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Apstract: Faces of Revolution in the English Québec Novel 

Hugh MacLennan f s Return of the Sphinx (1967), --Leonaref 

Cohen's Beautiful Losers (1966), and Scott Symons's Pl,ace d'Armes 
c-

(1967) all deal with Québec's Quiet Revolution in the 1960's. In 

these novels, the Québec situation is interpreted, not only in 

its'lôcal social and political context, but in its wider 

implica tions. For MacLennan, revolu tion is the inevi table 

"-
outcome of the spiri tuaI decay of modern civilization, and as a 

man of reason he fears the consequence of what happens when 

spiritual anxiety finds i ts release in poli tical action. Both 

Cohen and symons are roman tics who believe inankind i5 far too 

concerned wi th reason and logic. Cohen sees revolution as a 

means ta liberate the soul of man through spiritual, politieal, 

sexual, and psychological conf'rontations 'of the systems that the 

human race has created. advocates a revolution aimed at 

the renewal of sensibili ty, an he declares war on the New 

canadian Establishment, which defines Canada' s culture according 

to its American business m~ntality. AlI' three authors see 

revolution as -SGm~YOnd the realm of politics. 
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~yster of Arts 

f _ 



• 

\ Résumé 

Les visages de la révolution dans le roman anglais au Québec 

Les oeuvres Return of the Sphinx (1967) de Hugh MacLennan, 

~eautiful Losers (1966) de Leonard Cohen, et Place d'Armes (1967) 

de Scott ~ymons traitent tous de "la révolution tranquille" au 

Québec durant les années soixante. Ces romans interpr~tent la 

si tuation Québécoise non seulement selon les contextes sociaux et 

poli tiques du temps mais aussi, quant à ses implications plus 

profondes. Selon MacLennan, la révolution est le résultat 

inévitable de la décadence spirituelle de la civilisation moderne 

et, en tant qu' homme de raison, il craint les conséquences de ce 

qui arrive quand l'anxiété spiri tuelle nIa que pour débouché 
o 

1 • action poli tique. Cohen et Symons sont des romantiques qui 

croient que la race humaine se concerne trop avec la raison et 

la logique. Cohen voit la révolution comme un moyen de libérer 

l'âme humaine des syst~mes qu'elle a elle-même créés par 

l'entremise de confrontations spirituelles, poli tiqués, sexuelles, 

et psychologiques. Symons promovoit une révolution visant le 

renouvellement de la sensibilité et il combat le "nouvel ordre 

établit canadien" qui definit la culture canadienne selon ,sa 

mentalité américaine du·mgnde des affaires-. Les trois écrivains 

perçoivent la révolution comme quelque chose au-del~ de la 

politique. 
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INT RO D,U CT ION 

Hugh MpcLennan's Return of the Sphinx (1967), Leonard 

Cohen's Beautiful Lasers (1966), and Scott Syrnons's Place d'Armes 

(1967) were pub1ished in the 1960's: a periqd of poli tical 

unres t in Québec. Each of these novels dea1s wi th the mentali ty 

of revo1ution and how i t is manifes ted in Québec society. This 

period of poli tical unrest, subsequent1y know~ as the Quiet 

Revolution, coincided wi th a cultural renaissance, in which 

French Canadian li terature played a ddminant role. 1 French 

Canadian wri ters became the voice of the Québec people whose 

awakening national conscience revived an interest in Québecois 

art, and because of this, literary activity became as important 

to the cause of Québec independence as political action. 2 

During the Quiet Revolution a number of novels, such as Ethel et 

le terroriste (1964) by Claude Jasmin and Prochain episode (1965) 

by Hubert Aquin, expressed terrorist ideologies in the 

dramatization of revolution. In The Shouting Signpainters, 

Malcolm Reid says English Canadian litera ture was never affected 

by the Quiet Revolution, and he records the sentiments of Pau-l 

Chamberland, the Québec nationalist poet, who, when asked about 

English Canadian writers, mentions that he met Leonard Cohen, 

but adds that they had nothing in common, for the situations 

between English and French Canadians are 50 different that "the 

national isolation, the defensive and revolutionary postures Il 



French Canadian wri ters Il feel driven to take don' t make any 

sense to the~" {English ,Ca'nadians}. 3 According to Reid, the 

problems of English and French Montréal never engaged Cohen,. 

2 

never "sucked him into a life of shou ting, signpainting, or even 

reacting to the shouts from the other side". In Reid' s 

estima tion, English Canadian wri ters during this period are ..... 
"gui l ty of a cOlonial complacency", and he adds that ,they 

concentrate on presenting an ~rbane internationalism because they 

need to shed the image of dull Canadianness. Reid concludes that 

there "is something tragic in our quest.,for universal engagements 
Il 

when we haven' t come to grips wi th a situation in which we are 

ourselves implica ted" . 4 

In my study of Return of the Sphinx, Beautiful Losers, and 

Place d'Armes, l discovered a- different picture of English 

Canadian li terature than the one presented by Ma lcolm Reid. 

These three novels confront the Quiet Revolution, which '. . 
MacLennan, Cohen, and Symons see, not only in its local social 

and pqli tical context, but also in i ts wider implications. Each 

author has a unique approach to the universal themes of 

revolution; nevertheless, the:y share a common, interest in 

Québec' s social, poli tical, and psychological problems. 

MacLennan, cohen, and Symons believe that Québec and canada are 

sUf,fering from the same malady, and, like their French Canadian 

cçmnterparts, they too are looking for what it means to be a 

Quebecer and a Canadian. , 
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The Québec revolutionari'es, who formed the Front de 

Libération Québécois (FLQ), the most militant terrorist group 

during the Quiet Revolution, considered French Canadians to be a 

colonized people who ,were dominated by the British after the 
/ 

conquest of 1759, and laterby English Canadian and/merican 

businessme~: "Le thème dominant de l'argumentation élaborée dans 

le premier manifeste du F.L.Q: est l'oppression,' l'exploitation 

et la colonisa tion des Québécois". 5 In The Decolonization of 

Quebec, Henry Milner and Shei lagh Hodg ins Mi lner, bath of whom 

are anglophone separatists" explain the present situation of 

Québec as colonized on two levels: 

. • • while Ontario or Canada may be regardcd 
as ec~mically colonized in relation to the 
U.S.A .• Quebec,is doubly colonized by the U.S.A. 
and by English Canada. The economic develop.ment 
of Quebec which began in earnest at the end of 
the last century :i.s a classic example of the 
colonial pattern. 6 

Whatever the validityof these observations, they express , 

the feelings tha"t were dominant during the Quiet Revolution. 

pierre Valli~res, an F.L.Q. 'member, wrote White Niggers of 

America (Nègres blancs d'Amérique) in 1968 to arouse the French 

Canadians ta an awareness of their colonized existence. He also 

denounced American Imperialism and its control over Canada as 

weIl as Québec: "The Dominion of Canada ... was changing into 

an economic colony of Yankee America. And wi thin this vast 

colony, Quebec was nO longer anything but the poor appendage of 

a foreign economy". 7 Vallières' s main. argument is tha t French 
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Canadians are "white niggers", and this refers to their inferior 
r 

.\\, status in society, because, as Val1i~res points out, the 

French Canadians in t~e North American context i9 

that of slaves: "To be a 'nigger' in America is ta be not a man 

but someone's slave •.. the, workers of Quebec are aware of 

their condition as niggers, ex:ploi ted men, second-class 

ci tizens" . 8 Though French Canadians dislike the image of 

therns~lves as '''white niggers", this analogy helped to advanc:e 

Québec' ~ separa tist aS~ira tions. 9 

The comparison between the French Canadian people. and the 

black race is an analogy that has been used. by ether Québec 

nationalists in thei.r arguments against imperialism. At the 

beginning of the Conscription Crisis that divided English and 

French Canada in World War II, George Pelletier, then edi tor of 

the French language newspaper Le Devoir, said that French 

Canadians must act against imperiaiist propaganda or they 
'1 

" .. will no longer be even 'quali ty niggers.' - We ~,ll 
~- ~"' 

have 

become nonenti ties in the British Empire: propaganda will ha~e 

me1.ted us, by our own fau1.t, into the great imperial whole" 10 

ouring the fifties, André Laurendeau, who becarite joint editor of' 

Le Devoir after alY unsuccessful career as the leader of the 

provincial part~ Bloc populaire,1.l developed his "Théorie du Roi 

N~gre" (Theory of the Negro King) to descripe Maurice Duplessis, 

1.2 
'the premier of Québec from 1936 ta 1939 and from 1944 to 1?S,9. 

Reid ,presents Laurendeau' s "neg'ro king" as a native ruler who 
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leads his people to believe he is defending thern, while hè 

accepts financial support from the very occupiers he has promised 

to vanquish. 13 The "negro king" became a popular metaphor for 

French Canadian politicians who were believed to take bribes from 

English Canadian and American businessmen for the exploitation of 

Qu~bec. 

Laurendeau's "Theorie du Roi N~gre" is indicative of 

Qu~bec's internal political problems. prior to World War II, 

French canadians lived in an insular environment with the Roman 

Catholic clergy and the Québec politicians acting as the 

mediators between French Canada and English-speaking North 

America. French Canadians changed after the wari the experiences 

of the war years brought them in closer touch with the mainstream 

of western civilization, and this made them more inclined to 

question both the traditional authority of the church and the 

practices of their politicians. By the 1960" Sr anti-clerical 

sentiment' and discontent with Québec's social and economic 

qe~elopment became more widespread, particularly among young 

French canadians. 14 According to Sutherland, the Quiet 

Revolution became the French Canadian revoIt, not only against 

colont~ion, but also against their own past.
15 

The violence that erupted during the Quiet Revolution was 

brought o~ by the young Québecois revolutionaries who became 

frus trated wi th the poli tical process, which, in their 

estimation, did not reflect the changes in Québec society. 



l ' 
In Prochain episode, Aquin's ter.rorist expresses this frustra-

tion and explains that violence will restore the dignity of 

French Canadians: 

The time will have come to kilt and to organize 
destruction by the ancient doctrines of strife 
and the anonymous guns of the guerilla! It will 
be time to replace parliamentary battles with real 
ones. After two s~nturies of agony. we wil~ hurst 
out in disordere~~iolence. in an uninterrupted 
series of attacks and shocks, the black fulfill
ment of a project of total love. 16 

6 

The roman tic interpretation of violence found in the idea 

that violence is "a project of total love" and the glorificabion 

of revolution as an "ancient doctrine" can be attributed to 

Frantz Fanon, who published Les Damnés de la terre (The Wretched 

~f the Earth) in 1961. According to Marc Laurendeau, Québec 

terrorists were i~fluenced by Fanon's work, and this influence 

i5 known as "fanonesque" .17 Fanon, a West !ndian psychlatrist 

from Martinique, published his study on the Third World in which 

violence is presented as an existential act of redemption, for 

he 'theorized that 'it is only by violence that the victims of 

imperialism will overcome their oppressors. 18 Marc Laurendeau 

summarizes the parts of Fanon's theory that influenced the 

ideology of the Québec revolutionaries: 

Pour Fanon, le porte-parole des damnés de la terre, 
la décolonisation est toujours un phénomène violent, 
car elle implique le remplacement d'une espèce d'homme, 
le libéré.' En ce sens, la violence revolutionnaire 
facilite déjà la construction de la future nation: 
au niveau des individus. la violence désintoxique, 
elle crée un homme nouveau. 19 

" 
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The success of Fanon's theory among Québec's 

revolutionaries is partially due to Jean-Paul Sartre who wrote 

the Preface to The Nretched of the Earth. Sa~tre was already an , / 

important figure to the young Québecois, and his Preface served 

as a recommendation for Fanon. 20 

/4 

In the succeeding chapters: l "Revolution: 'The Uni versaI 

Disease' in Return of the Sphinx~ II "Cohen's Vision of 

Annihilation in Deautiful Losers", III "Place d'Armes: The 

Revolution of Sensibili ty", l examine the novels and show how 
n 

each author interprets the Quiet Revolution and the universal 

implications of this Canadian event. The conclusion: IV "The 

Spiritual Revolution", is a comparison of the themes of 

revolution fQund in these novels. 

, -
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CHAPTER l 

REVOLUTION: "THE UNIVERSAL DISEASE" IN RETURN OF THE SPHINX 

In Return of the Sphinx, MacLennan discusses the 

implications of the Québec Quiet Revolution and places it in the 

context of the revolutions that were erupting throughout the 

world during the 1960~. MacLennan is not a revolutionary using 

literature to expound his ideologie~; he is a man of reasbn, and 

he believes revolution is the consequence of the spiritual 

deprivation of the twentieth century. According to him, 

revolution is the inevitable outcome of the collective psychic 

state of modern civilization, which he sees moving toward 

annihilation, and Canada's problems are symptomatic of the issues 

facing humanity. 

MacLennan is sympa the tic to the arguments presented by the 

Qué~ec revolutionarie~ who see Canada as a colony of the United 

States. In The Sphinx, Alan Ainslie, the central character, is a 

, Federal Member of Parliament and the Minister of Cultural 
L 

Affairsi he is also one of the characters to voice MacLennan's 

~ilOsophical theories. Ainslie cites American Imperialism,as 
~,.. . 

the decisive factor in his decision to enter Federal poli tics, 

and he refers to a discussion he overheard between sorne American 
, 

businessmen as the turning point in his career. In their 

conversation, which Ainslie recounts to his friend Joe Lacombe, 

Canadians are depicted as a people who will do anything for 
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money: 

'These hoohs up here will do anything you ask them 
to. AlI you have to do is wave a contràct in their 
kissers and they'll sign it without even reading 

5~----li 

the fine print.' Then l heard one of his pals 
whisper, 'Quiet, boy - Big Brother may he listening.' 
Then the first one laughed louder th an ever and said 
louder than hefore, 'Big Brother' s given ~ outfit 
his personal guarantee.' ••. 'This i9 better than 
South America . ,1 " 

In this passage, "Big Brother" is the Canadian governrnent 

and the implication is that it sanctions American exploitation. 

This interpretation is substantiated by the comparison between~ 

Canada and South America. Ainslie realizes that Canada's 
'" 

economic submission ta the United States could result in the 

break up of Confederation: " . the country's disintegrating 

and selling i tself out. . Il (93) • Throughout the novel, ' 

American business is depicted as the real seat of power in Canada 

and Québec. When Herbert Tarnley, a prosperous Canadian 

businessman, says that the Americans would int$rvene if Québec 

were to separate from Canada, his comments reveal Canada's lack 

of confidence: "This country is tao big to be 1eft alone, it has 

too small a population to talk back and it has tao many of its 

own 'citizens aIl too eager ta se11" (21). 

Since Canada has never lost a war to the United States, nor 

has had a civil disturbance in which the Americans intervened 

with military aid or weapons, Can'ada's colonial status is .. 

voluntary. MacLennan saw'the possibi1ity of this happening when 

he wrote The Precipice sorne sixteen years earlier, and although 
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he was uncertain of Canada's direction at that time, in this 

later novel, he is looking at the problem in retrospect: 

" . ever since the wàr'Canadian businessmen have been 

getting quietly rich by quietly selling out this country's future 

for capital gains to AItlerican interests" (RS 19). 

MacLennan sees Àmerican economic control influencing 

Canada's culture. Ains1ie's late wife, Constance, was a French 

Canadian, and their son Daniel who identifies with his Québec 

roots is , separatist. According ta Daniel~ English Canadian cul

ture is fike that of most countries who are economically dependent 

on the u~ited States; it is manufactured by the Americans: 

"That' s their famous Way of Life - turn the whole world into 
, -- ....... -.. 

consumers of American products .... They've taken over the 
! 

Englïsh in this country completely, and now they' re after us" 

(145). Daniel makes it seem as though French Canadians have been 

able ta resist American propaganda, and he goes on to explain 

that Americans are hiring French Canadians to translate their 

advertising slogans in an attempt to capture the Québec market: 

"That' s their idea of culture - advertising" (145). In' aIl this, 

Daniel ignores the impact that American advertising has had al-

ready on French Canadian cul'ure. The Americanization of French 

Canadians cornes up in the conversation between Ainslie and Joe 

Lacombe. Lacombe mentions that young French Canadian girls do not 

want ta have large families like their grandmothers and mothers: 
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She says to he~self • . • 'With two or three kids any 
husband l take. him and me can live like les Anglais 
and les Américains we see on the television and in 
the west end of Montreal. • • • l want nice clothes and 
to go to shows and take ho1idays Just like Eng1ish and 
American girls' (103-4). 

American Imperialism is not the only issue to fuel the 

Quiet Revolution, and MacLennan presents the idea that Québec 

13 

revolutionaries see the English as the conquerors of the French· 

Canadian people: "We must speak the conqueror's 1 nguage if we 

are to earn our bread" (126,255). Daniel admits 1 arning this r 

concept of the English a t school': " . . for yea s French 

Canadian history teachers had rubbed it in", but h sees this 

thought process as self-defeating: "Endlessly the French 

Canadians talked of'their deprived pas~ and what did that do 

except weaken their purpose to make the future theirs?" (255). 

Although Daniel realizes that French Canadians have to stop 

seeing themselves as victims, if they want to succeed as a 

cultural group, he is also guilty of indulging in this kind of 

collective self-pity. When he talks about the Second World Wai 

and conscription, events which took place before his birth, 

Daniel becomes angry over the way in which the English treated 

the French Canadians: 

• • hardly any of them {French Canadians} wanted 
to be used by the English in a war to save England. 
And what did the English do here? They insulted 
them and called them zombies. They conscripted them 
and made them ashamed. (144) 

Daniel believes that French Canadians are a colonized 



14 

people because they were forced to fight for England during the 

S~cond World War. This idea that Québec has a subordinate 
, 

position in Confederation is also brought up by Aimé Latendresse, 

the ardent separatist whose influence over.Daniel sets up the 

conflict between Ainslie and his son. Latend'resse sees Québec as 

colonized by bath the British and the Americans, and he uses tpe 

ceremony for the opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway as an 

example. According to Latendresse's argument, the Queen of 

England and the President of the United states were invited to 

the ceremony, but t~ere were no representatives from Québec, even 

though the Seaway is in the province (248). Latendresse wants to 

goad English Canadians into an open confrontation, 50 he suggests 

that Daniel have a woman do a parody of Ui'e Queen of England on 

his television programme. When Daniel rejects the idea because 

he be~ieves that French Canadians are too polite to identify with 

such a vulgar insult, Latendresse mentions conscription and the 

working conditions of French Canadians: Hyou never saw your 

father dragged off ta fight for foreigners. You never had to say 

'Yes, sir' to an English boss" (249). Rere French Canadians are 

depicted as a subjuga~ed people who must work in English, for the 

English. Laten~resse goes on ta compare the situation of French 

Canadians to that of the' Ameri9an Blacks: "The politeness of a 

subject people has aiways been the trump éard of a ruling class. 

Who have been the politest people in the United States? The 

Negl4;pes" (249). Since the Black race has been the, historie 



( 

15 

slaves of White Europeans, Latendresse's analogy implies that 
, 1 2 

French CanadiaQs,are the slaves of the English in Canada. 

Although MacLennan presents the beliefs of the Québecois 

revolutionaries who see the French Canadian people as colonized 

by the English, he does not accept them as vali~ arguments for 

separation in the present situation of Québec, in ,Confederation, 

and he uses Ainsiie:~o represent a new breed of Canadian who 

loves his country and who wants to bury the'past in order to 

build a strong nation. As a Cabinet Minister, Ainslie fights ta 

make peace between the French and English factions in Canada, but 

he finds that it is difficult ta please both sides: "It was too 

much for the English at the moment and probably it was not enough 

for the French" (27). Ainslie sympathi zes with the plight of 

French Cana4ians, and, in this way, he becomes the conscience of 

English Canada: "The best people in English Canada have a bad 

conscience about the French and sa they should. Ainslie at the • 
moment i,s listened to by people like them" (22). 

In addition ta defining this new breed of Canadian, MacLennan 

depicts Canada's traditional colonial ties ta Britain as a part 

of history: "Meanwhile the house rested a souvenir of the age of 

coziness when the Good Old Queen was still on her throne and the 

English of Montreal had believed, their position in the city would 

last forever" (27). Even MacLennan's description of Westmount 

has changed from the one he presented in his earlier novels. 

Westmount is the residential area of the Montréal English 

r 
( \ 
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Estap-1ishment that MacLennan identifies as the "Square Mile" in 

Two Solitudes,3 and ~he "English Garrison" in The Watch That Ends 

h . h 4 T e N1g t. By referring to Westmount as the '''Eng1ish Garrison", 

MacLennan implies that the English were colonialists and the 

French were colonized. A different picture of Westmount is given in 
(} 

The Sphinx. Gabriel Fleury, who is an architect by profession, 

and so " 0 • • fairly familiar with the patterns of land-holding 

in Montreal . ", drives past a district that MacLennan now 

describes as the legendary "Anglo-Saxon for~ress", and Gabriel 

thinks that this claim is " as substantial as Hitler's 

claim that the Germans are-a pure race. AlI kinds of people 

lived here besides rich Anglo-Saxons . 0 " (14-15) • This 

change in MacLennan's perception does not mean that the Montréal 

Ehglish Establishment escapes criticism for contributing to the 

idea that French Canadians.are a colonized people. 5 Moses 

Bulstrode, the Feder~l House Leader, accuses them of alienating 

French Canadians: "If aIl they see of their fellow Canadians are 

those rich English in Montreal how can anyone blame thern for 

feeling the way they do? They see that English Establishment 

living off the fat of the land 0" (82-3). 

Like sorne French Canadians, there arc English Canadians who 

are living in the pasto Ainslie is accosted by a fellow 

parliarnentarian who is angry because Ainslie spoke to sorne 

separatist student demonstrators: "What do you think you're 

doing - giving your French Canadian friends the idea that the 



( 1 

( 

( 

17 

rest of us are scared~to death of them?" (65). This is the 

attitude of someone who identifies with the'role of the 

conqueror, for he interprets the demonstration as insurrection 

rather than part of the democratic process. In the House of 

Commons, the bi-cultural nature of Canada is rejected by a 

sarcastic M.P. who attacks Ainslie's department: .. . . since 

it has done nothing practical, we must at least assume that ~t 

has"been acquainèing itself with th1s new, distinctive 

/ 
culture 

which has suddenly emerged in our midst from nowhere . , . 

(265). According ta MacLennan, the French an~ English are 

" 

" 

dwelling on past prJjudices that should have no bearing on the 
\ . 

future of Canada, and though they are living in the past, they 

are not learning from h~story. Bulstrode's last speech finishes 

with him saying: "History is a great teacher and history will 

{sic} etc., etc.,' etc." (298). The "etc., etc., etc." is ~ 

appfopriate for it indicates at the words are mouthed without 

Bulstrode being aware of their i~ications. 

Because MacLennan believes th~ the lack of vision of 
\ 

Canadians who persist in living in the past' is the real threat 

ta Confederation, he sees the French Canadian revoIt against 

their own past as one of the more positive developments of the 

Quiet Revolution. At the beginning of his television interview 
\ 

with Daniel, Latendresse questions the motives of the old-style 

Québec nationalist politicians: "We live in the grip of aliens 
: ' 

who are a tiny minority here and yet rule us. This they do 

\ 
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indirectly" by buying our poli ticians. That i8 why we are now 

prisoners in our own home" (126). The "aliens" are the Montréal 

English Establishment and American businessmen, and La~endresse 

is quite eXRlicit in his condemnation of Québec politicians 

sellin~ their people to these colonial rulers. In The Sphinx, 

MacLennan'presents the hostility toward those "politicians whose 

stock-in-trade waq French Canadian nationalismh (11) as an 

indication of the internaI revolution, and s~~ce this problem is 

identified also ~y characters who are not separatists, it is 

shown to be an integral part of Québec consciousness at the 

beginning of the revolution.
6 

One of the characters who as a 

member of the R.C.M.P. is not a separatist, but who welcomes this . 

internaI revolution is Joe Lacombe: 

You see, Alan. these kids - a lot more of us than 
~the kids. too - they've been really shocked by what 

those investigations turned up about the graft ~nd 
payola in la belle province only a few years aga. 
A lot of thern suspect their fathers were taking it 
and they're right - a lot of their fathers were. 
They ev en think sorne priests were in on it. (108-9) 

This passage is taken from the conversation between Ainslie 

and Joe Lacombe. In addi tion to the poli ticians and busi 

Lacombe implies th~t sorne people thin,~ the Roman Catholi 

may have accepted money to keep their French Canadian 

parishoners in line. This distrust of the Catholic Church is 

another characteristic of the French Canadian revoIt against 

their own past, and it is a reaction to the control the cl 

maintained in Québec: "AlI this stuff they used to keep 

/ 
/ 

t' 
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. It was their way of looking 
. 

after us and keeping us together " Lacombe, explains tha t . 

the Catholic Church never wanted to incite a revolution: "Any 

time any bright boy tried to do s0t:nething about it beyond the 

talking stage, they pulled the rug from under his feet . _ " 

(102). The Church merely tried to prevent the French from 

becoming assimilated with the English, a situation which the" 

Church believed would Iead to the loss of the Cath6lic fai th: 

"In the old days ~ anyone who talked and fel t the way l ~id le ft 

his people and went over to the English and disappeared among 

them" (105). 

Lacombe is an important minor character, for he vpices the 

feeli ngs of thousands of French canadians who do not declare 

themselves separa tists, yet who desire change and are unSli're of 

how to attain it. Ronald Sutherland calls these people the 

"confused masses". He identifies four kinds of Québec' Separatism 

that he has found in the literature of French and English Canada. 

There' are the. terrorists, the politicians, the opportunists, and 

those who, like Lacombe, want psycholo9ical independence. 

Sutherland feels that the latter group represents the most 

~ignificant form of separatism.
7 

This may be true in' the sense 
, ~ -, -~ i') 

that these people are essential to the internaI social revolution 

in Québec, and there is no doubt that Lacombe is happy with the 
" 

changes: 

" 
-. 
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Ca change! Ça change! And the fee1ing's wonderful. 
Tabernacle, haven' t we suff~red enough? Sup~rted 
enough for more than two hundred years? Prayed 
enough? Gene to Mass often enough? Given to the 
Church enough? • • . In sorne dirty way with our own 
dirtiest politic ians because they were the ones the 
English always like because if, they took money they 
knew they had them, took money under the counter and 
then dtd the opposite to what they promised the 
people who voted for them? (104) 

20 

"ça change! Ça change!" is a direct challenge to Louis 

H~mon' s "Rien ne changera" in Maria Chapdelaine (19l4), a novel 

which depicts Frenoh Canadians as tied to the land and never 

h . B C ang1ng. Th'is p~rtrayal of French Canadians was to become 

popular among the poli ticians whose stock-in-trade was Québec 

na tionalism. Lacombe· voices the Québec declara tion of 

independence from their own church and state, each of which 

mainta.i.ned control over the French Canadian people. The des ire 

for ~eif-respect is an explici t" part of the Québec revolution. 

Lacombe realizes that French Canadians can not wait for English 

Canadians or Americans to give, them back their dignity. In any 

case, digni ty cannot he forced on anyanei self-worth has ta be 

recognized from wi thin: "Whl can' t we succeed as French 

Canadians and not as imitations of the English and Americans? 

Why should they be the ones ta judge whethèr we' re any good or 

nat? Why can 1 t we judge that ourselves?" (104). The emphasis is 

MacLennan's, and ta him Lacombe's sentiments are applicable, nat 

only to French Canadians, but to the Canadian na tian as a who le. 

He ,shares Ainslie' s belief that a country 'has to earn its way 

into civ~i~ization (143). The need for self-respect is imllVcit 
'~ ....... ~ 
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in Ainslie' s theory, because a country cannot gain the respect of 

othèr nations if the country lacks self-confidence: "That funny 

country I come from, if she can accept her own nature and live 

with it, is going to become priceless ta mankind" (43-4). 

The Sphinx develops the similari ties between the Engli~h 

and the French, anô; in this respect i t differs rnarkedly from ~ 

Solitudes in which MacLennan concentra tes on the isolation of the 

two groups from one another. Even the idea of separation is seen 

as having implications beyand Québec. Bulstrode points out that 

"this hullabaloo about independence in Québec could be catching" 

(206-'7), and he goes on to say that he is more afraid of the 

Western provinces than he is of Québec because "They've got the 
\ 
oil, they've got the potash and uranium, they've gat 50 much 

water - and they've got a Pacifie port" (207). In other words, 
\ 

sinee the Western provinces could bec orne econornically self-

sufficient, they no longer need the rest of Canada, and this 
, 

makes them more of a threa t ta Confederation than Québec, whieh 

is economically dependent on Canada, and, therefore, less likely 

to achieve independence. 

Buls~ri>de illustrates the bureaucratie co~fusion of 

Canadian federal poli ticians in their attempt to uni te the 

country. Saon after admi tting that the west ,could retaliate with 

separatism if the Federal government pushes a Québec backed bill 

to make the eivil service bilingual, Bulstrode tells Ainslie that 

the country will be held together by sound econornic practices: 

J 
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"What difference daes it make what language a man speaks when 

he' s being driven inta debt to keep his family alive?" (209). 

This contradicts his earlier statement that anger could lead ta 

separation for the west. Bulstrode concedes that Québec' s 

problems are emotional when he says: "The way l see it . 

about the French Canadians, they' ve got the wrong idea about how 

tough i t' s been for them. They don' t know anything about the 

res t of the country" (82). Al though Bulstrode knows tha t any 

revolution taking place in Canada would be based on the emotions, 

he is caught in the bureaucratie machinery of the government: 

"1 sat here more than thir ty years, on the back benches . 

before anyone listened to me" (2.10), and thi s is the fundamental 

reason he denies Ainslie's vision of the Québec revolution. 

Ainslie tells Bulstrode that the Quiet Revolution is 

psychologieal and that it can have a positive effect on Canada 

as a nation if English Canadians are willing ta accept its 

implications: 

In 

Th~ problem there isn' t economic, it' s psychological 
. • . . What' s happening in Quebec - whatever it 
turns out to be to a large extent ls going to depend 
on the rest of us - ls something deeper than we' ve 
ever seen before in Canada. It' s a genuine revolu
tion in a way of life, and l don't have to remind 
you that aIl revolutions have neurotic roots. (69) 

addi tion ta i ts potential as a ~oSi ti ve influence 

the rest of Canada, Ainslie also realizes tha't there is a 

negative side to the Quiet Revolution, and the way in which 
~ 

English Canada responds could becorne the decisive fac~or in 

on 
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whether or not the Quiet Revolution reverts to its "neurotic 

roots" . MacLennan uses the ideologies of Daniel and Latendresse 

to illustrate the "neurotic roots" he believes are at the core of 

any revolution. 
~ 

Daniel identifies wi th his own generation who are 

responsible for the social and political unrest that took place 

in the United States during the si~ties: ." . in ·the States 

they're tearing up government draft cards and pretty soon this 

old man J s government of yours is going to find itself with nobody 

left to govern" (243). In Daniel's estimation, the crisis facing 

North American youth cornes from a dissatisfaction with the world 

created by the oider generation: 

They keep telling us they've given us everything 
..•• But what's the priee tag on aIl this? 
The priee-tag says we're to turn ourselves 
into carbon copies of their own corrupted, dis
honest, useless selves. They offer us a world 
no decent person,ean possibly respect. In the 
States they're eonseripting high-school drop-outs 
to fight against helpless people. Why? Because 
if they haven' t got a war going somewhere, their 
whole rotten System will collapse and they know 
it. They're liars • • •. Their advertising is 
lies, their polities is lies and their lives are 
the worst lies of aIl. (146-7) 

Daniel's central argument against society can be found in 

his accusation that the older generation is made up of liars. 

War is seen as an integral part of the American economy, and 

Daniel uses it as a prime example of the older generation's 

corruption. In his explanation of his discontent, he voices the' 

sentiments of youth throughout America. As Reich says in ~ 
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Greening of America, the youth in the sixties were rebelling 

against the kind of "reason that makes impoverishment, 

9 dehumanization, and even war appear to be logical and necessary" 

Although during this period there were many American 

revolutionaries who believed in non-violence, MacLennan places 

Daniel' s ideologies alongside the 

l , , , h " 10 revo utl.onarl.es ~n t e Sl.xtles .. 

explosives to blow up ~ building, 

mor\ mili tant faètion of the 

Whe~ Daniel thinks about using 

he wants to imitate the 

Hungarian students whose terrorist tactics he considers 
) 

sophisticated: "If you did it with absolute perfection yOJ,l could 

hang it at a twent,y-degree angle as the students in Budapest made 

Stalin' s statue hang, the great tyrant seeming to kiss the grounâ 

in front of the students" (135). 

This violent approach to Québec independence is the side of 
li 

Daniel ',5 social conscience that has been influenced by 
, 

Latendresse. At this point in the novel, Daniel has not yet 

begun to doubt Latendresse, and, in fact, he thinks that 

LatendJ;'esse is a great teacher: "Daniel watched I.atendresse 

moving away and thought how thin he was . He thought of 

Gandhi and tears came to his eyes" (132). It is only after 
~. 

Daniel has spoken to Marielle that he becomes suspicious of 

Latendresse's motives: "Now what Daniel was feeling for 

Latendresse was hostility but, though his instinct knew it, his 

mind still refused to accept it" (226). Daniel is intellectually 

stimulated by Latendresse' s ideas, and, because of this, he is 
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commi tted to a revolution wi thout the complete knowledge of 
( 

Latendressè' s intentions beyand the poli tical independence of 

Québec, and, even then, Danie 1 . s unsure how far Latendresse wil'l 

go to attain his goal. explains tha t the 

technique of revalution is the the ideology 1 he 

likens it ta a car parked near hill: "The first 
\ 

pushes are che hardest, but\ once the car is over the crest of the 
\ 

hill our tas); is to get it tb tha point". Daniel's inquif 

about the ca - '.. .. after i t is pushed over the cres t of \ 

hill, where will i t go?" (226) ind~c~tes that his commi trne t 

e 

, 
the revolutian is naive and based on his emotion rather tha 0 

ideology. 

In the characterization of Daniel, MacLennan creates 

individual who typifies the young men who turned to reVOluti~n. 

the twentieth century. Marielle tells Daniel that "Young me 

never plunge inta movements like this wi thout sorne kind of 

personal reason" (141). There are a number of explana tions 

Daniel' s personal attraction ta revolution, but the recent de 

r 
of his mother, and his fear of loving a woman are the two tha 

in 

seern ta touch. the heart of the matter. When Ainslie hears th t 

Daniel might be a part of the Separatist Movement, his first l 
\ . 

reactian is to blarne himself for leaving Daniel " . . • alone '~oo 

This interpretation J~ much . .. after his mother died" (111). 

Daniel' s behavior is shared by Gabr.\~l FJeury who explains ta 

Daniel' s sis ter Chantal: "It was your\rnother's death, of course" 
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(51) • It is Marielle who pinpoints Daniel' 5 fear of women as a 

reason for hi s' behavior: " . are you st-ill a virgin? 

l t has this perhaps to do wi th i t, that you are afraid of loving 

a woman, and if a man fears that, then it is very natural for him 

to talk and dream about bombs and war" (153). The two reasons 

are related in that both involve women and love. In MacLennan' s 

novels, women symbolize everything that makes life worth 

l " 11 1vlng. In this case, woman can be representativ~'of life' 

i tself, and Daniel' s personal reason for becoming a revolutionary 

can be interpreted on a more general level: young men who are 

afraid of life find a cause for which to die. Marielle compares 

Daniel to a young man she once knew: "He was an ideali s t like 

you .. He had a lavely mind, but he's de ad now. SA is the 

1 cause he died for" (141). In a sense, Marielle is telling Daniel 

that there will always be ca).lses, and the greater implication is 

that the young idealist who \s afraid of life will find a cause 

to gi ve him a reason ta die, and this is not the same as finding 

a reason ta live: " lite is 50 short and precious and 

youth is almost aIl there is" (141). Marielle ls correct in her 

estimation tha t Daniel' 5 romantic view of revolution is related 

to his own death wish, for, in the end, his att€)mpt at terrorism 

coincides wi th his desire to" commit suicide: " and the 

shaking of the car was like the shaking in hi5 brain, was the 

prelude te the ob li teration that would come when the bornb 

exploded and he hi~self would cease to exist in the final flash" 
,~', 

/ 
1 
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(289-90). Since this incident follows _the confrontation with his 

father, it becomes an. act of desperation rather than an act 

m~trivated by ideology .. 

According to MacLennan, the young are easily manipulated 

1 

because they have not li ved long enough to acquir e an. under-

standing of human nature. Ains1ie warns Daniel that "Movements 

like this ohe of yours are sa full of sell-outs and betrayals 
~\ 

that their ~nemies just lean back and let them ruin themselves. 

AlI history is there ta prove it" (243). For MacLennan, history 

is not a record of poli tical struggles ~s much as a study of the 

12 human psyche. Daniel is an idealist who thinks that everyone 

fi~hting for Québec independence is aS self-sacrificing and 

dedicated as he believes himself ta be 1 and the irony is that 

Daniel' s motives are not as pure as he imagines them. In 

Marielle' s account of her experiences during World War II, she 

~tions that human nature makes pure idealism impossible: 

• 1 

"There was always this atmosphere of loyalty within a betrayal 

and of a betrayal wi thin a loyal ty . . a great deal more of 

ordinary life is like tha t than most people dare adrni tOI (156). 

Ainslie sees Latendresse in historical perspective as a perfect 

replica of the "pathetic misfi ts" of an ear lier period who ei ther 

flocked to join the Nazi party, or who turned ta cornmunism during 

the Depression" (257). This is reminiscent of MacLennan 1 s comment 

in The Watch That Ends The Night where he says that in the 

thirties poli tical ideolog~ was r"SUbs~i tute for religious 

(" ,/-~ l 
~) 
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beliefs: "This was a time in which you were ah-lays meeting 

1 h ht l , t' , h 1"" 13 peop e w 0 caug po ~ 1CS Just as a person catc es re 19:LOn . 

For Latendresse, political cornrnitment takes the place of 

his lost religious vocation, and this becomes eviden t when 

Marielle asks Daniel " . is this Latendresse a spoiled priestl 

,r" 
by any chance?" (145) • 14 When Ainslie explains that revolutions 

a1ways have "neurotic roots", he says, " _ no people in 

history has ever tried to break wi th a strict Cathc;>licism wi thout 

turning to nationalism or sorne kind of ism as a surrogate 

religion" (69) .15 "Catho1icism" can be interpreted as any 

religion with a rigid indoctrination that leaves the individual 

in a state of anxiety. Erich Fromm attributes this anxiety 

brought on by religious indoctrination to the doubts concerning 

salvation and damnation, and he says that people wi th a strict 

religious background often try to escape the anxiety through 

frantic activity. In other words, the individua1 has to be 

t , , d t f 1 th th' "f h' 16 aç ~ve 1n or er 0 ee a e ~s str1v1ng or somet 1ng. 

When a person brought up with a strong religious faith, loses his 

fai th, it is only natural for him to find something in which h~ë

can re1ease his pent up frustration, while filling the void left 

by religion. These ideas have a particular significance in 

ref-a tion to La tendresse, because he had wanted to become a 

priest, and this indicates the, \.~~~.ent to which he was once 

committed to Catholicism. 

The circumstances surrounding Latendresse' s lost vocation 
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are somewhat of a mysterYi however, MacLennan does imply that 

Latendresse could no longer find solace in his faith: , 

In his years with the old priest 0!l the lower river, 
and later with the Dominicans, the Sacrament had 
al.ways given him the feeling of being filled and 
satisfied. This last comfort was fading out of the 
lives of the young and soon it would fade out of 
the world. (189) 

In this passage, Latendresse ihte,rprets his inability to 

become a priest as a sign that the answers to the world' 5 

29 

problems cannot be found in a :/=eligiolis vocation. For him, 

Catholicism is an ideology of the past, because he believes ~rt is 

unable to deal wi th the direction in which the world is heading: 

"The youth of the world was over. There was no comfort 

left for the youth of the world •. . , The System had taken it 
~ ~ 

...--' away" (189). In his interview with Daniel, Latendresse makes 

frequent references to the "Syste~," and there is every indica-

tion that he has replaced Ca tholicism wi th a co~rupted 

interpreta tion of Marx . ... 

Latendresse approaches the revolution wi th -a zeal 

reminiscènt of the early Christian martyrs: "1 gain mu ch comfort 
, . 

from something Lenin said once. Revolutionaries are dead men on 

furlough" (132). Fromm's theory that people with a strict 

religious background try to escape their anxièty through frantic 

activi ty is one way to explain Latendresse' s obsession wi.th the 

revol ution, for, '.as Ainslie suggests, obsession i5 fana ticism and 

not dedication. Daniel is too young to see the contradictions in 

human nature, so ,he i5 unable to differentiate between the two 
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forms of corruni tment, something Ains1ie' s experience makes him 

understand all too weIl: "This Latendresse is a fanatic and 

fanatics are aIl the same. Their way out is the only way out and 

anyone who disagrees with them is a traitor" (257). His 

inexperience in dealing with people makes Daniel unaware of the 

extent to which he is manipulated by Latendresse. When Ains lie 

tells him tha t La tendresse " . only cares about people as 

abstract ideas - as collections of abstract ideas" (256), Daniel 

does not recognize that he also is guilty of forgetting the 

individual needs and feelings of human beings. Like Latendresse, 

Daniel has begun ta think of peqple only in terms of the cause: 

"They were expendable; i t was a pi ty, but they were. You 

could never do anything wi th people like them" (137-B) 0 17 Daniel 

evep allows La tendresse to use him for terroris t acti v i ty. 

Though MacLennan does not directly tell the reader, he does imply 

that La tendresse made Daniel' s bomb 0 The RoC.M. P. officer who 

dismantles the explosive says: "Whoever r igged this one learned 

it out of a book, that' s for sure" (290), and this points ta 

Latendresse who spends his free time studying a "technical book 

on the manufacture of explosive devices" (189). Sutherland 

places La tendresse wi thin the second category of separa tists found 

in French and Eng li sh C anadi an li te rature, and this i s the 

political separatist who rejects violence and believes that 

independence can be attained wi thout bloodshed. lB Latendresse 

says this during a television interview, and when he is askéd 

--._--~ .. ..,"-"......-~ -
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whether he .believes this is pos\ible, he answers with 

a stra tegy which shows his poli tical -prowess: Il In the entire \ 

history of the human race, has that ever happ~ned?n (131). 

\ Though l disagree wi th Sutherland 1 s perception of Latendresse as 

\ a non-violen t poli tical separa tist, i t mus t be conceded that he 

is a élever politician. He recogn.i zes tha t the public may not be 
, 

ready for militant action, and his function, at this point, is- to 

sway their opinion: "It will not be wonderful until the time has 

arrived when we no longer have to persuade but can give orders 

and people will spring up from aU sides to obey them" (131). 

/' From this statement, one might even say that Latendresse has the 

characteristics of a potential dictator. 

Unlike most clever poli ticians, MacLennan' s Latendresse 

does not have a public and pri va te persona, for he is desc:J;"ibed 

as presenting a cold image whether he is in front of a camera or 

quietly talking to someone in seclusion. 19 The major difference 

between the public and pri vate Latendresse is tha t he is less 

cautious in voicing his opinions away from public scrutiny-. 
'r 

During the television interview, Daniel asks ,him if he is hostile 

toward the English, and he responds: "That is like asking me if 

l am hostile to human nature. The English only do what 

others do" (127). In pri vate he does not hide his animosi ty: 

"The English are às dumb and slow as oxen. They' re 50 arrogant 

and self-confident they'd go on eating their dinners even if 

somebody told them there was a ,bornb in their cellars" (248-9). 

( 
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The private Latendresse is a militant radical who constructs 

bomhs in his rooming house, and though Suther land maintains tha t 
) 

he is "no mongoloid misfi t about to place a bomb in a 

rnailbox" , 20 Latendresse is a terrorist who wants ta inci te 

violence: "~hey're not reacting the way i want them to. 
... 

We 1 ve got to make the English so enraged they' Il go crazy and 

want to fight us" (248). 

Latendresse's ideologies have marxist tendencies in that he 

singles out the class system created by the economic practices of 

Bri tain 'and" the United States, both of which are re"ferred to when 

he den~unces the Anglo-Saxon System which provides "Enough for 

thé inferior not to make thern desperate . Bu t more - rnuch, . 

more - for the rich masters" (128). There is disdain iilso for 

the dernocratic process, which he believes does not represent 

economic discrepancies: "What do free e'lections signify if they 

'" 
never touch the economic :;;oot?" (129). Despi te these rnarxist 

leanings, Latendresse ~s not a purist',i for the economic 

structure of society takes second place to his -vision of a 

cultur~l revolution; and this deviates from marxis't doctrin"e. 21 

r 
L,atendresse' s prirnary concern is for the survival of the French 

o ' 

language and conununi ty in North America, and, because of this, 

the revolu.tion is not essentially a struggle between the classes: 
, 

"Naturally l mean Quebec, our particular eatrie, but l also rnean 

\ 
.)nore." l mean the French language, the French culture. 

A li ttl'e more of this {assimilation} and our language will 

• • l' 
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disappear in North America" (126). 
[ 

Latendresse not only 
, 

inte~prets Québec's revolution in this way, but he sees the 

entire world as suffering cul turally under Anglo-Saxon 

Imperialism: 

In Asia the Americans are bombing and burning alive 
he1p1ess people - and for ~hat? They tell us 
exactly for what - ta campel those people ta &it 
docilé while the Americans pour money and equip~ent 
ta destroy the ancient Àsian cultures and turn them 
into the culture of Coca-Cola and the supermarket. (130) 

Latendresse condemns the Americans for ruining the Asian 

cul tures, and then he implies that Québec will be part of a 

world-wide revolution directed against the entire Anglo-Saxon 

System: "Alone? When the Anglo-Saxons together make up l~S5 

33 

~ 

than nine per cent of the world' s population?" (130). It becomes 

evident from these remarks tha t La tendresse' s ambition is to 

partic~pate in the destruction of the existing order, and there 

is clvery indication that he does not have any constructive plan 

for what will happen once he has initiated the revolution. In 

.the analcgy betwe'en the car parked near the crest of a hill and 

revolutionary techniques, (226), La tendresse never does tell 

Daniel where it will end, and, in fact, he changes the subject. 
, 

MacLennan does not specifically identify Latendresse's ideology 
(J . 

or goals because ta do sn would make him ~ppear ta be simply a , 

political activist and MacLennan sees revolqtion as more than 

merely ~ political issue. 22 During Ainslie's pa~liamentary 

speech, he attacks those members of parliament who conti~ue to 

. ) 
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see the Qu~bec revolution in terms of the historical .grievances 

between the French and English in Canada: " if we did not 

persist in seeing the present wi th the eyes of the past, we would 

understand that ta make poli tics out of it is not only 

irresponsible, it is lethally wicked" (266). The "eyes of the 
\ 

past" i5 a reference to the prejudices that have thrived in 

Canada. These prejud~ces hinder the understanding of the Québec 

situation. Ainslie says that the Canadian state of mind has been 

insular, for its vision has neve~ extended beyond its own 

bordersi however, with its revolution, Québec is breaking away 

from this state of isolation and is joining the mainstream of 

the contemporary world: Il this has been a sheltered 

country. It has been sheltered in its mind. It isn't sa any 

more" (266). 

The Sphinx is more than a fi~tiona~-account of the Quiet 
V) 

Revolution; MacLennan uses the Canadian issues to illustrate the 

problems facing the entire human race: "If i t could come to a 

country as innocent as this one was, you can be sure i t' s 

everywhere" (300). Ainslie's realization that there is no 

political reasoning behind the destructive element prevalent in 

modern society becomes crucial to the understanding of this 

novel: 

" AlI over t~ world these little neglected peoples 
were thiokitig of their own pasts as jails and were 
kicking at the doors without stopping to think they 

. could easily kick down the door of the old jail 
ooly to kick themselves into a newer one ten times 



( 

harder-to get out of. And why limit it to the 
1itt1e peop1es? The big powers were doing pretty 
much the same at home and abroad • • • (106) 

Latendresse beComes an instrument of destruction ~n that 

he is more concerned with the act of violence than with the 

35 

reconstruction of society. In his estimation, the riot that had 

recently taken place was ". . one of those spontaneous acts 

that mark a change in history . . . " because it " . . was 
<', , 

produced by the strongest instinct in the world - thé instinct of 

self-preserva tion" (125). According to him, the event was more 

important than the outcome of the riot: "It was the most 

important single event in the life of our people in years" (125). 

By having Latendresse interpret violence as an affirmation of 

life (the instinct of self-preservation), MacLennan makes him 

represent a particular mentality that has come ta characterize 

23 revolutionaries throughout the modern world. 

This eruption of violence is the "universal disease" that 

Ainslie discusses in his House of Commons address near the end of 

the novel (266). In the opening pages, i t i5 the "mysterious 

emotion" that Gabriel Fleury feels " . sweeping the world and 

causing crowds to break the windows of American embassies in 

country after country" (13). According ta Alec Lucas, MacLennan 

is talking about the resurgence of the barbarie forces in the 

psyche of mankind. 24 Gabriel remarks that Canada, and Montréal 

in particular, " • . . come close ta being the psychic center of 

the world" (300). In other words, the collective psychic state 
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of Montréalers presents a microco5rn of the collective psychic 

state governing the human race at this partiqular time in the 

cycle of civilization. The social upheaval and violence in 

Montréal is an indication that modern civilization is "moving 

t d 'h '1' 25 owar ann1 1 at10n. 

Ainslie says in his House of Commons speech, which is the 

focal point of MacLennan's philosophical interpretation of modern 

society: 

l believe that the real cause of the world crisis -
for that i5 what it is - no more respects frontiers 
than an influenza epidemic respects them. l believe 
the crisis came when humanity lost its faith in 
man's ability ta imprave his awn nature. (267) 

In his ~stimation, the collective psychic state of mank'ind is 

generated in the same way as a virus that needs living ce11s in 

order to grow, and it 1s as eontagious as a viral disease because 

it has no cultural or politieal boundaries. The resurgence of 

the barbarie in man is the result of humanity's 10ss of faith in 

itself, an idea which is related to mankind's shift from a 

be1ief in God to his trust in a science that produced the Bomb, 

and this 5eems to be a reasonable assessment of MacLennan's 

philosophical position insofar as Ains1ie attribute~ the world 

crisis ta the spiritual deprivation of twentieth century 

26 thought: "When people no longer can believe in personal 

immo~talitYI when society at large has abandoned philosophy, ~any 

men grow desperate without knowing why. They crack up - and ' 

don't even know they have" (267). These arguments seem to be 

... 
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based on Nietzsche's philosophy. Mankind lost its sense of 

.. "personal immorta'li ty" wi th the popularization of Nietzsche' 5 

concept that "God is dead". ,::Nietzsche maintained that the hurnan 

race was existing on inherited and decaying values, which would 

le ad to frustration when it could no longer find a me~ning and 

purpose in life. This would turn into self-hatred, abd Nietztche 

predicted that the human race would invent tools for 

'h'l . 27 ann1. 1. at1.on. In The Sphinx MacLennan sees Nietzsche's 

prophecy as coming to pass: "1 suppose it's natura1 that 

many of .you young people take 50 much pleasure out of the Bomb" 

(151). Although sorne individuals may adopt a philosophical 
. 

approach to life, with the "death of God", there is no universal 

phi losophy guiding rnankind. Where once " . . • nearly everyone 

knew what his dut Y was, what h~,$ faith was, what his mora1ity at 
, 

least ought to be" (266), there is noW nothing by which a human 

being can judge his actions. Bjcause of this moral confusion, ?' 
sorne individuals will do anythi 9 to get attention, which is the 

recogni tion that they exist: "p be hanged for sorne senseless 

crime, to disrupt the processes of society by a meaningless 

riot . • . he at least gains a column in a newspaper or a 

paragraph in a legal book" (267). MacLennan sees the young as 

the tragic victims of this "universal disease", because it robs 

them pf,a hope for the future, and this makes them vulnerable to 

people like Latendresse who can then manipulate the natural 

ide_alism of youth. 

(' 
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There are other turning points in history when the human 

race has been as desperate, and MacLennan uses the revolutions 

associated with -the cycles of civilization to illustrate that the 

consciousness of the human race is undergoing another major 

change. According to Latendresse, the sexual permissiveness of 

the sixties in Québec marks the end of an era: " .. in the 

fin de siècle, in the trance of desperate pleasure befor~ the 

cataclysm wipes away the old order, there ls always a sexual 

explosion " As examples Latendresse mentions France, 

Russia, and Cuba before their respective revolutions (134) i, 

however, these events were minor steps in the evolution of 

mankind and can be viewed as the forerunners of the major social 

28 
upheaval that Latendresse predicts will take place. Part of 

Latendresse's pride in the Québec revolution stems from his idea 

Jthat Québec will also be a forerunner and perhaps even a catalyst 

for the annihilation of the existing order. Latendresse draws a 

paraI leI between the Roman Empire and the English-speaking 

nations who have controlled the world for the past two centuries: 

"What movement that ever changed the face of the world was ever 

begun in the majority? Yes, they are successful now. So were 

the Romans once" (127-8). This implies that the world-wide 

revolution against the imperialism of the English-speaking 

peoples is as important a change in the cycle of civilization as 
"-
the Christian revoIt against the Roman Empire. Ainslie sees the 

same significance in this "change in the human climate" (72), 
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for~e makes an anaiogy. between the recogni ti~n signaIs of the 

younger generation and the early Christians: 

AlI the four students he had interviewed had worn 
Ban-the-Bomb buttons. Were they recognition 
signaIs, like the fish the early Christians used 
to scratch in the sand of cross-roads and market 
places when people were beginning to des pair of 
the earlier empire? (86) 
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The image of "the sphinx represents this vision of a change 

in the cycle of civilization. In Yeats' s pee'm, "The Second 

Coming", the awakening of the sphinx signaIs the Apocalypse, the 

second coming of Christ. MacLennan never takes the sphinx 

imagery ta that extent, for he makes a reference ta the Greek 
~ \ 

myths when he says; "The sphinx has returned ta the world before, 

after aIl" (J03). He uses the sphinx to illustrate the , 
disintegration of modern civilization, and because of this, 

the sphinx can be interpreted as the symbol of huma~ity's 

irrational nature.26 As a man of reason he comments on the demi se 

'of "animal rationis": "One more step would have freed us aIl, 

but the sphinx returned" (302). This suggests that mankind might 

have exceeded its already great intellectual achi~vements if the 

"universal disease" symbolized in the sphinx had not- made i-ts 

appearance. 

MacLennan believes that mankind will survive the cataclysm 

of universal revolution, and this is evident in his last novel 

Voices In Time (1980), which, in short, takes place after the 

nuclear holocaust and is a retrospective look at the destruction 

of our civilization. Although as a man of reason MacLennan is 

" 
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disheartened by the re-emergenee of the barbarie in mankind, he 

remains an optimist because he still believes in humanity. In 

Voices In Time, John Wellfleet, the narrator, contemplates the 

hope of the generation born after the holoeaust,·and though their 

idealism seems naive, it has aIl the positive attributes of what· ", 

it means to be human: 

./' 

), 

They feel sure that a time will come when human 
beings will be let 'alone to follow their own bents, 
to be joyful and adventurous, to entertain gracious 
thoughts and be responsible for their own actions 
and the work of their hands. They are discovering 
entirely on their own the excitement of moral 
philosophy. They are marvellously, beautifully 
ignorant of what men are capable of when they grow 
disappointed, sour, tired, or merely Indifferent. 
• . • . They are amateurs. They are sure that in 
time a bright new city will arise on the ruius of 
Metro. AllI can say to them is God bless you, l 
hope you're right. AlI l can say to myself is that 
they have nothing to 108e by trying; for we, without 
trying, lost everything. 30 

, 
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Notes 

l Hugh MacLennan, Return of the Sphinx, (1967; rpt. 
Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1976), p. 93. AlI further 
references will be taken from this edition and will be cited in 
the text of the t~sis. 

2 Latendresse' 5 contention that French Canadians ar1e the 
slaves of the English in Canada is similar to the ideas ?f pierre 
Valli~res in White Niggers of America. (my introduction]l p. 3-4) 

> 
3 Hugh MacLennan, Two Solitudes, (Toronto: Macmillan Company 

of Canada Limited, 1945), p. 113. 

4 flugh MacLennan, The Watch That Ends The Night, (1958; rpt. 
Toronto: Macmtllan Company of Canada Limited, 1975), pp. 60-1. 

1 
5 Peter Buitenhuis says in regard to'Two Solitudes that 

" •• 'the Montreal English-Canadians don' t appear to much 
advantage in the novel. It is'clear that MacLennan is putting a 
lot of blame for th~ situation {French/English conflict} onto 
their stiff backs and snobbish coldness". Peter Buitenhuis, 
Hugh MacLennan, (Toronto: C~les Publishing Company Limited, 1974), 
p. 39. 

6 During this period, Québec nationalist politicians were 
often compared to Negro Kings, even by those who were not ardent 
separatists. (my introduction, p. 5) 

7 Ronald Sutherland, Second Image: Comparative Stu~ies in 
Quebec/Canadian Literature, (Don Mi11s, Ont.: Newpress, 1971), 
pp. 112, 128. 

8 Sutherland, p. 128. 
'\ 

9 Charles A. Reich, The Greening of America, (Toronto: 
Bantam Books, 1972), pp. 2-3. 

10 In th~ sixties, rnany Americans were adherents of the 
peaceful demonstration, which they believed would bring about 
social change without violence. Reich presents this idea that 
the social revolution was meant to be peaceful when he says: 
"There is a revo1ution comin~. . . . It will not require violence 
to succeed, and it cannot be successful1y resisted by violence". 
Reich, p. 2. 
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Il Patricia Morley, The Immoral Moralists: Hu h MacLennan and 
~ Leonard Cohen, (Toronto: Clarke, Irw1n & Company L1m1ted, 1972 , 

p. 112. 

12' f. 

Elspeth Cameron mentions MacLennan' s indebtedness._ to G. 
Rattray Taylor's Sex in History, a study which presents·history 
in terms of the changes in the human psyche. According to her, 
this work had an influence on MacLennan's ideas in Return of the 
Sphinx. Elspeth Cameron, "MacLennan's Sphinx: critical Reception 
& Oedipal Origins", Journal of Canadian Fiction, 30, Special 
Edition, "Quebec Fiction: The English Fact", (1981), p. 146-8. 

L3 The Watch That Ends The Night, p. 223. 

14 Sutherland says that Latendresse is a prêtre manqu~, an 
n imperfect priest". A prêtre manqué need -not be an ordained 
clergyman; he is often a man who missed his vocation because he 
could not conform to the established ecclesiastical pattern. 
Sutherland, pp. 72-3, 127. 

15 In his most recent nov~1, MacLennan continues to preach 
this message: "After the 1914 war, religion died out among 
millions of young Germans. This left a void in their lives .and 
many turned to nationalism as a substitute for the religion they 
had lost. In the 1960s, religion also died out among the young 
aIl o~er the world and nationalisms of every kind are taking its 
place". Hugh MacLennan, Voices In Time, (Toronto: Macmillan of 
Canada, 1980), p. 115. 

16 Erich Fromm, Escape From Freedom, (New yqrk: Avon Books, 
1969), pp. 10-11. ' 

17 Paul Wilkinson says that "Political terror, if it i5 waged 
consciously and deliberately, is implicitly prepared to sacrifice 
aIl moral and humanitarian considérations for the sake of sorne 
pol~tical end". Paul Wilkinson, Pol{tical Terrorism, (London: 
The Macmillan Press, 1974), p. 17. 

\... 
18 Sutherland, pp. 110, 127. 

19 Morley sees Latendresse as "a man of deathly cold" and 
say~ he is used to define MacLennan's view of revolutionaries: 
"grey, glacial coldness completely void of human feeling". 
Morley, p. 118. 
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, 20 Sutherland goes on to say that .. • . . Latendresse is not 
above manipulating others to do what he might not do himself" and 
then justifies this by saying "Latendresse ... is only evil 
inasmuch as the great majority of the world's leaders, revered 
and unrevered, have been evil, that is to say, having dedicated 
himself to an end, he is willing to grant that a certain number 
of individuals must be sacrificed to achieve that end.. " 
Sutherland misinterprets the character because he believes that 
Latendresse makes " • . • a lot of sense when he speaks of the 
disadvantages and humiliations long endured ,by French Canadians 

" Part of Latendresse's depth as a fictional character is 
that he can present different sides of one human being. Early in 
the novel, MacLennan states that the human personality is made up 
of many contradictions. It is a reference to Ainslie's idealism 
in his youth;however, it does s~~ the tone of the novel: 
.. .. he did not consciously ~ecognize. • many of the 
con tradictions which together make a human personali ty" (RS 76). 
Sutherland, pp. 127-8. --

21 According to Marx and his followers, the economy is the 
real basis of a society, and everything else, such as religion, 
laws, ethics and social institutions, are determined by economic 
demands. R. N. Carew Hunt, The Theory and practice of Communism, 
(Baltimore: penguin Books Inc., 1966), p. 62. 

22 In an interview with Donald Cameron, MacLennan attrIbutes 
the world's problems to a stage in the evolution of the human 
psyche: "1 happen to believe in-a God that's implicit in 
evolution, and when you find such a fantastic break in the human 
psyche as happened in the 1960s, weIl ~ If a nation or a group of 
people threatens aIl species, something happens. Now you have an 
American army that won't fight, and this 1s not accidentaI. This 
is part of the chain of life, as l see it. It's away above 
politics". Donald Cameron, Conversations with Canadian 
Novelists - l, (Toronto: Macmillan of Canada,_1973), p. 132. 

23 d " t' f' l . " 1 t Laten resse s ~nterpre at~on 0 V10 ence ~s s~m~ ar 0 
tha t of Frantz Fanon 1 s in The Wretched -of the Earth. Robert;., 
CollisQn says that Fanon's romantic assumptions concerning 
violence have had a profound effect on the last twenty years of 
terrorist activity in the Third World and in the West. Robert 
Collison, "The New Barbaiism", Saturday Night, Jan./Feb., (1980), 
p. 15. 

24 Alec Lucas, HUfh MacLennan (Montréal: McCle11and and 
Stewart Limited, 1970 , p. 50. 
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25 L h . . l' t'" f h ucas as a S1m1 ,ar 1nterpreta 10n: Return 0 te' 
Sphinx, a long plunge down into doubt from the height MacLennan 
reached in The Watch That Ends The Ni~ht, reads as if he believes 
his world, also, to be engaged in soc1al and,cultural suicide. 
Luc as, p . 48 . 

26 
,~' Elspeth Cameron presents an analogous argument for The 

Sphinx when she says that "MacLennan blamed what increasely 
seemed to hirn to be a breakdown of the entire western world 
caused by the speed of acceleration, of technological and 
scientific advances". Elspeth Cameron, p. 145. 

27 ' 
Although I am indeQted to D.J. Dooley's study of 

Nietzsche's legacy in canadian Literature, he does not directly 
discuss Nietzsche's influence on MacLennan's philosophy in Return 
of the Sphinx. D.J. Dooley, Moral Vision in the Canadian Novel, 
(Toronto: Clarke, Irwin & Company Lirnited, 1979), p. 149. 

28 MacLennan says in reference to the- revolutions started by 
Moses and st. Paul: "compared to these psychic and moral 
~evo1utions, the French and Russian affairs were mere political 
spectaculars accelerating the triumph of a life of materialism 
founded on reason and know-how". Hugh MacLennan, "Reflections on 
Two Decades" in The Canadian Novel in the Twentieth century, ed. 
George Woodcock, (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1975), 
p. 12l. 

29 Lucas, p. 48. 

30 Voices in Tirne, p. 122. 
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CHAPTER II 

COHEN'& VISION OF ANNIHILATION IN BEAUTIFUL LOSERS 

Leonard Cohen's Beautiful Losers is a highly complex and 

imaginative work that has been interpreted from a variety of 
" 
) 

perspectives. For the purposes-6f this thesis, l pr,opose~ 

analyze the theme of revolution in the novel and' to show how 

Cohen's existential interpretation of violénce ~s impo;tant to 

the understanding of it. In Beautiful Losers, as in Return of 

the Sphinx, revolution is shown to be the consequence of the 

spiritual decay of modern civilization, and, in this context, the 

Québec Quiet Revolution is seen as a syrnptom of the problems 

facing humanitYi however, while MacLennan, as a man of reason, , 

interprets the violence erupting in society as the re-emergence 

of the barbarie forces in the human p~yche, Cohen presents . 
\ 

violence as the only means of confronting the spiritual decay of 

Western civilization, which, in his estimation, is founded on 

violence. Cohen is a romantic whose attacks on rationality and 

logic question the idea of mankind.as "~nimal rationis",l and he 

presents his doubts concerning man's image of himself as a 

rational being because he believes that humanity's problerns are a 

result of man's denial of his spirit and of his blind faith in , 
his ability to reason. Although cohen's philosophical ; 

interpretation of violence differs from the one presented by 

MacLennan, the characteristics of the Quiet Revolution~~ 

~ 
- ~- --________ -..r-' .. ~'''' ... - _t ........... _~->«QI,~ ..... _~'l .. ,..R. ...... '.,. ..... J-_ ."" 
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, 

Beautiful Losers are similar to those discussed in Return of the 

Sphinx. 

(' 

Cohen, like MacLennan, sees the Quiet Revolution as a 

reaction to the control that ~he Roman Catholic clergy exerted 

over the French Canadian pe9ple. Thro~ghout<the novel, the 

historie accounts of the Church in Québec are presented in "terms 

of what the Jesul ts taught the native Ind'ians, and i t may be 

assumed that the French 'Canadian people would have been subjected 

to a similar moral education. Cohen suggests thàt prior ta the 

white conquest the 'Indians lived within the great divine pattern 

of life, and sexuality was celebrated 
l, 

nature. Catherine Tekakwitha was the 

the vow pf virginity, and it was with 

~ 

~ct of communion with 

first fndian maiden to take 

her realization that the 

body was fini te, and therefore undesirable, that she rejected her 

peoples' belief in nature: 2 "Confronted with this assault of 

human machinery,~she must have developed elaborate and bright 

notions of heaven - and a ha-t;:red for finite shit,,3. The "human 

machinery" is the "Indians eating and fucking" (54), and .. 
catherine's distast~ for thi~ way of life is a direct result of 

her religious iftstruction, for the " p icture of pure Mistress 

Mary", who is the Blessed Virgin, is said to have rattled in her 

head .~ louder than aIl the dancer's instruments" (54). 
'\ 

Catherine's move away from nature' was commended by the olergy who 

described her as living like "a well-raised French girl!" 

cohen's position on this" s~xual repression is quite explicit, for. 
r . 

. , 
1 
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he follows this statement with "0 Sinister Church!" (57). To.---"-

him, the Church is "~inister" bec_ause of i ts denial of physical 

pleasure and i ts disdain for the body, both of which lead 

Catherine and the other Christian Indians to seek mortification 
\' 

"of the f1esh: "There was a great fervor in the mission. Nobody 

likes his skin too much. 
'1 

They l.iked to draw blood from 

their bodies. •. Sorne wore iron harnesses wi th spikes on the 
, 

. inside.. Here is a naked woman ro1ling in the 40-below 

snow" (244). The descriptions of self-mutilation continue for 

sorne pages. Cohen' s attack is on this Christian heri tage that 

denies man' s place in nature, and he welcomes the sexual 

Tevolution in Québec as a positive step toward the liberation of 

l\umani ty: "They walk differently now t the young men and women in 

Montreal. '" . Their clothes are differen t - no smelly pockets 
' ... 
bulg,ing with Kl~enex bundles of illegal come" (234). The seKual 

repression that results in "illegal corne" and acts of perversity 

is directly related to the teachings of the Roman catholic Chur ch 

in Québ,ec: " . l accuse the R.C.C. of Q. of making me commit 

queer horrible acts wi th F., another viçtim of the system . . • 

l accuse the Church of female circumc:lsion in French Canada" (59-

60) • 

The connection between the sexual revolution and the Qu~bec 

Separatist Movement becomes even more apparent during the 

dernonstration tha t is staged to protest an upcoming visi t by 

Queen Elizabeth. In this scene, the nameless protagonist, who (, 
'-. , 

r 

~, 
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will henceforth be" referred to as I., has_ a sexual encounter wi th 

a woman in the crowd: 4 " and l knew ,tha t aIl o~ us, not 

just the girl and me, aIl of us were going to come together" 

(154). The sexuali ty implici t in Il come together" also reveals 
\ ~ , . 
CJ;he_spiri tuaI and, psychological uni ty of the crowd at the rally. 

For Cohen,' the Québec revolutio·n is at once sexuai, spiritual, 

psychological and poli tical. It is by overcoming their sexual 

inhibi tions that the Québecois can gain their national pride: 

"Do not be decei ved: a nation' s pride is a tangible thing: i t 

is measured by how many hard-ons live beyond the soli tary dream, 

by decibels of the female rocket moan" (235). 

According to Linda Hutcheon, each main character in 

Beautiful Lasers represents' an aspect of the Canadian 

consciousness. For her, the nameless protagonis t is the 

archetypal English Canadian. His mentor, F., is a French 

Canadian, a Federal Member of Parliament, and a Québec separatist. 

" 
I. 's wife, Edith, is a twentieth centuri North American I,ndian 

whose tribe is facing extinction. Cathertne Tekakwi tha, the 

first Indian Christian saint, is the representative of Canada' s 

past, which as Hutcheon points out is "co;Loured by the blood of 

her defeated peoples". 5 Since in this novel the fate of the 

individual is associated with the fate of the nati9n, Cohen makes 

a statement on the role of the Québec revolution in Pie larger 

Canadian context by making F., the French Canadian revolutionary, 

the spiritual teacher of 1. 
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As an historian, I., who is the narrator of Book One "The , , 

History of Them AlI", spends his Hfe putting the chaos of the 

paet into a rational sequénce of events: "It was spring. It was 

1675. - Somewhere Spinoza was making sunglasses. In England,. Hugh 

Chamberlen was pulling babies out wi th a secret instrument, 

obstetrical forceps ..•. There were Jesuits in Korea" (106). 

F. points out the uselessness of 1.' s endeavours in a quest for 

truth: "Think of the wor Id wi thout Bach. To discover tqe 
, 

truth in anything that is alien, first dispense wi th the 

indispensab,le in your own vision" (l07). In F.' s estimation, 

historians see the past according to major events and figures, 

and, therefore, they impose an arder where there was none. Ta 

experience the pas t', a person must relinquish the capaci ty ta 

reason that cornes with being able to look at life in retrospect: 

"Do you know how to see the akropolis like the Indians did who 

never even had ,one? Fuck a saint ... " (14-15). F.' s advice 

'ta "Fuck a saint" is meant to force I. into rècognizing the 

futiH ty of relying on logic. Dennis Lee compares F.' s technique 

ta that of the Zen Masters who use the "koan", which is a 

\ paradoxical phrase, ta frustrat~ the novice into forsaking his 

, belief in the intellect. 6 In Beautiful tosers, F. 's "che.~p 

kaans" (147) are aIl part of cohen's assault on "animal rationis". . \ 

When F. tells I. to "connect nothing" (70), he wan ts I. to 

7 abandon reÇl.son. 

On the allegorical level, English Canada is depicted as 
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living in the past with a faise sen~e of security that arises 

from its faith in(~-ea-son. 
t. 1 

F.· inforrns 1." that he is becoming 

deformed by his prèoccupation wi th the intellect: "Oh my 

darling, what a hunchback History and the Past have made of your 

,body . . . " ,( 169) . According te Cohen, the Québec revol-ution 

should wake Engli5h Canada from i ts self-delusory state, and 

l. • s repeated anger throughout Book One whenever he cornes too 

close to understanding F.' s teachings represents the reluctance 

of Canada to look at it5elf: " l' ve lost my erection. 15 1 

it because l've stumbled on the truth about Canada? l don't want 

to stumble on the truth about Canada" (43). Since a nation's 

pride is measured by i t5 sexual potency, the lost erection 

indicates Canada' 5 sterile national identity, and the revolution 

in Québec becomes more than a poli tical threat: 

l don' t want any of your fil thy politics, F. You' re 
a thorn in the side of Parliament. You've smugg1ed 
dynamite into Québec disguised as firecrackers. 
You've turned Canada into a vast analyst' s couch from 
which we dream and re-dream nightmares of identity. 
and aIl your solutions are as dull as psychiatz:y. (169) 

In this passage, l. begins wi th the poli tical revolution 

and ends wi th the spiritual and psychological dilemma facing 

Canada as a nation. He implies that the ~'nightmares of identity" 

might never have arisen without the Québec separatists who have 

turned "Canada into a vast analyst' s couch" by their rejection of 

the Canadian nation. Through I. and F., Cohen shows that part of 

the hostility between the English and French is based on mutual 

·envy. 1. wants to be like F.: "l'm tired of facts, l'm tired of 

............ ,~ ... ~ ........ _""_ .. _~ ...... -.--~"-' 
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~pecuia tiàn~, ~ l wan t to be consurned by unreason" (58). On the 

other hand, F. is healous and frightened of 1. 's rationali ty: 

i "Your baffled cr1es as 1 tormented you, you were the good animal 

1 wanted to be, or failing that, the good animal 1 wanted to 

existe lt was 1 who feared the rational mind, therefore 1 tried 

to make you a little mad" (190). j1.s polarities of one another, 

the English and French complement each other' s natures, and Cohen 

shows that the destinies of the two founding peoples of Canada 

are too intertwined for the Québec revolution not ta have 

/ repercussions in the rest of Canada. The idea that nei ther the 

French nor the English can escape the need for the other appears 

in the second part, "A Long Letter from F.", in which he tells 

1.: "We lay in each other's arms, each of us the other's 

teacher. l was your adventure and you were my adventure, 

1 was your journey and you were my journey • • This letter, 

rises out of our love like the sparks between dueling swords 

." (194). 

The split in the consciousness of 1. and t. carries into 

their theory of revolution and their p~rceptions of what makes a 

revalutionary. Chapter Ten is deyoted to 1.'5 Ideals: 1 always 
\ 

by the Conununist. Party and the Mother 
\ 

Church" wanted to bel loved 
\ 

(24). I. believes a revolutionary ~ust have an ideology 
\ 

to which 

he can dedicate himsêlf 1 and' he want~, to cover everything from 

Catholicism to Communism. If anything.,( 1.' s discourse on 

revolution reveals a sentimentality that is highly romantic: 

\ 

\ 
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nI wanted to weep for the innocent people my bornb would have to , 

maim. l wanted to thank my peasant father who fed us on the 

run" (24). In his imagination, he creates a sensitive 

revolutionary crying for the 'I innocent people" who have ta be 

sacrificed for the greater good. His melodramatic picture of a 

family on the run illustrates a revolutionary who has been 

,involved in the revolution since childhood and is now following 

in his father's footsteps. At this point in the novel, I. is a 
~ 

would-be revolutionary, 8 and he seems to have based his concept 

on the glorified images of the revolutionary found in newspapers, 

television, and Hollywood movies rather than on his experiences 

or his- beliefs. This- becomes evident when 1. imagines hims'élf as 

a South American guerilla at a cocktail party: "1 wanted to 

attend cocktail parties wearing a machine gun" ,( 25) t and as a '"' 

renegade priest singing folksongs,: "1 wanted to be a junkie 

priest who makes records for Falkways" (26). 

F. 's concept of the revolutionary is far more cortlplex than 
- \. 

the fantasies presented by 1. There ~ no overt mention of 

revolution; F. begins by saying: "What \s most original in a 

man's nature is often that which is most ~esperate. Thus new 
\ 

systems are forced on the world by men who simply cannat bear the 

pain of living with what is" (69). F. 's explanation of " 

creativity contains the seeds af his theory of revolution. ~' 

According to his concept of creativi ty, revolutionaries demand 

change not because they have a particular ideo],.ogy: "Creators 
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care nothing for their systems except tha t they be uni.que" (69), 

but because, like the poet, they' are "not b'ound to the world as 

given" (70), and they are capable of shaping i t according to 

their will. For F., the true revolutionary is akin to the poet, 

and there is an irnplici t analogy made to the phi.losopher, for his 

ideas concerning the revolutionary are sirnilar to Nietzsche' s 

concept of the phi losopher. 9 Hi Uer and Jesus become his 

examples of "desperate men" who could not bear the wor Id they 

i.nheri ted, and he maintains that Hi tler would never have been 

content with Nazi Germany if he had not been responsible for its 

creation, and tha t Jesus, like all great creators, " 

probably designed his system sa that ~t would fail in the hands 

of other men ••• " (70). 1. remarks that "These are F. 's 

ideas . l don' t think he believed them", because it was 

part of F. 's method to make hirn hysterical: "Hysteria is my 

classroom, F. said once" (70). F. keeps 1. in a state of 

hysteri.a by suggesting that Hi tler and Jesus had the same 

motiva tions, and he makes this analogy between Hi·tler and JerS 

because confusion prevènts 1. from being able to reason, andl 'in 

this way the analogy becomes another "cheap koan" (147) like 

"Fuck a saint" (15). 1.' s assumption that F. does not believe 

\ what he had said about ideology being only a secondary motive for 

\the true revolutionary does not nega te F. • s theory, for later F. 

~dIl\its that he is this kind of revolutionary: fi l want two 

hundred million to know that everything can be different, a~y ~Ql:d 
\ 

\ 
- \ - ~ .. , . -.~---.-,- ........... ,- -~- -

\ 
\ 
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different" (235-6). 

From an ideological standpoint, F. is an anarchist because 
.-

he challenges the prïticïples of his society, however sacred or 

profane ("Fuck a saint"), and the hysteria by which he , 

manipula tes I. becomes anarchy as i t i5 experienced by the -, 

individual. There is a subtle distinction between anarchy, which 

i5 the chaos that may re5ult from the destruction of e5t~bli-5hed 

norms, and anarchism, which is liberal individualism taken to its " 

10 extreme. F. 's teachings bridge the gap between theory and 

realiza tian. 

As a Québec revo1utionary, F. seeks ta achieve his goals 

by terrorist methad5 , but Québec independence remains the firs t 

stage of a much greater reva1ution: "It i5 nat mere1y because l 

am French tha t l long for an independen t Québec. l want 

ta hammer a beautiful colored brui se on the who1e Arnerican 

monolith n (235). F. has visions of destroying American 

imperialism (monoli th), which is the system that governs, not 

only Québec and Canada, but most of the world. 

cohen, like MacLennan in Ret'lrn of the Sphinx, is 

sympathetic to the Québec revolutionaries who see Canada as an 

economic colonyof the United States. When 1. tells of Edith's 

rape as a young girl, he mentions that it took place in " • a 

stone quarry or an abandoned mine . owned indirectly by U. s. 

interests" (75). "rndirectly" implies the sarne idea as "Big 

Brother" (RS 93) in Return of the Sphinx. In other words, the 

) 
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Americans are buying Canada wi thout the average Canadian even 

being aware of the extent to which their industries~. ,e 

monopoli zed by the United States. During the course of this 

story, 1. digresses into a condemnation of Madison Avenue 

advertising and its attempt, to attract the Canadian teen-age 

market: 

No wonder the forests of Québec are mutilated and 
sold to America.. • Look at aIl the thirteen-
ear-old legs on the floor spread in front of the 

t screen. ls it only to sell them cereals and 
cosmetics? Madison Avenue is thronged with hum
mingbirds who want to drink from those little 
barely haired crevic es • (73-4) 

Madison Avenue is responsible for the seduction of the 
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young girls who represent the nai veté of the Canadian people in 

their acceptance of Arnerican prapaganda. In this way, Cohen 
/ 

equates Edith's rape with the cu.ltural and economic rape of 

Canada. Il The Canadian Governme1?t consents to this rape without 

the know.ledge of the Canadian peo·ple. Beautiful Losers is filled 

wi th images of this cultural rape: from the American comic books 

and the Top 40 songs on the Hit Parade to Hollywood which turns 

its actors into saints. Even 1. 's childhood rnemories are tainted 

because they are unAmerican~ "1 wept . for the American 

boyhood l never had, for my invisible New England parents, for a 

long green lawn and an iron deer, for college romance wi th 

Zelda" 12 (78). This feeling of deprivation i5 evidence of a 

colonial attitude toward America, a sta te of mind that regards 

the experience of a fore~gn country as better than anything 

\ , 
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Canada has to offer its citizens. 13 

In addition to admitting that the United States has control 

of Canada' s ,economy and culture, Cohen presents the be1iefs of 

the Québec revo1utionaries who consider French Canadians to be a 

co1onized ·people. French Canadians identify the English as their 
, 

conquerors: "In 1760 History decreed that the Frenchman should 

10se to the Eng1ishman!" (150), and they interpret their 

relationship to the rest of Canada in the 1ight of the Bri tish 

conquest: "Give us back our History! The English have stolen 

our History! (150). Eng1ish Canadians who continue to perpetuate 

the historie ties wi th England contribute to the arguments of 

the Québec rev01utionaries. Cohen makes this apparent by making 

the separa tist rally a protest against a schedu1ed visi t by Queen 

Elizabeth, who is the symbol of Bri tain' 5 colonial ru1e in 

Canada. F. decides to make a statement by blowing up a statue of 

Queen victoria: Il. • • it is only a symbol, but the State deals 

in symbols" (171). To destroy Queen Victoria's statue is not 

on1y ~n insu1 t but a symbolic ges ture ending British Imperialism. 

The Québec revolutionaries interpret history as the 
\ 

strugg1e for supremacy among the peop1es of the world, and 

because of this interpretation, the passage of Ume cannot 

eradicate the humiliation of a defeat. When the crowd at the 

• ra11y pree laims : "The Eng1ish have sto1en our History!", the 

speaker informs them that "His tory decrees that there are Lasers 

and Winners. History cares nothing for cases, History cares on1y 
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, 
whose Turn i t is" (151). In: essence, his tory be10ngs t~ those 

who demand their rights and take control; these are the "winners". 

The "Losers" are those who submit and allow others to win, and 

the speaker uses Kant to illustrate this point: flKant said: If 

~omeone makes himself into an earthworm, can he complain if he is 

stepped on?" (153). The Québec revo1utionaries demand vengeance 

for their suppression: "Today i5 the Turn of the English to have 

dirty hou5es and French bombs in their mailboxes!" (152). "Dirty 

houses" is a reference to the inferior status of the French 

Canadian people who are seen as the servants of the English ft It 

is the revolutionaries' belief that terrorism (bombs in mail-

boxes) will restore the dignity of the French Canadian people. 

F. equates the Québec revolution with the struggle of the Black 

race throughout the world: " it is a beautiful crowd .. 

• . Because they .think they are Negroes, and that is the best 

feeling a man can have in this century" (150). The identifica-

tion wi th the black race takes the Québec revolu tion out of the 

Canadian con text, for as Vallières says: Il • the niggers of 

America are one' wi th the niggers of tp.e entire world" 14 

At the separatist demonstration, the oppression of the 

Indian race is identified with the origin of Canada: "History 

decreed that in the battle for the continent the Indian should 

10se to the Frenchman" (150). According to Cohen, this battle 

was more than a physical struggle for terri tory, it was aiso a 

spiritual war. In his estimation, the history of the white man's 

-~ ... ~_.- .. ~~.-.-..,._ #> .. ,Jl ................ ~ .. ...- ........ _ .. ~ ~._]_~_"'IF"""" -
, ./ 
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civilization in Canada r~al1y began when Catherine Tekakwitha 

denied the primeval Indian belief in nature ta embrace Roman 

Catholicism, because this was the first tirne that cansciousness 

and nature were separated in the New World. lS Cohen claims that 

at her death: "The face of Catherine Tekakwitha had turned 

white! And in a moment she became 50 beautiful and 50 white 

{sic}" (265-6). lier beauty and her white complexion 

symholize her conversion ta the Whi te race and the tri umph of her 

people's conquerors. This interpretatian of her transformation 

is racist because white is associated with beauty, and the 

priests believe her change of colour is a sign from Gad ta be 

used for the edification of the Indi ans: 16 "e 1 était un argument 

nouveau de crédibilité, dont Dieu favorisalt les sauvages pour , 

leur faire goOter la foi"· (266). F. suggests these ~acist 

implica tians when he says: "Let the mundane Church serve the 

white Race with a change of color" (267). Since F. identifies 

with the Black race, it is significant that he should turn black 

after his death in the sarne way that Catherine joined the White 

• 
race by turning white at her death: "F. died in a padded cell 

"-

His face turned black ri (4) • . •. . . . 
Cohen uses Canada as the archety.pal White civilization made 

1 ~ 

up of victims. F. explains the si tua tion f rom the French 

Canadian perspective: "The English did lE.,0 us what we did ta the 

Indians 1 and the Americans did ta the English wha t the English 

did to us. i demand revenge for everyone rl (236). Canada becomes 

j 
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the epi tome of ~irnperiaIisrn, -the system which represents 

everything that has gone wrong with humanity. Modern 

civilization ~has denied the Iaws of the universe by defiling 

nature, and because the revolution in Québec refl,ects the 

spiri tuaI repression of mankind,· it becomes more than a 

sociological and political movement. 

The tune was a couple of thousand years old and we 
danced to i t with our eyes closed. The tune was 
called History and .we loved it, Nazis, Jews, every
body. We loved it because we made it up, because, 
like Thucydides, we knew that whatever happened to 
us was the most important thing that ever happened 
in the world. (205)" 

S9 

F. imp1ies that World War II was part of the continuum of 

Western history, which originated with the Ancient Greeks, the 

founders of modern civilization. History gives Western 

civili za tian a sense of self-importan."ce, and, hecause ot this, 

Western civi1ization bas sacrificed the individual and is a 

civilization built on suffering: "1 saw pain everYwhere .. 

You were smeared wi th blood and tortured scabs" (220). After 
Q 

exarnining society, F. finds li ttle redeeming value in what has 

taken place, and violence is his answer to the Iogic tha t has 

glorified history: 17 " 

Caution was a luxury. There was no time for me to 
examine my motives. Self-purification would have 
been an alibi. Beholding such a spectacle of .;1 
misery, l was free to try anything. • .• l have 
no explanation for my own vile ambitions. Con-' 
fronted with your pus. l could not stop to examine 
my direction, whether or not l was aimed at a 
star. As l limped down the street every window 
broadcast a command: Change! Purify! Experiment! 
Cauterize! Reverse! Bum! Preserve! Teach! (220-1) 

, 
(' 
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F. • s remedy for the injustices of the world is a spirItual 
r, 

and social anarchy that would destroy history, because this is 

the system by. which the established order is defined. There is 

,no pretehce tha t anarchy is the right s,Olution, for F. i.s aware 

tha t he may not be ~'airned a't a star", but the urgency for action. 

supersedes the notions of good and evi 1. In the si tuation 

created by society, F. is free to "try anythinq" because nothing 

" 
could be worse than living in a world in which humanity is 

sacrificed ta sustain the glories of history. violence becomes 

.J the only means of end ing the established order, and F.' s 

apocalyptic vision calls for an annihilation in which nature, as 

weIl as humani ty, is revenged: 

l s~w cities burning. l saw movies faUing into 
blackness. l saw the m1lize on fire. l saw the 
trees tak1ng back the long-house roofs. l saw 
the shy deer murdering to get their dresses back. 
l saw the Indians punished. l saw chaos eat the 
gold roof of Parliament. l saw water dissolve 
the hoofs of drinlting animaIs. l s.aw bonfires 
covered with urine, and the gas stations swallowed 
up entire, highway after highway falling into the 
wild swamps. (236-7) 

Dênnis Lee interprets Cohen' s perception of the his tory 

that brought about the modern wor1d as man trying to create Grace 

and trying to control, salvation wi th nothing but technique and 

the will to power, and the result is Hitler and 'damnation. 

According ta Lee, there is no sa1 \la tian in Beautifu1 Lasers 

°because Cohen lost ,control of his direction: "As he was writing 

the second movement, however, a s trange thing seems ta have c 

happened: 
, 18 

the demoli tion job became too thorough ll
• This is' 
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not necessarily true, for throughout the novel, Cohen presents 

violence as an existential act of ~edemption. COhen's thedry of 

) 

annihilation is similar to the ideas proposed by Jean-Paul Sartre 

and Frantz Fanon. Sartre maintains that "no gentleness can efface 

the marks of violence; only violence itself can destroy them~.19 

This concept can be applied to every violent act in Beaut~tul 

Losers, from Edi th' s suicide to the Québec revol~tion and the 

annihilation of history. J J 

Cohen makes Edith the mir~r-image of Catherine, for she 

°embraces the natu.re and instinctual life renaunced by the 

Iriquois Virgin. 20 
As the embodiment of nature, Edith informs 

F. that she is the incarnation of the gOddess Isis ( 231) . 21 
To 

goddess revered as the "Great Mother" , death is the promise of 

b ' h f' l' d' 22 re ~rt, or 1mmorta Is~s cannot ~e. According to James 

Frazer' s The Golden Bough, in periods of decadence when 

traditional faiths were shaken, the ancients turned to Isis for 

the "pro~ise of immortality".23 Edith's violent death (she is 

crushed in an elevator shaft) is meant to be a redemptive act, 

because it is a protest against the imposed arder, which 
", 

a 

manifpsts i tself in the technological world. H~r sacrifice heals 
..." , ) 

the wounds inflicted on nature by mankind. 

Cohen's existentia~ interpretation of violence has a 
-- --

religious connotation in his use of symbolism. ,During the 

separatist demonstration, the speaker and the crowd go into a 
~ 

chant about the "BlooCt" of the Fl;'ench Canadian people: "B1ood! 

'- ~ _____ , .. _ ...... ~ ~_...- .... ~"'._ .... ' ... _,~.l.~ ... , .... "' .. _ ... _"- _,~"'_~"""_~ __ 1,,"""'''''' ___ ''''''''''-~'''* 
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Give us back our Blood: . . • Fro~ the earlie'st dawn of our race, 

. this Blood, this shadowy stream of life, has been our nourishment 

and OJ.l,r destiny. and Blood is the source of the spirit of 

the race" (154). Although the reference to "Blood" in this scene 

represents the identi ty of /the French Canadian people, i t 

reappears as the symbol of salvation in F.'s explanation of 

terroristn: " . for the blood of Martyrs is the seed of the 

Church. The Revolution in Quebec needs the lubrication of a 

little b1ood ... It will be my blood" (169-70). After he has 

bombed the statue of Queen Victoria, F., describes it as "a 

boulder in the pure stream" of the French Canadian's "b10od and 

destiny" (233). In the course of planting the bomb, F. loses his 

thumb, and the consequence is that: "A seed of pure blood was 

planted in that hole, from it there shall spring a mighty 

barvest" (233). The harvest is the violence that will follow 

his action,> for F. notes that there is'a "change of climate" in 

that French Canadians who " only knew how to cheer a rubber 

puck past a goalie's pads .• " were now expressing their 

resentment toward colonization: "MERDE A. LA REINE DI ANGLETERRE" 

(233) • In Return of the Sphinx, Ainslie also comments on the 

"change in the human climate . " (RS 72), and, in this way, 

F. 15 observation is similar to the "mysterious emotion" (RS 13) 

and uhiversal disease" (RS 266) in Return of the Sphinx; however, 
1 -- -
1 

~~il.e i,MacLennan sees humanity' s turn ta viq1Émce as the result of 

the'-~Z:baric ,forces ~n the psyche of mankind, Cohen interprets 
1 

. l't· 
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the act of violence as a form of redemption. In primitive 

religions, as well as in Christiariity, blood has been the perfect 

symbol of sacrifice and the most precious offering that could be 

2"f-made to the gods. Cohen presents the idea that the shedding of 

blood will destroy the old order and this will give rise to a new 

species of man. 

The New Jew i5 the founder of Magic Canada, Magic 
French Québec, and Magic America. . He confirms 
tradition through amnesia, tempting t~whole world 
with rebirth. He dissolves history a d ritual by 
accepting unconditionally the complete ritage. 

-1... He travels without passport because powers consider 
bim harmless. His penetration into jails enforces 
bis supranationality, and flatters bis legalistic 
disposition. Sometimes he is Jewisb but 'always he 
is American, and now and then, Québecois. (203) 

Since the Jews are the "chosen people" ànd they, like the 

Black race, represent the downtrodden of the earth, then those 

who initiate the annihilation of the old order will symbolically 

belong to the Jewish race. The violence of the New Jew tempts 

"the whole world wi th rebirth" while accepting the "complete 

heritage" of mankind. Scobie suggests that in this novel Cohen 

is attempting to break down the systems that have been invented 

by the human race in order to return to Magic, which is the stem 

of aIl religious systems, for Magic is the foundation of aIl 

25 religions and it cannot be classified or reduced to dogma. In 

romanticism, the creative imagination is the mental process by 

2b which man imitates God, the creator. For Cohen, Magic becomes 

the epitome of the creative imagination, and this idea that 

Magic is the realization of the creati~e process is apparent in 

o -.- -... "~"-- - ~ ---~_ .. ~,- ..... -- ~ ~-
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that he equates Magic with God: "God is alive. , i f Maglc ~s ~ oot. 

God is alive. Magic is afoot. God is a'foot. Magic is alive. 

Alive is afoot" (197). In F.' s prayer, God and Magic are 

interchangeable. Scobie feels that the key words in this prayer 

are "alive" and "afoot", both of which indicate that God and 

Magic are always on the move, and this interpretation implies 

that modern civilization, which is the old order, is static in 
\ 

} 

comparison wi th the world of the New Jew who is the Il founder of 

Magic Canada, Magic French Québec, and Magic America". 27 The New 

Jew brings about the annihilation of the existing order by his 

creative imagination, and because of this, revolution becomes a 

creative act, for it is the means by which the creative 

imagination finds its release in a world that is based on the 

suppression and suffering of humanity. Cohen's romantic view of 

violence is sirnilar to Sartre's comment that: " • • violence 

is neither sound and fury, nor the resurrection of savage 

instincts, nor even the effect of resentment: it is man 

recreating him,self". 28 According to Cohen, the New Jew is the 

man who will be recreated in the annihilation of the existing 

order. 

This roman tic interpretation of violence and revolution is 

carried to the end of the n'Ove l , and i t can even be applied to 
'-. 

the sexual revolution found in the sado-masochistic extremes that 

F. rnakes Edith and 1. endure in order to redeem sexuality. This 

works in the same way that Sartre says: Il •. violence, like 
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Achilles 1 lan e, can heal the wounds that it has inflicted". 2.'3 

For Cohen, the exual revolution is a tool for the destruction of 

the old order and e expresses this idea when F. says: " 

New Jews, the two of s, queer, militant, invisible, part of a 

possible new tribe boun by gossip and rumors of divine 

evidence" (203). It is al 0 a sign that annihilation has begun: 

"Good fucks, like a shipload of joyous swinuning rats, have 

migrated from marble English ba ks to revolutionary caf~s" (234). 

Because Catherine established the imperialist order by denying 

her sexuality, and this led to the elf-mutilation of the 

converted Indians: " the whol wintry village looks like a 

Nazi medical experiment" (248), only s do-masochism 'can redeem 
\ 

sexuality, for as it has been observed b~fore, only violenqe can 

d . 1 30 'd . . \. h t h estroy V10 ence. San ra OJwa p01nts o~t t a Co en accepts 

evil as a part of human existence, and ~e~onfrontation with 

evil becomes a descent into hell, an experie ce that modern 

romantics be1ieve will 1ead
l 

to illumination. 3 The sado-

masochism that F., r., and Edith undergo paraIl ls the self-

mutilation of the Indians, because both these ext eme acts of 

behavior represent the descent into hello After t e waiter, who 

resembles Hitler, tortures Edith and F.: " we hardly cared 

to resist his sordid exciting commands, even when he ade us kiss 

the whip", and he has them bath in soap derived "from 11 an 

flesh", Edith embraces him, and since Edith is Isis, thi is an 

act of forgiveness (229-30). As the denial of sexuality ed ta 

• , 1 
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Catherine's dèscent into hell, it is only by rnaking the descent 

into hell that sexuality can be redeemed. 

At the end of the novel, I. cornes down from the treehouse , 

where he wrote Book One, and he is missing his thumb: "He's qot 

no thumb!" (302). Since the missing thumb is F.' s trademark, 

the implication is that I. has ernbodied F.'s teachings and has 
" 

become IF, a name which can be related to Cohen's definition of a 

. t h h' " th' b . 1 . " 32-sa~n as sorneone w 0 ac 1eves a remo e urnan pOSS1 ~ 1ty • 

A saint is someone who has achieved a remote human 
possibility. It is impossible ta say what that 
possibility i5. l think it has something ta do with 
the energy of love. Contact with this energy results 
in the exercise of a kind of balance in the chaos of 
existence. A saint does not dissolve the chaos; if 
he did the warld wauld have changed long aga. (121) 

.\ Cohen sees the world as a place of chaos that is made up 

of vicbims, and he believes that if the victirns fight back the 

balance might be restored. It does not matter whether the 
\ 

victims a~e successful in overthrowing their oppressors, for the 

chaos cann~ be dissolved, and, in this way, violence becornes 

'the exerCiS\ of a kind of balance in the chaos of existence". 

As the "remote\human possibility", IF becomes the catalyst for 

the revolution ~ecause his presence sparks the action. Although 

the revolution b~gins as a political riot, it ends as a form of 

spiritual release, and this rnakes the violence truly redemptive. 

Just as the staff and clientele of the Main Shooting 
and Came Ailey were to succumb ta a sordid palitical 
riot. something very remarkable happened to the old 
man. Twenty men were swarming toward him, half to 
expei the disgusting intruder, half ta restrain the 

• 
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expv1sionists In a split second the'trafflc 
had ~topped on the Main, and a crowd was threatening 
the steamy plate windows. For the Uret time in 
their 'lives, twenty men experienced the delicious 
certainty that they were at the very center of 
action, no matter which side. (302) 

In th1s passage, the act becomes more important than the 

67 

outcome or the motives, for at the end these men do not care what 

iaeologies are invoived: "Every man who was a terrorist in his 

heart whispered, At Last" (303). This implies that the wodld-be 

terrorists, as weIl as the j'trained revolutionaries" (303), 

responded to the event. These are the second chancers, the 

downtrodden of humanity. 

All the second chancers rushed in, the divorced, 
the converted, the overeducated, they aIl rushed 
in for their second chance, karate masters, adult 
stamp collectors, Humanists, give us, give us our 
~econd chance! It was the Revolution! (303-4) 

The "second chance" is the promise of redemption made ta 

the believers in Christ. Linda Hutcheon points out that the 

scene at the end of the novél ls a literaI parody of the 

apocalyptic vision of St. JOhn. 33 IF's transfiguration and 

ascension deliberately caricature Christ, for Cohen makes a 

reference to the miracle of the Ioaves and fishes: " • as 

though they were truly the row of giant fishes to feed a hungry 

mui ti tude" (305). Hutcheon suggests that when IF becomes a movie 

of Ray Charles, the portrayal of a blind negro singer in 

sunglasses 15 ai ironie reversaI of the images found in 

Revelation. 34 

There 15 no doubt that Beautiful Losers is an apocalyptic 

..t- .. 1 ......... , 
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1 

novel. Barbour maintains that Cohen creates a mystical apocalypse 

in the creation of a new world of the mind, and ~at in science 

fiction, as weIl as in apocalyptic literature, the destruction of 

one world necessitates the construction of another.3~ Cohenls 

problem seems to be that he is trying to present a new kind of 

apocalypse, but, like F" he is caught in the old language: 

"live gone too deep into the old language. , It may trap me there" 

(206) .3
6 

I. asks why F. was not direct in his teaching: "Why 

did you make everything sa baffling? Why couldnlt you comfort me 

like St. Augustine, who sang: "Behold the ignorant arise and 

snatch heaven beneath our eyes?" (158). F. could not be more 

explicit in explaining his vision of annihilation without 

associating the revolution with the oId religious beliefs. , 

Cohen, like MacLennan in Return of the Sphinx, is not speaking 

about the Biblical apocalypse. The use of "blood", the New Jew 1 

and the parody of Revelation are as far as Cohen couldrgo in the 

old language before his revolution would become the traditional 

apocalyptic vision of St. John. Cohen "dissolves history and 

ritual by accepting unconditionally the complete heritage" (203), 

and he does this by using traditional symbols and mythologies, 

'both of which he places in the technological world, and, in this 

way, he offers a new mythology of the apocalypse based on a 

revolution that is at once sexua!, political, psychological, 

socia'l and/~piri tuaI. 

Beautiful Losers i9 not meant to depict the realization of 

, 
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Cohen's vision of the annihilation. The Québec Revolution, which 

i5 the first stage of man's insurrection against the existing 

order, finishes in Montréal on a spring night with the New Jew 

labouring over a "broken Strength Test" (306). The test of 

strength is broken and this indicates the failure of the revolu-

tian. Annihilation of the existing arder has not taken place 

. because Cohen says that "The end of the book has been rented to 

the Jesui ts" (306). Since the Jesui ts are the fa thers of the 

imperialist rule in North America, and they are using the space 

to dernand the official beatification of Catherine Tekakwitha, 

there has not been any change in the structure of Western 

civilization. The final message concerns the poor men who fled 

the revolution, and Cohen states that he will continue his 

crusade for annihilation: "poor men, poor men, such as we, 

they've gone and fled. l will plead from electrical tower. l 

will'plead from turret of pl?ne" (307). Those who attempt to 

bring down the established order are the "beautiful losers" 

becau.se they try and fail and try again in their efforts to keep 

" a kind of balance in the chaos of existence" (121). 

Beautiful Losers is not a prophetic novel; it 15 Cohen's 

manifesto declaring his belief that violence and annihilation are 
1,-

necèssary for mankind to cease being the victims of Western' 

civilizatibn. Cohen wants to inspire a revolution based on this 

ideo logy : "We leorne to you who re ad me toda y • We le orne to you 

who put my hea+t down. Welcome to you, darling and friend, who 
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miss me forever in your trip to the end" (307). Annihilation i5 

the "end" of the existing order, and Cohen welcomes everyone, 

even those who want to discredit his work ("who put my heart 

down"), because he has brought the issues to their attention and 

they might have a better solution to the problems facing 

humanity. The theme of revolution, which incorporates the ideas 

of annihilation and violence, appears in his volume of poetry 

The En,e.rgy of Slaves (1972), which was published after Beautliful 

Losers. There are fewer religious symbols in this volume than 

in his novel, and though l would not say that Cohen has found a 

new language, he is not totally trapped in the old. Barbour 

believes that The Energy of Slaves lacks the saving grace of the 

wit and humour found in Beautiful Losersi
3? nevertheless, The 

Energy of Slaves remains a powerful testament to Cohen's belief 

that violence is a form of redemption, and that the victims ,of 

imperialism will one day rise up against their oppressors. 

One of these days 
You will be the object 
of the contempt of slaves 
Then you will not talk so easily 
about our f~eedom and our love 
Then you will refrain 
from offering us your solutions 
You have many things on your mind' 
We think only of revenge. 38 

\ 
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CHAPTER III 

PLACE D'ARMES: THE REVOLUTION OF SENSIBILITY 

Place d'Armes is Scott Symons' s mani festa declaring war on 

the New Canadian Establishment, which, in his estimation, is 

systematically destroying Canada's cultur2}· heritage. Although 
\ 

, ;r 

he believes that the Canadiarù Government is responsible for the 
1 
1 

cî'êat~on of the New ëanadian Establishment, his revolution is 

aimed at the renewal of S€nsibili\:y in Canada and is nei ther 

political nor social. The novel is written in a journ~l format 

and depicts the experiences of" Hugh Anderson, a Toron tonian who ' 

veI1tures ta Montrêal ta find his identi ty. The Québec Quie t 

Revolution becomes the point of departure for Anderson 1 s quest, 

because he identifies with the French Canadian struggle to 

establish their identity in a country governed by English 

Canadian pragmatisme Symons, like Cohen, is a romantic who 

1;>e,lieves English Canadians are far too concerned with reason and 

logic. In arder to escape his English Canadian background and ta 

awaken hi; sensibili ty, Symons adopts an existen tial 

~ 1 
interpretation of life. In this novel, the Quiet Revolution" and 

his identj fication with the French Canadi~n nation are the 

sources of inspiration that initiate his war on the New Canadian 

Establishment; howevér, the calI for a revolution of 

sensibility gives the novel a universal significance, because he 

believes that modern man' s preoccupat;i.on wi th efficiency and 
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productivi ty has made him lose touch "li th what i t means ta be 

human. 

Symon~.~ vi.,.ews Canada "5 imi taUon of: the Uni ted States as the 
~ 

major threat ta Canadian culture: " l can see the 

Macdonald-Cartier 'Highway 1 (damn the official term 'Free\V'ay' -

it sounds like sorne hoxtop prize. . or, closer ta the truth, 

a come-on ta the Yank tourists) fi .2 For·, him, 'Canadian compacency 

i" the 'face of A:iIIer ican 1mper1al~sî'i\ ~s a, symptom or a much 

greater problem, sa while MacLennan, in Returlîl of the Sphinx,' 

emphasizes the economic factors in Canada's relationship 'Nlth 

the United States, Symons, in place d'Armes, concentrates on 

exposing the effect that the Uni ted S ta tes has ~ad on the psycho-

logical and spiritual gro''oTth of Canadians. "]hen Anderson, the 

\ 

central character vlho voices Symons' 5 philosophy throughout the 

novel, considers the Canadian a ttachment to the cottage pine 

homes of the past, 'he calls it the Canadian version of the A}qe 

Lincoln myth: "The though t tha t Canada, at this late da te would 

1:>e subjected to a pirated and aborted American puri tan legend 

depre,ssed him" (6). Canadians are responsible for the 

Americanization of their country, because they believe the 

propaganda of the canadian Government ',olhich is con trolled by 

American bu~iness: " 'Canadian buil t - for qU,l'li ty,' and you had' 

----the comr;>lete picture. The only difference lJetween the Canadian 

and American statiom'oTagon being that the Canadian had less chrome 

and cost more"· (6) . Because of its alJility to sell its ideas 

1 

\ 
~ 



through propaganda, he sees the Federal Government as the real . 
culprit, and he blames it and its Royal Commissions for turning 

Canadians into "second-hand Americans" (93) in their attempts to 

modernize Canada' s image: " • & the Mili tary College (dare 

one still calI i t 'Royal' - because tha t tao will go saon 

enough - we' Il rechristen Lt the Federal Mili tary çollege 

surrepti tiously! - and then by Order-in-Council) Il (IO-ll). 

1-------::-...;...----'l''ftlhcii~s:;_ttr!t:!e:T[[rdd-__mward mo~êrn1zaE1onrs the resulE of the New 

! 

\ 

Canadian Establishment, which Anderson accuses of putting the 

whole nation into' Royal Corrunissions: " . . .).,my own people have 
~ 

put our cultures into national committee. They have deliberately 

killed any danger of a positive personal response" (47). 

According to him, Canadian culture has been placed in the hands 

of Government Committees which he believes are responsible for 

emasculating their members: If It means y.ou become -â member of 

our eunuchoidal Canada Corps at Ottawa ... and that you too 

will impose on our nation a gutless cul ture in your own self-

defaced image" ('160). The New Canadian Establishment not only 

.. 
governs the country but has started ta infiltrate the hearts and 

minds of the average Canadians. As he looks oveJ the shoulder of 

a fellow train passenger on the trip to MontréalJ he comments on 

the book his néighbour is reading: "stari~d readlhg : only the 
1 

chapter head was visib le • • 'how ta handle a conference' . 

Hugh {Anderson} sank in consternation: 'God, the army is 

everywhere.'" (16). 
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At the beginning of the novel, Anderson reali zes that "He 

was victim of the very thing he mocked!" (3), and that he too 

could end up a product of the New Canadian Establishment, and 

this is the reason that he starts his personal revolution: "What 

l am doing is rehabilitating my sensibility, and reconstructing 

a mind that was founded on bad faith. l'm busting out of my 

box - Cube's revoIt!" (162). The Cube is the typical English 
1\ 

Canadian: "earnest, composed 

the American Square who, 

d is different from 

dimensional " like the façade of Mount Vernon, 'or the 

Whi te House faces resultant from an instant clapboard 

cul ture (preflab)" (60). Al though his defini tion of English 

Canadians as " unbending" (62) and "constipated" (65) has negative 

connotations, it gives him some hope for salvatlon, because he 

realizes that even unpleasant characteristics are s~ill part of 

an identity, and this at least gives him something ta work with: 

"They may be full of shit. . . but that is, in the final 

analysis, a kind of guarantee of salvation; a guarantee that 

there is sorne body there to save" (65). These Canadian Cubes are 

the missing link between "the English Gent and the Amurrican Guy" 

('62), and this makes them redeemable: "They may simply be 

Square~ full of shi t • . . but i t i s Holy Shi t then, and thus the 

Canadian remains a 'Square-plus-Something which is better than the 

Arnurrican square-root-,?f-fuck-all" (65). Because he wants to 

save English Canadians from the Ne~ Canadian Establishment, 

, 
\ 
{ 
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'Ahderson' s personal revolution is mean.t to be an eX(l,mple for aIl 
. .... 

English Canadians. In Symons's Place d'A~es, qS in MacLennan's , 
Return of the Sphinx and Cohen's Beautiful Losers, the fate of 

the individual is associated with the destiny of the nation. 

As an example of the New Canadian Establishment's 

fabricated culture 1 Anderson uses the new Canadian f lag: "that 

'maple leaf' ... it is a Crushed Cube .•.. A flag for Cubes 

ca~trated" (79) {second elision mine}. To him, this new flag is 

a heresy, for it betrays the heritage of the entire country, and, 

at best, represents the "Honest Ontario Yeoman" of the 1850'5: 

"The new heresy. And then, sociologic~lly, what is it? Easy 

reply - the flag for the Bonest Ontario Yeoman; the Methodist 

Grit Farmer Squatter - circa 1850:" (79). His attack i5 on the 

cultural manipulation and intervention found in the New Canadian 

Establishment's flag. Since .he identifies "the unmanning" (79) 

as the nature of their heresy, he believes that the New Canadian 

E5tab+ishment is "castrating" the country, and the flag becomes 

the symbol fO,r his war on this New Canadian Establishment: 

• 

But at least lt {the flag} locates, situates~ defines, 
the Canadian Heresy. At least. at last, it allows 
grounds .for attack, for satire,' for hate,' ••• 
Defines the New Canadian Establishment. And am l 
going to have a go at the b~stards: Am lever 
before they get me, get us aIl, for ever~ (80) 

Throughout the novel, the Canadian national identity is 

presented in terms of male sexual potency, and this is equated 

with Canada' s historie ties to Bri tain. Anderson explains the 

present situation created by the New Canadian Establishment ta 
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his friend Bill, who shares his belief that the English Canadian 

culture becomes sterile without the British Crown: "you can' t 

tell Castratos tha t the Crown is a question of testicles" (93). 

Symons is proud of his Loyalist ancestry, which he regards as the 

legacy of Europe, and he considers the culture of the New 

Canadian Establishment to be a betrayal of the crown: "Yes - our 

potence is somehow tied to the Crown in Canada. And i t is being 

------....... --:;;e:-;;roaëër-1Ike everything else {n our specifie -English-Ca;~d(a;--' 

culture" (92).3 He believes that Canada's British legacy is an 

important part of its heritage; ho~ever, like MacLennan in Return 

of the Sphinx, he realizes that this B~itish heritage is no 

longer a powerful influence in Canada. According to him, this 

diminishing of the Crown' s importance in Canada is des troying the 

country, and his belief that Canada cannot exist without its 

British heritage is diametrically opposed to MacLennan's belief 

that Canada will become a stronger and more ùnited country when 

it has outgrown its identification with the British Empire. 

When a friend who is going to Ottawa to be the personal 

assistant to the Minister of Finance admi ts that he has never 

achieved a satisfa~tory relationship with a woman, Anderson 

~ 

interprets this as a sign. that he is correct in his estimation 

that the New Canadian Establishment is perpetuating a national 

sterility: "And as he said it ::ç realized that l had penetrated 

to the very heart of the Canadian quandary the endemic 
() 

,gelded quality of our current nationalism" (161). Those in 



control of defining the Canadian identity are afflicted with a 

disease that turns horses, a symbol of male freedom and 

sexuali ty, into geldings. He goes on to say: "No wonder the 

nation flounders. There isn' t a convincillg hard-on in Ottawa 

81 

{my elision} (161). This is similar to Cohen' s s tatement 

~n Beau tiful Losers: "Do not be decei ved: a na tion' s pride is a 

tangible thing: i t is measured by how many hard-ons liVe beyond 

----------1tHh~e-sot±tary-t1reanr, '""by -thê ~d~1:.beIs of 'the-n female rocket moa-n ~------~--

( 

" (BL 235). Symons, unlike Cohen who recognizes the importance of 

" 

the female voice in his vision of a strong nation, blames women 

for the castI;"a tion process that is destroying Canada. For the 

most part, women are presented as negative influences on men 

whether they are Madonna or Heca te figures, both of which, r 

might add, represent the traditional male,intèrpretations of 

women's role in society. George's wife is" ... the instant 

matriK. . She is the Madonna of these rocks", yet George 

becomes " another man who married everybody' s Morruny. 
l'· • 

Another dildo. Another man eaten alive lest he dare live" {my 

eli8ions throughout} (70). Later, Streicher' s wi fe who fi ts the 

idea of Hecate, the Terrible Mother devouring 'men, 4 is depicted 

as snapping he. jaw shut, and Anderson remarks "anothèr mere male 

ea ten off the spi tIf (150). Liberated women 9re presented as 

"lesbiens-manqués" and "English Ca,nadian Aut~ors' Association 
1 

types", and they aiso want to devour h.i,.m: "~hey eye me furtiv,~, 

me, fucJ me, jail me, in \ as though they want to eat me, spank 

, 
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" 
" 
", 

.. 
that arder" (197). He wants ta start bis" own suf fr~qette 

" 

movement - for men" because he believes "Women accomplished .. 
theirs in the last hundred years" but in the process Il • 

they've undone us" {myelisions} (70). The only recourse for man 

is ta " . . remake our man weIll have to unlock the 

ObjectIf {first elision mine} (70). since Anderson, like the 

narra tor of Book One in Beautiful Lasers, is the archetypal 

awakening of Canada' s identity. A "suffragette movement" ft;lr men 

becomes part of thé "English Canadian Quiet Revolution" that 

Anderson believes is neces sary for the survi val of the country, 

and this is his response to the revolution in Qu'ébec (16) .• 

~n his search for a Canadian iden ti ty, Anderson turns-, 
-,--, 

homosexuali ty, which becomes his symbolic confrontation wi th 

life. He maintains that "No English Canadian, no Ahglicanadian, 

can face up to his own cock. We flee from it" (160). It i5 in 

the French Canadian male that he finds his liberation: "fuck the 

French and Catholic out of him . and into me (oh, pray ta Gad 

l c~m!)" (225). Symons, Iike Cohen, is a modern romantic who 

believes a season in !Iell will lead to illumination. 5 Anderson' s 

homosexual encounters become his descent into Hell, for after he 
Il \ " 

has had sexual relations with two teen-age male prostitutes, he 

feels def iled and the experience becomes part of his spiri tuaI ... 
struggle for erüightment: "Have I simply accepted HeU - simply 

(good Pro testant) reassùred mysel f of i t . . . my haly 
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life-insurance? And is this apparent defilement now the 

prerequisi te of Heaven?" (41). As a Canadian Cube in revoIt, he 

goes to Québec te find the life tha t is denied him in Eng l.ish 

Canada: Il . French Canada resurrects me . adds the 

requisite dimension te my Anglo-cubicularity" (188). He explains 

his dilemma to his friend Luc: "I had to choose - slow death in 

conformi ty - or sudden, vehement, brutal life . . • " (46), and 
," 

-------~t,..t-- i. ~-oniy -in "O~l1e·o_t:"'1'rn:t--h'ê- -C-Otll cl "frnl! -t1n~ -"15rül:"'âl- -rIr ê OP-. - ••• --------

lnecessary for enligh tenmen t: 

l love it here • • . in the Vieux Quartier • . . 
l am at home .• : • 1t fulfills something in me . 
completely . . . demands a plentitude of response 
from me • • . forces me to flower (1 could never say 
that in English you know . • • people would laugh!) (45) 

There is no doubt tha t Anderson sees the French and English 
"l; 

in Canada as vi tal complements of each other: "My mind boggled -

of' course, a union of English Canadian Cubed-Roots and French 

Canadian Carnali ty . • . there is a solution to the American 

Dream!" (144). Oespite this affirmation of how each culture 

contributes to the Canadian identi ty, i t is their differences 

tha t bring Anderson to Québec. Symons considers Place d' Armes to 

be the answer to MacLennan' s Two S cli tudes: .. Yes - everything l 

am doing di sproves the Two Solitudes . . . but that 1 s only 

incidental. After aIl, any damned fool can disprove an academic 

thesis" (46). By having Anderson embrace the French Canadian 

cul ture 1 Syrnons symbolically bridges the gap that he believes 

MacLennan portrayed in the relationships of the French and 

) 
J~ 
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English in Two Solitudes (1945):E 

l can't say it in English, Luc •.• typically. 
But in French l can - "j'incarne un énorme besoin 
du Canada français" - just because r am English 
Canadian .•. just because l love my own people, 
my own land, my own citizenship, my m.m family, so 
very much. You Canadiens are an essential part of 
my own will to live •..• (47). 
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Anderson considers English Canadians to be jealous;6f the 

French Canadian love of life:" .. the English canalian can 

your delight of his own free will • because he himself is 

self-castrate. He hates·your joy. And fears i t - i t judges and 

damns him!" {47}. The 'fear of life stifling English Canada is 

the consequence of it~ Protestant background. Throughout the 

novel, Anderso~ depicts the most negative characteristics of 

English Canadians in terms of Protestantisffi, such as the Maple 

Leaf flag representing the "Methodist Gri t Farmer squatter" 

(79). According 'ta him, English Canadians are afraid of life 

because as Protestants they worship Hell instead of Heaven: 7 

• . . it is the Protestant Hell - we have inverted 
\ 

Heaven and Hell • . . we have worshipped Hell as , 
Heaven • • • our guarantee of Heaven. And now, 
because of tha t, we have to 1 ive it out • • • have 
to pay our way with flesh out of the HeU we' smugly 
established as our guarantee of purity. (212) 

The Protestant preoccupation with Hell leads to a disdain 

for the body, a conviction that Anderson refers ta when he says: 

Il my particular Protestant Penitence for the Body Despised 

"" .. 
and Rejected. Canadian Jansenism. Boys bathing in 'private at 

college, and wearing a bathing suit" {my elision} (256). 



! 
l' 

/ 

Patricia Morley describes Puri tans as essenhally afraid of 

their emotions, rejecting beauty and joy and maintaining an 

approach to lHe that is practical and unimag~native. 8 These 
1 

85 

are the characteristics of Protestantism that make Anderson turn 

to the French Canadian Catholic Church for sp~ritual support in 

his revolu tion of sens ibili ty. Ile believes tha t this Puri tan 

Etl-)ic is detrimental to the growth of cul ture in Engl1.sh Canada, 

for h~_even blames Protestantism for the English Canadian 
--------------~-._ ........ -..... --- ,--.. _ .. - .. - -_.~ 

r 

obsession ·..,ri th reason and logic in his comparison between the 

thought processes of Protestants and Catholics: "!3ut then it 

{Cathol~cism} uses words in a different way from my own 
"-

Protestant society . the Catholic Chur ch uses \vords to 

engage an emotional response. We use words to isolate 'facts'" 

( 73) • Symons does not find the Catholic Church guilty of 

preaching the sexual repression that Cohen claims in Deautiful 

Losers made Catherine Tekakwi tha seek mortification of the f lesh; 
, 

", however, Symons does recognize the anti-clerical sentiment of the 

Québec revolutionaries, but even in this he maintains that the 

Catholic Church has equipped these young French Canad1.ans wi th 
, , 

the. mentali ty necessary to start a ,revolution: 

The Catholics are still object-centred. The written 
word hasn' t killed their sensibility - little do they 
know the plight of Protestants. Little do the young 
French Canadian anti-clerical revolutionaries yet 
know that it i8 their Church that ?as left them with 
the ftngertips requisite for revolution . . . (128) 

'l 
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TO Anderson' s dismay, he discovers that the Québec 

revalu tian is inadverten tly bringing French Canadians closer to 

English Canadian pragmatism: 

And 1 am startled now to note with them something 
that l have' unconsciously noted these pas t days -
the new "fonctionnairisme" of the French Canadian 
o 0 • the new preoccupation with being a Civil 
Serviceable. 0 0 0 Ironie - that the French 
Canadians seek that Englisb Canadian nenlesis, just 
at the moment that" we English Canadians. conversely, 
are in search 0 0 0 of a renewed sensibi1ityo 
{s~con4 and third elisions are mine} (189) 

Though he clairns to be startled by this realization, he has known 

from the beginning of the Quiet Revolution that Québec' s revoIt 

against its own past i5 as essential ta its survival as English 

~~anada' s need ta rediscover its heri tage: "French Canada has ta 

Jill its past, is strangling in its past 0 0 it must. But 

English Canada has suppressed i ts past, and i ts job now is to 

restore that pasto Our problems are the inverse' " ( 77) 

As he traveis around Old Montréal, Anderson sees Il the people tha t 
~ 

the Quiet Revolution left behind", and he realizes that the 

historie predicament of the Québecois has created misfi ts who are 

incapable of living in the modern world: "Not one of thern looks 

• right 1 - each one is a maimed man ! almo5t leprous 

• 0 l t 15 pa the tic . l revel in my dismay - no wO",der French 

Canada needed a revolution" {my elisions} (264). These are theQ 

descendets of the Il habi tants", who were the rural French 

canadiar pe.asants :i,.n the ninete:enth century 0 He is surprised ta 

find p10ple who still fit that description living in modern 

0. 
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Qüébec: Il the tone of the place' {a res ta ur an t} is set by an old 

reproduction of a picture by Massicotte - showing the habitants 

1 sugaring off': Maria Chapdelaine 1 s Québec. And not dead by a 

long shot . as the habitant-proletariat drinking here now 

proven (74). Hémon' s image of the French Canadian people as 

"habitant farmers" who are tied to the land and who will never 

change carne to epi tomize Québec nationalism. The Quiet Revolu-

tion is a revoIt against this image of the French Canadian 

people. 9 According to Anderson, the" habi tan tU image i s 

pl!'eserved by the English cornmunity who project their version of\ 

the "habi tant" life f;Qr the tourist;s: "There was aIl this 

paraphernalia of cute Canadienism . exactly the sort of 

souvenir that the French-Canadian Revolution sought assiduously 

to destroy" (166). 

Symons, like MacLennan, reqognizes that Québec's past has 

peen plagued by French Canadian poli ticians who have sold their 

people' s rights and culture ta the English. When Anderson visits 
, 

a museum, he notes that aIl the articles have been d6nated by 

English Westmount, but that there i5 only French Canadiana on 

exhibit: "It' s André Laurendeau 1 s Théorie du Roi N~gre again 

. The English Canadian garrison collecting the works of the 

indigène" {my elfsion} (118). By using Laurendeau 1 s "Theory of 

the Negro King", he implies that French Canadian politicians were 

responsible for helping English canadians obtain the articles on t 

exhibit in the museum. Although MacLennan alludes to this idea 

., ~' 
/ 
\ 
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of the" negro king" in Return of the Sphinx, he is never as 

explicit as Symons, who not only' suggests that Maurice Duplessis, 

one of the premiers of Québec, was a "negro king", but he 

implicates the Roman Catholic Church in the graft and corruption 

of Québec's past: 

Well-kempt peasants. Créditistes. They •• had 
sustained Duples.,sis'. dictatorial power for nearly 
two decades. • • • The Bank had helped Duplessis 
too. In fact, symbolically enough, the marriage of 
English-speaking money and the French ~fltholic 
Church under Duplessis really meant the pirth of 
the new skyscraping Banque Canadienne Nationale 
afrontlng the old Bank of MontreaL {my elisions} 
(125). 

- In Place d'Armes, as in Return of the Sphinx and Beaut;iful 

J. Losers, the Québec revolution is associa ted wi th the struggle of 

the black race throughout the wor Id. There is a scene ·in Old 

-? Montréal where a group of English Canad ians ;nvade a restaurant 

and Anderson says the French Canadians watch them: "Like 

mongrels watching thoroughbreds • This entire restaurant 

• 0 turned over as scenario . • • ~with live bit players - real n~gres, 

us - the French Canadians . .. the rea l f'inhab i tan ts /'. . " 

{first elision mine} (122). At this point, Anderson identifies 

completely with the French Canadians, "and 50 he too bec.omes a 

"real nigger". 

Anderson sees French Canadians as a colonized people, for 

he refers to the English Canadians in the restaurant as the-

representatives of "The White Canadian Raj" (123). Despite his 

pride in his British heritage: "And the Royal We is an entire 
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cultur'e . the culture ~e private school, the monarchist, 

~ 

the 'int~griste Anglo-Canadien'" {myelision} (90), he feels 

guilty over the English domination of Canada: "oh - the guilt I .. ' 
/ 

fel t as an Edg-li:-sh Carfad,~ ~n • • : As 1 watched the' French 

agoni ze under our his tory'. • • . And knew 

people had maimed this maimed,people . 

Symons' s} (77). He disapproves of the 

French Canadians, because it robs the French of their dignity and 

forces them to emulate the EngIish in order to succeed. When 

asked who is buying'her antiques, Madame la Propri~taire answers: 
1 

"It's the same ••. the Westmounters. Few French C~anadians 
"" 

and when they do it's the French Canadian who is seeking 

entry to the Westmount world. The French Canadian sti~l wants to 

~radicate his pasto . • . " (66). Westmount is the tradi tional 
-

home of the Montréal English Establishment, and it is ironic that 
) 

only French Canadians who are trying to break int~ this elite 
~1 0 

English circle are buying antiques'1f?r these antiques would be . 
the remnants of the past that the French Canadian wants to 

forget. 

Despite his understanding of the problerns of the French 

Canadian people, Anderson-becomes disillusioned with the Québec 
d 

revolution: 
p 

"And in any case the new Quiet Revolution was as 

Rornantic as the rest - rt drew heavily on a Romantic Vision of 

life • although that was beginning to run dry" (259). For 

him, revolution has to be primarily a spiritual movement. The 



90 

• 0 

,Quiet Rëvol~ that began wi th the "Romantic Vision", which 

defines mankind in terms of his emotions and spirit, had'become 

more concerned wi th social and poli tical reform: '" (~nd the 

French-Canadian Revolution i5 really become merely the French-

" Canadian ~ed to 'add Cub:i!c Competence ,,{English Canadian 

pragmatism} to French-Çanadian inspiration)" (144). Anderson 

believes that .the emotional and spiritual life of a coun"try 

de'pends on i ts he ri tage. As Canada 1 s heri tage, that is, i ts 

historie identity, is being destroye~ by both the ~ew Canadian 
"\ 

Establishment and the French Canad1an Revolution, he realizes 

that there is no true revolution going on in either French or 

English Canada, and that he has truly become an exile in his own 

land. In this way, Symons differentiates between the Quiet 

Revolution, which is a rornantic movernent, and the French Canadian 

Revolution, which is an exercise in pragmat~sm. 

<$ 50 the Canadian Cultural Renaissance - French and 
English - means fruly the death of my Nation. 
Nor can l join in the New Nation. . • • Their 
"competencell 18 thè inverse of my entire culture 
of instinctive civilization~ The rage for 
"co.mpetence" is a civil service "culture. Il (144) 

There are two would-be revolutionaries that Symons uses as 

examples of why both English and French Canada have failed to 

incite a true revolution. In a letter to his friend, Eric 

~ewma~, the author of a book entitled: The Traitor, Anderson 

explains that Eric's hero ie an unsuccessful revolutionary 

because he .. . . • betrayed the betrayal of his country" {my 

elision} (86). This suggests that Eric stopped half-way, but a 
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true revolutionary must he committed totally despite the 
~ 

consequences: . Il • • • he never accepted the implications of his 

desertion. . the hero deserted but never disastered, and carne 

out on the other side. .He \'las a deserter wi th'Out a disaster. A 

revolutionary without halls~" {my elisions} (86). The "disast~r" 

would he a life and death situation, and the hero of Eric's nove~ 
, 
\ 

never "put his life on the line hecause he' lacks conviction. 

Eric' s French Canadian countérpar:t is René Lalonde, who i5 al'so a 

wri ter wi th ,illusions of heing ëIf r:evolutionary, and, like Eric,', 

he 15 guilty of evading the confr:ontation with death: "René 

______________ feared for his~life ... his presence" (247). Ac'cording to ----Anderson, this ~to face death and live, results in·death: 

, 

t 
\-

---------- ---" ..• l militant now~ •.. elic~Q~ René his graduaI 
\ .--------

avowal of a 'long-terrn death. . . " of a slow agon~ _(249) • 

--------, 

on knows that the choices open to him will re5ult in sorne 

bf suicide, and it is this realization that gives ~im the 

strength to become a rèvolutionary: Il l must choose between 

'personal suicide' - self-slaughter -- and mere 'social suicide', 

" suicide out of the civil service,II ,(6-7). As a true revolutionary, 

he i5 prepared te face death: 

• 
Elther way it 18 suicide. ~f l stay constipated 
and can't write me out, then l'II blast my way out, 
bodily. And if l can write it - - and am not 
exhausted by the very lIving of it - - then it i8 
equally suicide: social, political, economic. (87) 

And&~sQn finds another true revolutionary in the Québec 

writer Pierre Gedih~' and through his encounter with him, Anderson 

.. 
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discovers, the difference between the suicide of a coward and the 

suicide o.f a revolutionary: "1 did not suicide th..en because i t 

would be negative suicide - flight, and fear. Whereas now, this 

assurance-vie is a positive suicidality - it is affirmation, tor 

joy: "truly Citizen's Charter!" (215). Camus maintains that the 
1 

suicide is a coward who abandons life, while the condemne~ man, 

at the moment of death, is truly alive because it is a face-to

la face struggle. As revolutionaries, Anderson a~d Godin have more 

in cornrnon wi th the condemned man than wi th' the suicide: "the fact 

that l am at any moment prepared now to kill . . • and to kill 

myself, to suicide - citizen's suicide! This gives me absolute 

control - permits absolut~ presence" (215). The ideas of a } 
. 

"citizen's suicide" and. a "Citizen~s Charter" raise their 

confrontation with death to a higher level, becaus~ "citizen" 

suggests that they are willing to die for the benefit~f humanity. 
r 

This definition of the ~evolutionary as a suicide appears in 

Sartre' s preface to The Wretched of the Earth: " • . . this new 

man begins his life as a man at th~ end of it; he considers 

Il himself as a p6tential corpse". In Return of the Sphip~, 

MacLennan presents a similar idea" when Latendresse re~arks that 

something Lenin once said gives h~m comfort: "Revolutionaries 
, 

are dead men on furlough" (~132) • . 
Symons, like Cohen, accepts the existential assumption that '. 

violence i5 an act of redemption. A'ndé'rson points out that 

GodinJs novel, La Foire aux Puces, i5 the complement to the novel 
• 
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.. 
that he is wri tinq, because Godin' s French G,anadian character 

pursues an Enqlish Canadian with the intention 6f killing him in 

order to ~egain his own life, and for Anderson this roeans that 

GodiQ understands that violence is man recreatinq himself: 
(.!I ( 

"pierre' s {badin' s} ,free flight from the irrelevance of day-to-

day, into homicide, inta the reacquired right to kill - rather 

than to be dead ali ve, rathe'r than to' die l~ vinq" (213). 3.2 

Anderson identifies with the English Canadian character: "And 

most w~ird, yet most understandab1e, his enemy, his target and 

victim, and vanquisher - alias John Troyer - it is me . • . my 
. 

kind of English Canadian, ~hat Pierre so patently loves as much 

as hates" '(213). This revelat.!on that he is the person that 

Godin wan'ts to kill startles him, because he has come to offer 

himself to Godin: ",Oh - weird weird - because l am here -to 

proffer myself to the French Cana~ian. In be1ated expiation and 

re1ease" (213). For him, violence even leads to salvation for 

13 the victim, because it is a forro of atonement. A1though Symons 

presents violence as an act of redemption, he,never takes 

violence beyond the 1evei of discourse: 

"and holding my own life in my hand~. l hold the 
life of whomsoever l talk in my hands • • • l 
hold the eternal capacity to kill - t~e right to 
kill, which alone permtts the right to love. 
People sense that now when l meet them • • • it 
may be the last sense that they'have - this sense 
that their life 18 in question." (215) 

The idea that Anderson holds life in his hands can be 

interpreted as psychologica1 terrorism, for it snows that he is 
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) .. 
~ living on the brink of lif.e and death, and that he is capable of 

murder, and the average person that he 

his ~tate of mind rather threatening. 

might encounter WOÙl~.find 

Despite this PSYCholo~cal 

terrorism, there are no violent acts actually peLformed in Pla~e 

d ';Armes. The closest he cornés to a physical assault is when he ' 
t (, 

is having sexual intercourse with Andr~: "fuck -
~ 

fuck this 

li ttle bugger . . . fuck back the money he stole . .. . fuck this 

Canadien •. ;. " {last elision mine} (225). Throughout the 

novel, Symons never mentions any Québec terrorist activity, and, 

'in this way, he differs from MacLennan and Cohen, both qf whom 

recognize the significance of violence to the Québec 

revolutionaries in the 1960~. Since he avoids any reference ~o 

" "militant action, Symonsrs advice ta the revolutionary to live as 

a "suicide" is not a calI to guerilla warfare. For him, the 

revolution is aimed at the renewal of sensibility. 

According t;o Symons, the Il suicide" lives wi th a new - ' 

heightened sense of his environment: "I am recreating a new 

kind of responsibility - based on a new kind of relationship 

with the world around me (~n me now) " (115-6). Place 'd'Armes is 

a square in Old Mont~éal, and Symon~ makes it the-hero of th~ 

novel because i~ has the power to awaken Anderson's sensibility: 
~ 

" • .-. and the ~action is all in the sensibility . • • it i9 an 

adventure in the. senses,..! intelligibly - thinking at 'the end of 
1 

my fingertips" (46). To think at the end of one's fingertips 

i9 to rediscover the nature of objects. Throughout the novel, 
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Anderson experiences the di~parity between the essence of an 

abject and i ts, existence. Essence can be defiI1ed as the three 

dimensional form by which an abject is recognizable, while its 

existence is simply that it is there and that it exists beyond 

. t . f . 14 
,,~ s essence or 1 ts unct1on. When Anderson visits the candle-

shop in Old Montréal, he first identifies the essence of the 

candles: "1 weave amongst them - the knubbly red-and-gold tapers 
~ 

(3 1 long - not an inch in diameter) Il (75". He- is not moved by 

the shapes into which the candles have been molded: " . . . Not 

the 'statuettes' - they're just labels - saying 'horse, buddha, 

totem' . ',,' " {l~st elision mine} i however, he does experience 

the existence o"f the candIes as he handles them: "What is being 

done to me! Gad - that' s it something is being done to 
- -" 

me - that is precisely i t. l am being do ne . By these candles 

am being taken' in hand. They are moulding me, maving me" 

• (75) • This metaphysical perception 'of reali ty is car,pied into 

the streets where buildings take on a "Real Presence" (120):-

Suddenly there was immense mass to the façades. 
And .there were the two realit1es supérimposed 
. • . the first reality, the one he'had been 
used to, of outlines and three dimensional 
perspective. An incredibly safe reality he nOW 
realized - 1n contrast with the second one • • • 
which was, if not bestial, at least was decidedly 
animal ••• those building,had moved forward 
H.ke wlld beasts to the kil! encircling him - and 
the Square was La Place d'Armes again! (112-3-) 

This interpretation of rfê!ality is similar to the 
, . 

experiences recorded in Sartre's Nausea. Sartre's character 

Roqu~ntin says that the' statue of Gustave Imp~traz has a life ta 

( ' . 

.. 
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it: "He does not live, but neither is ne inanimate. A mute 

ppwer emanates from him: like a wind driving me backwards: 
.. 

Impétraz ~lOuld like to chase me out of the Courl \ des 
'1 

15 
Hypoth~ques" • AlI the changes tha t Roquentin undergoes are 

, " 

related to the presence in objects, and Symons e'choes this 

philosophical interpretation of reality throughout Place 

d' Armes .16 

Anderson is frightened when he first encounters the 
( 

existence of ob~écts: "And the Place d'Armes' •.• Iran fram 

it • • • just as l was about ta see ~t again, with ferocious 

clari ty - see i t as, i t has always been, la ten t in me . . . Why 

did l run - just as 1 was about to reposses.s'it?" (41); however, 
~ 

he overcomes this fear, which is transformed into euphoria, when 

he realizes that the "presence" ~e, has been confronting is that 

of God: "No man can see God and iive!" (267). This is different , 
from Sartre's Roquentin who becomes ill when he 'embodies 

1 1 

existence: Il l was there, motionless and 'icy, plunged _i_~ a 

horrib1e ecstasy. But something fresh had just appeared in, ithe 

very heart of this esctasy; l ûnderstood the Nausea, l possessed 
~ 

. t" 17 
~ . As an existentialist, Sartre is an atheist who would 

never equate "presence" with a God. la On the other hand, Symons 

believes in Gad as the mystical "presence" in objects and beings, 

, so~.although he calls his experience "an open-ended exi~tential 
. 

adventure" (88), in the final analysis, only' his approach is 
- - 19 

existentiâL'nol::. his experience. Anderson cornes closer to the 
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, 
description of a mystic, because he is conscious of God and of 1 

his own soul to the extent that i t overwhelms all other 

20 concerns. 

For Anderson, this awakening of his~sensibility is his 

revoIt against his English Canadian background: "Everything 

tells me l've been brought up a deaf-dumb-paralytic .•• cannot 

see, hear, touch, move. Brought up with an implacable and 

public-s~irited dedication to still-life. Nature morte~" (67). 

The revolution tha t Symons ini tiates in Place d'Armes is mean t 

to create a new kind of world from which a new kind of man will 

emerge: 

In 

l am possèssed instead by a vision of the pos
sibil1ties, the creative possibilities of this 
new world l enter. If l can ever master it. 
'A world absolutely accessible to the human 
spirit and body and mind. • .. But that there 
is a New World, and that it requires a new kind 
of Man, and new laws and morality and religion 
and politics and institutions, that is self- 0 

evident. {my elision} (104) '-

Place d'Armes, Symons's new Man is similar to~en's 

new Jew in Beautiful Losers, and like Cohen, Symons bases his 

image ",n the concept of sainthood. 21 According to Cohen: "A 

saint is someone who achieve~) a remote human pos9ib'ili ty. It is 

impossib~e to say what that possibility is. l think it has 

something to do wi th the energy of love" (BL 121). When_ Symons 

contemplate"s his new Man, he cornes, to the conclusion that he must 

have the quali ty of the saint: "A new kind of man. The man who 

thinks at the end of his fingertips .••• thinking at the end~ 
, ,? 
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of his fingertips: Word made Flesh - of course • • . the kind 

of Man l want, must have • • • the Saint" {first elision mine} 

98 

(203). This does not mean that Symons wants ta be a saint, but 

rather it suggests that he wants ta,perceive reality in the same 

way as the saint: "Not ta be a 'saint - but ta bind .ta hinaelf 

that reâlity of which the harvest was the saint" (229). In the 
ft , 

novel, Anderson identifies the French Canadian revo1utionary, 

Gadin, as'a saint (214-5), and he maintains that it is the 

confrontation with death that gives them both the right to love: 

"This gives me absolute control - permits abso1ute présence. No-

one can prevent me from giving what l need to give no-one 

can prevent me from loving'" (215). The capacity to love is the 

end res~lt of the revolution of sensibility, but it is also the 

origins of his revoIt': "Of course the easy way ta label me 

will be a pederast. . •• But it will evade the central issue 

•.• which is the.capacity ta love (much'more important even 
• Il • ' 

than the capacity ta make love!) If {first eUsion mine} (141). 

Symons" like Cohen, wants to witness the destruction of the 

existing order" but, \<fhile Cohen defines ,the eXisti,ng arder in 

terms of the ~mperialism of western civilization, Symons sees 

the e'xist:Lng' arder as epïtornized. in the New Canadian Establish-

ment, which represents the American business mentali ty in i ts 

dedication ta the carporate life of the country: "AlI the others 

were gelded in giving birth to the New Warld of us. Amurrican 

1 
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nemesis • nemesis that my people were born to resblve, and 

have now, aIl( witting, . accepted as their Identity" (243). The 
'P 

New Canadian Establishment has become the new religion in Canada: 

"The new ~lite. The Nèw'canadian Priesthood. Secular Order! 

The enemy within. The new ultramontanism - with Ottawa ,as Rome" 

(16). Symons sees this as a ~eresy: "God, here is ,this law 

student, already firmly entrenched in thé English Canada Heresy -

ex officio ,humanism! It's a ~m of agnosticism" (15). The 

New Canadian Establishment dictates the spiritual life of 

Canadians and in the process it has destroyed Canada's destiny, 

" 
which is to resolve the American preoccupation with material 

, 
wealth and efficiency. According to him, Canadians snould be the 

leaders in the revolution of sensibi1ity, for'it is their destiny 

by right of their British and Frç~ch heritage: "... we used 

to be part of ~he First Ada~ ... the continu?us Civ~lization'of 

the Western World. That was our role in the New World. The 

Americans left us that legacy whep' they became the Second Adam 

after 1776 ••• " {first and last elisions mine} (14). 

The revolution of senSibilit~es the novel a 'universal 

" 

significance. Humanity has lost its contact with life through 

its quest for efficiency and productivity. At oneopoint in the 
;.-,,--

novel, Srmons summarizes the entire problem facing mankind as ' 

the loss of the land: "Had he known it was a question • . . of 

the lost'Land and the Lost Man. and, more, had known that 

the loss was somehow universal - that Man and the Land had been 
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lost for all . . and that ~omehow they must be restitutea" 
, " ,~ ; 
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{first and second e1isions mine} (233)'. The restitution will be' 

complete in the ,New Man who will emerge in the revolution of 

sensibility, for he will have,.-the grace'to embrace nature in the 

name of the First Adam: "It is the 0 first day . . . The First 

Day. Genesis!" {myelision} (269). 

Place d'Armes l.records Symons' s transformation into the New 

Man, and it i$ in the act of writing that he finds life: "To 

wri te - to recreate the world from one' s 9wn gut. Not to comment 

upon it, not to footriote it, but ta procrea te it'~ (268). Thi~, 
...,' 

in itself, is an existential act in that the novel becomes the 

l , " f h' l' 22 rea ~zat1an 0 1S reva ut~on. Throul;Jhout his novel, he is 

recreating himself. He uses the navel-within-the-novel framework 

(Hugh Andersop writing about Andrew Harrison who decides ta write 

a novel about Hugh Anderson) t;o achieve this sense of "re

creation". A~ a romantic, Symons, like Cohen, believes in the 

, , " d h t L l' h' ' creat~ve 1mag1nat~on, an t e en 1re nove 1S 1S war on 
J 

"reality" (23). The shift in narrativé persÉective destroys the 

traditional point of refer~nce for the reader and this mimics the 

W9rld"he creates: "It's like looking at mirrors in mirrors 
\. 

. or rather crystal balls in crystal ,balls. That's my job 

now • • • to reinstate the world Il ve nearly lost" (68). The 

novel becomes the "Combat Journal", (23) of his exploits in the 

revolution of sensibility. In,recreating himse~f, he recreates 

the èanadian identity, but the revolution does not end with his 
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own renewal of sensibi li ty, .and he conti~ues his, cru.ade to 

destroy the" New Canadian Establishment in his next novel, in 
o , 
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which the -Crushed Cubes of place d' A1:JDeS become the Bl.andlDen of 

,:~:i:X1:::' 23 Sya;;,ns. l1ke co"e~. ~h~ll.tIq .... loe>;'ety ta 

BU~ th: la~gh le on the. - or tloe. it .clawn· or; tb_ 
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ye~1 That tbey 'àttaiu pavei tapotent to rule ov.r \ 
a people soue undergroWld in d;&lust; rebellion 

, fram revu1siOll (tire are. too falthful to ourselves 
1 to disguat us furth.er w1.th ure revolution. .-- _____ , 
l ''ttebell1ontl ia revull10n apinat aiSlD&1laged faith. 
; "llavélut1.oll1t deatroy. all faith in tta OWD. uàIe) • 

. ; 8la'Q.debee,stiè may fule but never reian. whieh 
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Notes 

11 ,;,~ 

This novel is reminisc~nt of Jean-Paul Sartre's Nausea, in 
which Antoine Roquentin, a' iFrench writer, uses a diar'y to record 
his feelings and sensations about the world and people around 
him. Jean,:"Paul Sartre, Nausea, trans .• Lloyd Alexander (1938; rpt. 
New York: A New Directions Paperbook, 1964). 

2Scott Symons, Place d'Armes, (1967; rpt. Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1978), p. Il. AlI further 
+eferences will be taken from this edition and will be cited in 
tne t~xt of the thesis. AlI elisions ~pearing in quotations 
from the novel are in the original unless otherwise indicated. ,-----. 

3 Charles Taylor records an encounter tha~ook place between 
the Queen Mother and Symons during the summer of 1962. When the 
Queen Mother asked Symons where, his people originated, Symons 
rep1ied: "Two centuries ago, Ma'am, from the Thirteen Colonies, 
as Loyalists to your Crown. • . • We are still loyal to your 

/ Crown, Ma' am. We are your Majesty' s Royal Aroericans". Charles 
Taylor, Six Journeys: a Canadian Pattern. (Toronto: Anansi 
Press, i977), p. 191. 

4Cirlot describes Hecate as the Terrible Mother who devours 
men. She is the eV,il side of the feminine principle and is 
responsible for "rnadness, obsession and lunacy". ~.E. Cir1ot, 
A Dictionary of Syrnbols, trans., Jack page, 2nd ed., (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971) 1 p. 143 .. 

SAl1;hough l am indebted to Djwa for this information. 
concerning modern romantics, she does not mention Syrnons in her 
article. Sandra Djwa, "Leonard Cohen, Black Romantic"~ in Leonard 
Cohen: The Artist and- His Cri tics, ed. Michael Gnarowski, 1 

, (Montr~al: McGraw-Hitl Ryerso~Limited, 1976), pp 96-7. 

6 c 
Elspeth Cameron, ."Journey To ThE! Interior: he Journal Forro 

in ,p lace dl Armes JI, S tudies in Canadian Litera ture , Surnrner 1977), 
p. 272. 

7Taylor defines Symons' s attack on English canad~ 'à'-\ ~ 
ha,tred for Calvinism: "While the Enemy would appear in difterent 
forms, it would always enact the same vetoesi a stern Calviri~st 
suppression or beautY,and feeling". Six Journeys, p: 208. : 

! 
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8p t .. a rl.Cl.a 
Leonard Cohen, 
p. 5. 

Morley, The Immoral Moralists: Hugh MacLennan and 
(Toronto: clar~e, Irwin & Company Limited, 1972), '. 

9In Return of the Sphinx, Joe Lacombe challenges the 
,ideo1ogy presented iri Maria Chapde1aine. (This thesis p~ 201 

• 

lOAlbert Camus 1 The My th of Sisyphus, trans. Justin 0' Brien, 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1955), pp. 40-1. 

Il ' Jean-Paul Sartre, Preface ta The Wretched oe~the Earth by 
Frantz Fanon, trans. Constance Farrington, (l96l~ rpt. New York: 
Grave Press, Inc., 1979), p. 23. 

12Sartre explains the process of violence that results in 
man recreating himself in terms of the revolutions against 
imper-ialism in the Third World: ". ~ • to shoot down a European 
is to kil1 two birds with one stone, to destroy an oppressor and 
the man he oppresses at the same time: there remains a dead man, 
and a free man • • • " Preface ta The Wretched of the Earth, 
p. 22. 

13 
/ , 

Sartre says that " • d. • violence, 
heal the wounds that it has· inflicted". 
of the Earth, p. 30. 

like Achilles' lance can e 
Preface to The'Wretched 

14Hayden Carruth, Introduction to Nausea by Jean-Paul Sartre, 
trans. Lloyd Alexander, (1938; rpt. New York: A New Directions 
Paperbook, 1964), p. xi. 

15 
J Nausea, pp. 28-9. 

16The philosophy of sensibility can be traced ta Longinus and 
his essay "On the Sublime", the theories of which became papular 
in the eighteenth century. In PI~ce d'Armes, Symbns borrows the 
language of existentialism to convey fiis concept of sensibility, 
for he says that the novel is "an existential adventure in La 
Place d'Armes" (234). 

" 
17 Nausea, p. 13l. 

18 "-Sartre says: "To exist is simply to be therei those who 
exist let themselves be encountered • • • l believe there are 
people who have understoop this. On1y they tried ta overcome 
this contingency by inventing a necessary, causal being". Nausea, 
p. 131. "'IP 
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19In an interview with Gibson, Symons admits that he has been 
inf1uenced by the mystic writers, such as Julian of Norwich and 
St. John of the Cross. Graemè Gibson, E1even Canadian Nove1ists, 
(Toronto: Anansi Press, 1973), p. 306. 

201 am indebted for this definition of a mystic to Eve1yn 
Underhill, The Essentials of Mysticism, (New York: E.P. Dutton & 
CO., Inc., 1960), p. 2. 

21symons compares his situation to C9hen's and decides that' 
it would pe easier to write about révolution if he were-a Jew, 
lj>ecause the' Jew is .. . . . a mernber of that fraterni ty of 
exiles . • • :' {my elisions} (140). 

22sartre's Roquentin comes to a similar conclusion at the 
end of Nausea. p. 178. 

23 Taylor says that the Blandmen in Civic Square are aIl those 
English Canadians who, according ta symo~, are terrified of 
passion. Six Journeys, ~. 215. 

24Scott ·Symons, Civic Square, (Monfréal: McClelland and 
Stewart Limited, 1969), p. 84. 
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CONCLUSION:- THE SPIRITUAL REVOLUTION 

In Return of the Sphinx, Beautiful Losers, and Place 

d'Armes, revolution is seen as something beyond the realm of 

'poli tics. MacLennan, Cohen, and Symons discuss the 

politieal and social issues that· led to the Quiet Revolution; 

however, they interpret these issues as symptoms of the spiritual 

anxi~ty facing humanity. Because they see the Quiet Revolùtion 

in its universal context, it becomes their arcnetype for 

revolution in the twentieth century, for they believe that 

revolution is ,a response to the spiritual deprivation of modern 

civilization, which has neglected the spiritual needs of mankind. 

Since they define the problems of the twentieth century in terms 

of spiritual anxiety, they see religion and politics as the two 
1 

most important systems governing mankind, because both these 

system~ appeal to the emotions on sorne level, and are an outlet 

for the rèlease of spiritual energy. According to MacLennan and 

Syrnons, ~the -interaction of poli tics and religion becomes 

dangerous to the survival of the human race when poli tics becomes 

a form of religion. MacLennan suggests that politics is a 

surrogate religion for people who have lost their fiaith because 

many of them turn to nationalism to fill the voiâ left by their 

religious beliefs CRS 69). Symons accuses the New Canadian 
\ 

Establishment of taking the place"of religion in Canada (~16), 

and sinee the New canadian Establishment represents the American 
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'. business méntality, his·accu~ation that it is destrQying the 

spiritual llfe of Canadians has wider implications. For Cohen, 

religion becomes detrimental to the welfare of humanity when it 

becomes a weapon fo~ sorne political purpos~. He equates the 

Christianization of the Indians with the Nazi persecution of the 

Jews'(~ 248), and throughout the novel, he implies that the 

Jesuits were the fathers of imperialism in the New World. 

According to MacLennan, the-world is an imperfect place, 

and ev~n though humanity has tried to invent systems by' which to 

maintain a sense of order, without a faith in God, this imperfect 

world becomes a place of chaos where people can,find causes for 

which to die, yet they cannot find reasons to live. Because he 

believes political revolutions are the products of the misguided 

emotions of people who are trying to find a meaning, for their 

lives, he makes no distinction between political and spiritual 

revolution. In his estimation, th~ real problem in the world is 
l'... " 

not the collapse of political institutions but the disintegration 

of spiritual beliefs, and to prove his point he contends>that 

there is no political justification for the violence prevalent in 

modern society. For him, the meaning of life, which is spiritual 

fulfillment, cannot be founâ in polftical revolution. He 

believes each individual has ta come to terms with the meaning 
" of life on his own, and it is the ones who have never realized 

their own individuality who "crack up": "Sorne of them will do 

anything - no matter how hopeless, criminal or idiotiç - merely 
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to have people mention their names and recognize that they 

exist" CRS 2~7). In a world devoid of a univèrsal concept of 

God, he maintains that spiritual fuIfillment can be resolved 
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only on an individual basis, hence, he has no general 'solution 

for the s~iri t'bal problems of the huma'n race; he does" however, 

offer advice to the individual on how to live in a world that he 
" 

be~ieves has gone made In Ainslie's last attempt ~ reason with 

Daniel before their.final confrontation, he tells him he must 

live like a civilized man: 

The only way a civilized man can survive and function 
i8 to live like Robin'Hood. That's what you've been 
trying to do yourself - live like a civilized man and 
make a new world that's civilized and not raw mate rial 
for computera and exploiters. But you haven't learned 
how to fight yet. It's guerrila warfare, don't you 
see? (RS 275). 

MacLennan believes that mankind will be saved by the 

efforts of individuals rather than by revolutions, which only 

add ta the already existing prob,lemgl. His fai th that only 

individual effort will save mankind is apparent in his using 
, ' 

Robin Hood as a model. Robin Hood fought a corrupt system of 

government in the Middle Ages, and although he disagreed with the 

practices of the government, he did not incite a revolution to 

overthrow it, ïnstead he di~ his best as an individual to improve 

the lives of those who became the victims of the system. His 
~ 

ability to contribute to the betterrnent of society, even though 
oc \ 

the entire system was against him, indicates that Robin Rood was 

" a'civilized man. In Ainslie's advice to Daniel to live like a 
• 

.. 
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-civilized man, MacLennan presents his concept of what it means to 

be hurnan. Because man became civilized through using his 

intellect, he implies that man's ability to reason differentiates 
,~ ~'.J • 

F~;: hi.m~~ man' s inventions, such as the 
{ I~ r; ~~ ,A" 

him from the animaIs. 
~h ,,1 "1 

are the products of the creative faculties, 
, 

computer and the Bomb, 

and he suggests that unless man's inventions are controlled by 

reason society becomes "raw material" for political exploiters 

and opportunists. 

In sharp contrast to MacLennan's rejection of revolution as ' 

an answer to the spiritual problems that are besetting mankind is 

the solution pres~nted by Cohen and Symons,· both of whom see 

revolution as~the only means to stop t~e spiritual d,cay of 

humani'ty. ·To Cohen, the world is in a 'state of chaos, but love 

helps to keep a sense of order in this chaos: "Contact with" this 

energy {love} results in the exercise of a kind of balance in the 
.. 

chaos of existence" (BL 121). As he" sees i t, the world in which 

he lives is built on the suffering and oppression of humanity, 

and 50 he maintains that lhe old order has to be annihilated 

before humanity will be free to start anew. According to him, 

the old order i9 founded on violence, 

never be overthro~thout violence. 

and, therefore, it will 

Since violence is an aot 

of redemption, it is a necessary prelude to spi;itual regenera

tion, and since love creates a, balance in the chaos of existence, 

he advocates violenée OUt: of his love for hurnanity: "AlI l heard 

was pain, aIl l saw was mutilation" (BL 221). Although he 

• 
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attacks the established order, which is essentially political, , , 

his revolution is not based on a political ideology, for he wants 

to liberate tne soul of man through spiritual, political, sexual, 

and psycho'logicai confrontations of the systems that the human 

race has created. Such confrontations will prevent poiiticai 

revolution, which is the ultimate weapon for the sGppression of 

.mankind, because it i9 merely an extension of the political 
, 

ideologies found in the old order. The political world controls 

religious beliefs, it uses social conventions, including sexual 

behavior, for its own purposes, and it is responsib1e for the 

psychological conditioning, which makes man accept his role as a 

victim. Cohen sees revo1ution as a creative' act in that it is a~ 

means by which the creative imaginat~on can find a release in a 

wortd of 9uffering. As F. says: 
. 

"Thus new systems are forced on 

the world by men who sim~ly cannat bear the pain of living with 

what is" (BL 69) • ,-
Cohen, like MacLennan, recognizes that God has beèn denied 

a place in modern civilization: "Though Mountains danced before 

them th~y said that God was dead. Though his shrouds were 

hoisted the naked God did live" (~ 199). ,Although humanity has 

chosen to ignore God, God has not given up on man: "God never 

sickened ..• ' . . God never died. God was ruler thdtlgh his funeral 

lengthened. • Though they boasted solitude God was at their 

sïde" (BL 197-8). With his revolution, Cohen wants to bring.God . -
back into the consciousness of mankind. He equates God with the 
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creative imagination: "The New Jew is the founder of Magic 

Canada, Magîc ~rench QU~~ and ~agic America" (BL 20'3). 

Because Magic is the express~of the creative imagination, he 

associates Magic with God: "God is alive. Magic is afoot" (BL 

197). Cohen's wish to rel~ase the creative imagination differs 

from ~acLennan's wish to keep it under the control of reason, 

because Cohen defines what it means to be human according to the 

creative imagination, which, in his estimation, can produce 

either a Hitler or a Jesus, bO,th of whom were human. For him, .... 

being human means having the capaci,ty for good and evi l, both of 

which exist'beyond reason and logic. 

Symons, like Cohen, suspects reason and logic, but he does 

so because he believes that without love and passion the world 

becomes sterile, and he maintains that mankind's preoccupation 

with reason and logic is destroying the love and passion of 

humanity. For him, there is a distinction between political and 

spiritual revolution, and he uses the Quiet Revolution and what 

he calls the French Canadian Revolution to explain this distin~-

tion. He says that the French Canadian Revolution is a political 

movement, and in his definition of it,. he suggests that political 

revolutions are exercises in pragmatism and are just as 

responsible for killing humanity's sensibility as is the American 

business mentality, because political revolutions are more 

·concerned with improving the"economic and social conditions of 

mankind than with enhancing humanity's sensitivity and its 

" , ' 
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awareness of life. The ,Quiet Revolution is essentially a 

romantic movement, and its romantic characteristics make it 

comparable ta his revolution of sensibility, which is meant to 
, 

awaken humanity to ~e metaphysical réality implièit in existence 

and to free mankind from its fear of passion: 'l'r cry 'too little ,,, 
, 

for the sensibili ty,' when aIl our intellectuals moan 'too li t,tle 

for thèir minds'" (PdA Il). 

Sexual emancipation is identified as an essential part of 

spiritual renewal because man is made up of body, mind, and soul: 

l am possessed instead by a vision of the possibil
ities, the creative possibilities of this new world 
l enter. • • • A world absolutely accessible to the 
human spirit a body and mind. • • • Provided we 
have the cour e to move from one dimension into 
another. {My lisions} (PdA 104) 

Anyone who concentra on only one aspect of man - body, mind, 

or soul - traps in one dimension, and the denial of other 

dimensions th.at make up man results in a world of non-existence, 

astate which Symons defines in terms of the New Canadian 

Estaplishment:' "Everything tells me l' ve been brought up a deaf-

dumb-paralytic • cannot see, hear, touch, move. Brought up 

with an implacable and public-spirited dedication to still-life. 

Nature-morte!" (~67). The world that Symons wants to 

"recreate" (PdA 268) is based on the creative faculties of man, 

and his definition of what it means to, be human is similar to 

Cohen's in that Sym?ns's concept of being human is also 

associated with the creative imagination. For Symons, there can 

be no love or passion without th'e creative imagination. 

/ 
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In Return of the Sphinx, Beautiful Lasers, and Place 
~ . 

d'~mes, MacLennan, Cohen, and Symons express their love of life 

and their lov~ for.humanity. MacLennan shows his love by his 

rejection of political revolution and by his concern for the 

spiritual welfare of the individual in society. Cohen's love is 

an essential part of his demand for revolution, because he 

believes that violence will ultimately alleviate the suffering of 

humanity. For Symons, his revolution of sensibility is an act of 

love because it confirms his belief in mankind. Ac~ording to 

Camus there' is only one truly serious philosoph/ical questio~: ls 

life worth living? In writing these novels, MacLennan, Cohen, 

and Syrnons declare their belief that life is not only worth 

living, but that it is also worth fighting for in order to 

irnprove life for aIl of humanity. 

{- -
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