform
Canadians about one another including films about the problems and contributions of both individuals and
groups of ethnic origins other than English and French, and that the National Film Board receive the

financial support it requires in order to produce such films.
Recommendation 13

1.1. ORIGINS OF THE MULTICULTURALISM PROGRAM

My historical analysis of the English Program’s interpretation of the term cultural
diversity begins in the late 1960s since Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s Liberal
government, during this period, began to endorse a “multicultural Canada in a
multinational world” (Marchessault 13). What rendered this endorsement significant was
that, for the first time in history, the federal government wanted to make the Canadian
public consciously view Canada as a “‘cultural mosaic.” To show how the NFB became
involved with this federal campaign, | must specifically commence my study in the year
1969.

[n that year, the Royal Commission of Biculturalism and Bilingualism published a
report entitled Book [V: The Cultural Contribution of the Other Ethnic Groups, which
contained two recommendations — 12 and 13 — directed at the NFB, one of which is
printed above. These two recommendations prompted the Department of the Secretary of
the State to invite the NFB to participate in the national effort to reflect Canada’s
“cultural pluralism.”' In 1972, a year after Prime Minister Trudeau officially inaugurated
the Multiculturalism Policy in the House of Commons, the NFB manifested its

acceptance of the Department’s offer through the creation of the Multiculturalism
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Program. This particular instance illustrated Druick’s argument that the NFB can be “a
project of a governmentalized knowledge-production about the everyday life of a
culturally and geographically diverse population™ (128).

Over the course of its next (approximately) eight years of existence, the
Muiticulturalism Program conveyed its commitment to the promotion of multiculturalism
through its reinterpretation of the NFB mandate. This rephrasing, which would find its
way into this Program’s various internal documents, made the “Canada™ in the “interpret
Canada to Canadians™ phrase signify “multi-ethnicity.” For instance, the preface in a
1975 document reads:

Through the National Film Board’s Multiculturalism Program it would be possible

to interpret Canada to Canadians of ethnic origins other than English and French

and also to produce new films which would heighten awareness of the many
different cultures present and the variety of heritages which would comprise and
maintain our rich ethnic mosaic (Wong and Kent Preface).

This reinterpretation demonstrates that for the Multiculturalism Program the term cul/tural

diversity, which was embodied in the term mudticulturalism, was defined as Canada’s

diversity of ethnically Caucasian and non-Caucasian communities.

1.2. THE MULTICULTURALISM PROGRAM'’S FILM PRODUCTION INITIATIVE

A historical analysis on how the Multiculturalism Program actualizes a multiculturalism-
oriented interpretation of the NFB's mandate necessitates a critique of one of the
Program’s two major initiatives, the production of films related to multiculturalism.? This
critique is divided into four parts. The first is a textual analysis of the films made under
the Program. The second focuses on the Program’s role as an innovative response to
combat discursive racism. The third centers on the lack of racial diversity amongst films

produced under the Program. The last part deals with how the Program’s conceptual
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grounding in symbolic multicuituralism rendered it unable to challenge systemic racism.

1.2.1. TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF THE PROGRAM'’S “MULTICULTURAL™ FILMS
In response to Recommendation 13, the NFB’s English and French Program Branches
each developed a film production initiative for the creation of films that would portray
Canada’s various ethnically Caucasian and non-Caucasian cultures. This strategy’s
objective was to enable Canadians, who would be these films’ broad target audience, gain
a better understanding of one another (Wong and Kent 4). Under the supervision of
Studio B’s Executive Producer David Bairstow, the English Program’s Multiculturalism
Program through the initiative created, from 1972 to 1977, at least 10 documentary films:
Gurdeep Singh Bains (1977), Kevin Alec (1977), Veronica (1977), Kaszuby (1975), I've
Never Walked the Steppes (1975), Seven Shades of Pale (1975), Bekevar Jubilee (1977),
Our Street Was Paved with Gold (1977), People of the Book (1973), and Hold the
Ketchup (1977).°

Before I proceed with a textual analysis of such films, [ should clarify my
intention for employing this type of study solely for films produced under the
Multiculturalism Program, but not for films created in Studio D after the late 1980s or
made through the Reel Diversity Ontario Competition after 1997. The reason is tha