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ABSTRACT

In 1971, Robert Bourassa, then Premier of Québec, launched a major
hydroelectric scheme to be built 1400 km North of Montréal. Known as the
"James Bay" project, the first phase included the creation of eight
powerhouses, six reservoirs and the diversion of two rivers. These
transformations necessarily impacted the local Cree people; a territorial
agreement partly compensated them but remains controversial to this day.
While northern communities overwhelmingly bear the ecological cost of
the project, the bulk of James Bay energy flows south to the industrial
centers of Québec, Ontario and the U.S. The assertion then that "James Bay
belongs to all the Québécois" which was meant to ease political tensions
about the project begs the question, "Who are the Québécois” and how do
the Crees fit within such a community?

This thesis explore that question by looking at the Québécois cultural
production of territory and its resources in the north. If James Bay was out
of reach, it was never out of view. Media and political discourses reiterated
key elements of a Québécois cultural relationship to place, some of which
are contained in the rural literature known as the roman de la terre.
Several elements of this literature and its broader context were
recontextualized in James Bay, particularly as they pertained to the will to
occupy the land and develop natural resources. This was an important
aspect of making James Bay - a land historically inhabited by the Crees -
into a "Québécois" national landscape. I suggest that this process was
largely rooted in representations of nature that sought to bind it with
nation and national identity. Thus James Bay demonstrates the close
connection between identity and environmental struggles. For the
Québécois, the access to James Bay was supported by a territorial discourse
that performed their own cultural past. This provoked an organized
resistance from the Crees which constituted them as a modern political
unit. A look at the cultural geography of the region highlights the political
scales created in the accessing of resources that render their equitable and
sustainable use more difficult to achieve.
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QUEBEC AND JAMES BAY - IMPORTANT DATES

1534
1611
1670
1760-63
1763
1774
1791
1837-38
1839
1867
1912
1944

1944-59

1960

1962

1967

1968

Jacques Cartier plants a cross in Gaspé in the name of the Roy de France .
First recorded contact between natives and Europeans in James Bay.

The Hudson Bay Company is incorporated by the British Crown.

British conquest of New France. 60 000 French colonizers remain.

Paris Treaty. France cedes its Canadian colony to England.

Québec Act. Québec gets its language, old civil law and freedom of religion.
Constitutional Act. Divides Upper and Lower Canada.

French Patriot uprisings and defeat. Main leaders executed or sent into exile.
Royal inquiry into the Patriot uprisings (Durham report).

Canada's Constitution Act. "One‘dominion under the name of Canada."
Québec frontier is extended North to the Hudson Strait.

Creation of Hydro-Québec.

Maurice Duplessis is elected four times as Prime Minister of Québec. His leadership is
referred to as "La Grande Noirceur" and ends with his death in 1959.

Election of Jean Lesage leader of the Liberal Party. Beginning of the Quiet Revolution.

Lesage and his government are re-elected with a mandate for the "nationalization of
electricity", symbolized by their campaign slogan "Maitres chez nous."”

General Charles de Gaulle's "Vive le Québec libre!" Creation of the movement for
Sovereignty-Association by René Lévesque.

Pierre Elliot Trudeau becomes Canada's Prime Minister.




1970

1971

1972

1973

1974

1974

1975

1976

1979

1980

1982

1985

1988

1990

April: Bourassa elected Prime Minister.
October: Political crisis which ends with the assassination of Pierre Laporte.

April: Bourassa launches the James Bay project.

July: creation of the "Société de développement de la Baie James" (SDBJ)
Cree and Inuit people seek an injunction against the project in the Québec court.

Judge Albert Malouf orders construction to cease on the La Grande complex. His
decision is reversed a week later.

Labour dispute leads to a riot at the LG2 work camp. The site is closed for over a
month. '

Grand Council of the Cree is formed with Billy Diamond as Grand Chief.

James Bay and Northern Québec Agreement is signed between the Cree, Inuit, and
Naskapi and the governments of Québec and Canada.

René Lévesque defeats Robert Bourassa to become Québec's Premier.
LG2 Complex is inaugurated.

First Québec referendum on separation from Canada. "No" side wins with 60% of the
votes.

Patriation of the Canadian Constitution and creation of a Charter of Rights and
Freedoms. '

Bourassa defeats René Lévesque and is re-elected. During the campaign, he proposes
to pursue Phase II of the James Bay project (Great Whale).

Bourassa announce that construction will begin on the Great Whale river in the spring
of 1989.

Cree and Inuit people network with environmental groups to lobby against Great
Whale. Their cause receives international attention at an Earth Day rally in New York
City.

X1.



1992 New York Power Authority cancels energy buying contracts with Hydro-Québec.

1993 Bourassa resigns from his position as Premier of Québec. He dies of cancer in 1996.
Parti Québécois elected with Jacques Parizeau at its helm.

1994 Jacques Parizeau cancels the second phase of the project "indefinitely”, stating that it is
no longer a priority of his government.

1995 Second referendum on separation. The "no" side wins again with only 50.6% of the
votes.
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MISE EN SCENE

"Il ne sera pas dit que nous vivrons pauvrement sur une terre aussi riche.
Nous sortirons de notre infériorité économique. Le gouvernement, qui a un

grand réle a jouer dans ce projet, l'assumera pleinement."l

Robert Bourassa, Premier of Québec
James Bay launching ceremony
April 30th 1971
Opening
"The world begins today"

It has been thirty years since Premier Rol?ert Bourassa pronounced
the above words in front of five thousand ecstatic supporters, cheering for
his Liberal government and the miraculous growth it promised to bring to
the province of Québec. After completing his first year in power, Bourassa
had gathered his party congress to look back on the beginning of his term
and announce the direction his government would take for the immediate
future. The audience had waited impatiently in almost complete darkness
for their leader to enter the brightly illuminated stage. Having sufficiently
delayed his entrance for the crowd's mood to reach its highest point,
Bourassa suddenly appeared on stage at the junction of two brilliant beams
of white light. Waving at his supporters who gave him a triumphal
standing ovation, he left the platform to go sit in the first row amongst

representatives of his own riding. Seated thus and plunged into darkness

1t will not be said that we will live poorly on such a rich land. The government,
which has a great part to play in this project, will assume it entirely." Quoted in R.
Lacasse, Baie James: [l'extraordinaire aventure des derniers pionniers canadiens
(Paris: Presses de la Cité, 1985), p. 67.




like the rest of the audience, Bourassa and the other members of his
government symbolically joined the spectators' ranks to witness, on three
giant screens, a preview of the monumental show they were about to
produce for the Québec population: this show would be known as the

James Bay hydroelectric project.

For most Quebeckers living in the south of the province, this region
was seen as a wilderness devoid of economic and social activities; this
despite a history of trading relations with natives going back to the
seventeenth  century.2 Electricity production had become an emblem of
Québec's politic'al strength since the government take-over of the energy
sector - the so-called "nationa.li;;‘tion" of electricity - which had been an
important precursor of a period of state expansion in the mid-twentieth
century. Hydro-Québec had been created in 1944 with a mandate to
provide energy to the municipalitics, enterprises and citizens of Québec at
the cheapest possible cost. It did $0 by gradually acquiring private-sector
energy corporations, most of which were run by the province's anglophone
business class.3 Hydro-Québec had turned its sights on Northern water
resources very soon after its creation; but, it was on the night of Bourassé’s
speech in 1971, when he launched the - project, that James Bay entered

more fully the Québécois cultural imagination as a national territory, one

2 The first recorded meeting between Natives and FEuropeans happened in 1611. In
1670 the fur-trading "Hudson Bay Company" was incorporated by the British Crown
and granted a vast portion of land known as "Rupert's Land", corresponding to what
is today James Bay, Hudson Bay and the Northwest Territories. HBC officials arrived in
Eastern James Bay that same year to establish the first trading post in Charles Fort.
Rupert's land became part of the Canadian Union in 1870 and Québec's Northern
frontier was extended in 1912 to reach up to the Hudson Straight (see map). D. Francis
and T. Morantz, Partners in Furs: a history of the fur trade in Eastern James Bay 1600-
1870 (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1983), pp. 16 and 24.

3 See C. Hogue, A. Bolduc and D. Larouche, Québec, un siécle d'électricité (Montréal:
Libre Expression, 1979), pp. 228-349.




which would hold tremendous economic, political and cultural significance

for the expansion of the Québécois nation.

According to the initial plans, the James Bay development scheme
was to have encompassed three phases with a projected total cost of nearly
fifty billion dollars: these were the La Grande, Nottaway-Broadback-Rupert
(NBR) and Grande-Baleine (Great Whale) complexes (see map). In the end,
only gthe La Grande Complex was completed, at a cost of approximately
thirty billion dollars. Its installed capacity is 15 700 megawatts (MW), and
is thus capable of generating large surpluses since the provincial
population of only seven million people. This is all the more remarkable
since three quarters of Québec's energy is supplied by electricity and
Québec's cold winters generate long periods of high demand. Although La
Grande has only a fifth of the Colorado river basin, it produces about three
and a half times as much energy as its generating stations. This is the
result of eight powerhouses and six reservoirs on the river, and the
diversion of two additional rivers: 87% of the Eastman river basin and 41%
of the Caniapiscau were rerouted into the La Grande to nearly double its

potential .4

The largest powerhouse of the La Grande Complex - originally
referred to as LG2 but recently renamed in honour of Robert Bourassa who
died in 1996 - currently has a capacity of 7 326 MW, which is more than

twice that of the Hoover dam.> LG2 includes three central elements that

4 Hydro-Québec information brochure, Le Complexe La Grande (1998), p. 17.
Subsequent details about the powerhouse are taken from The LG2 Powerhouse
{Montréal: Société d'énergie de la Baie James, 1980).

5 The Hoover dam possesses 2 000 MW of installed capacity. The completion of
additional structures (known as LG2A) in 1992 places the complex third in the world
in terms of size, after Guri in Venezuela (10 300 MW) and Itaipu in Brazil and
Paraguay (9 940 MW). If completed, the Three Gorges project in China is poised to take




have been widely celebrated as marvels of modern technology. First, the
main dam - two and a half kilometers long and fifty-three stories high -
holds back the waters of the LG2 reservoir, which has a capacity of
twenty-three million cubic feet of water. Secondly, the machine hall where
the generators are found is located more than one hundred meters
underground; measuring half a kilometer in length, it was carved straight
into the granite and is the largest of its kind in the world, housing sixteen
turbine generator units. It became common during its contruction to
indicate its scale by saying that it was twice the size of the Chartres
cathedral in France: indeed, the machine room is commonly referred to as
the "Undefground Cathedral”, a figure of speech strongly suggesting the
perceived connections between technology and divine power.5 Scale and
supernatural status are also rendered metaphorically in the third key
element of LG2, which is the spillway mechanism adjacent to the dam and
reservoir. The spillway has become the most recognizable icon of the
project and is referred to as the escalier de géant. Its twelve descending
steps - each of which is twelve meters wide and twenty meters high - are
intended to regulate the flow of water whén valves are open to release
overcapacity in the reservoir above. The reference to giants has been a key

figure in the symbolic enframing of the region by the Québécois, adding a

the first rank. Hydro-Québec, Le Complexe, p. 17. In order to be consistent with the
time period, I refer in this thesis to what is now the Robert Bourassa Complex by its
original name of L.G2 (La Grande 2).

6 The following description offers one example: "Quand je pénétre enfin dans la salle
contenant une des turbines, une telle impression de puissance illimitée s'impose a
moi que jJe me dis que si la technologie pouvait arriver a créer un dieu, il
ressemblerait a4 ce groupe turbine-alternateur... Dans un  vacarme  presque
insoutenable, je me prends 3 songer a ces moulins & priéres tibétains qui, en
tournant, sont censés procurer au fidéle les mérites attachés a la répétition des
formules sacrées qu'ils contiennent. Quelle priéere proférent donc a leur facon les
turbines de LG-2?" P. Turgeon, La Radissonie: le pays de la Baie James (Montréal:

Libre Expression, 1992), p. 114, my empbhasis.
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decisively epic tone to the construction project.” During the first ten years,
between 1971 and 1981, a total of one hundred thousand people worked
to build these various structures, with a maximum of eighteen thousand
employees during the peak period prior to the inauguration of LG2 in
1979. It is this decade - and, in particular, the emphasis then established
on vision and spectacle in representations of the LG2 complex - that
constitutes the focus of this thesis: this period, and its predilections,
coincided with important changes in Québec whose impacts still shape the
national question in the province today. While the James Bay development
was little more than a blueprint in 1971, the Premier wanted to make it
clear from the very start that he was thinking on a grand scale and that he
was about to treat the population of Québec to a truly spectacular
production. Indeed, casting all ambiguity aside, the short film that
presented the project to Bourassa's audience in Québec City was entitled

"The world begins today."8

The politics of energy

For all its presumption, such an assertion was none the Iless
consistent with the series of major political, economic and social changes
that were taking place in Québec at the time, known collectively as the
"Quiet Revolution." Canada's only French-speaking province, Québec has
been the center of a francophone culture whose territorial grasp was

significantly reduced when the English took over the colonies of New-

7 A similar reference is found in the Cree's "Giant Beaver Story" where Giant Beaver
is a mythical figure whose travels and various actions have become toponymic
references throughout the region. Brian Craik, personal communication (March
2000).

8 Hogue et al., Québec, p. 353.
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France in 1760. The sixty thousand French settlers who remained
continued to develop a rural landscape along the St.-Lawrence river that
provided a physical backbone for their culture, language and religion
which connected the reproduction of a distinctive tradition with the
maintenance (;f a rural way of life. The Quiet Revolution was envisioned as
a critique and a break from this deeply sedimented ideology. It was set in
motion with the election of Liberal leader Jean Lesage in June of 1960,
after sixteen consecutive years of the conservative rule of Jean Duplessis.?
A champion of nationalism strongly based in tradition, Duplessis had
sought to méintain the religious and agricultural character of Francophones
through social pillars such as the patriarchal family, parish life, and a cult
of the past encapsulated by the rural sphere.l® In deliberate and marked
contrast, Lesage's arrival brought about the secularization of the provincial
state and the deployment of a series of in-depth reforms that would
gradually redefine social institutions and reshape the character of Québec
society, especially for its francophone members. Starting from the premise
that the state was the most effective tool available for francophone
Quebeckers. - or Québécois, as the term emerged then - to retain their
language and improve their socio-economic standing in the province,
Lesage and his ministers were proponents of what they called a "new
nationalism" entrenched in strong government. The central plank of their
second election platform in 1962 was the nationalisation of electricity. The

liberals conducted the campaign under the banner of a slogan that was to

9 Lesage's cabinet became known as 'l'équipe du tonnerre and was followed by two
subsequent governments before the election of Robert Bourassa in 1970. While
. historians identify the 1960-66 period as the Quiet Revolution in a strict sense, the
"spirit" of this era is recognized to have lasted at least into the early eighties. P.-A.
Linteau et al., Histoire du Québec contemporain, Tome II (Montréal: Boréal, 1989), p.
423.

10rpid., p. 347.
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become the emblem of the Quiet Revolution: Maitres chez nous ("Masters in
our own house", see Figures 6, 7 and 8). René Lévesque, who was minister
of natural resources from 1961 to 1964, played an important role in
Hydro-Québec's take-over of eleven private utilities across the province, a
process which he viewed as the. "decolonization" of the energy sector from
the control of anglophone "colonial barons."!1 The nationalization of
electricity was advertised as the "key to the kingdom" that would finally
put the francophone majority of Québec in control of its own territory,

industry and development.

These changes, and many others, led to a renewed sense of national
pride and a wave of political affirmation by Francophones in Québec,
whose culmination may have very well ‘been the election of René
Lévesque's  separatist government in 1976, which called the first
referendum on independence from Canada in 1980.!12 Unlike Lévesque,
Robert Bourassa was not a separatist - but he was, none the less, a
nationalist - and his policies toward resources and development were
imbued with his own brand of ecomomic nationalism that was in large
measure fully congruent with the spirit of the Quiet Revolution. Bourassa's
first action after officially launching the James Bay project was to
introduce a bill to the National Assembly - known as Bill 50 - to create a

corporation which would oversee all aspects of northern development,

11 R. Lévesque, Memoirs (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986), pp. 170-171.
Although he started his political carreer as a Liberal, Lévesque founded the
"Movement for Sovereignty-Association” in 1967, which became the Parti Québécois
prior to its election in 1976.

12 Separation was rejected in this referendum by a majority of 60%. A second
referendum was conducted on October 30th 1995 under the leadership of Jacques
Parizeau. This time the "No" side won by a razor thin majority of 1.2% (54 000 votes).
The plebiscite saw an outstandingly high voters' turnout, with 93.5% of eligible
voters casting their ballot.
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whether in the area of water resources, forestry, mining, transportation or
tourism. To specifically address the creation of a hydroelectric network,
this "Société de développement de la Baie James" ("James Bay Development
Corporation", subsequently referred to as SDBJ) created a sub-division
which would be known as the "Société d'énergiec de la Baie James" ("James
Bay Energy Corporation”", SEBJ).!3 Throughout the 1970s, Bourassa
remained firmly committed to the goal of developing and fueling the
province's industrial base with what he called "Power from the North."!4
With their strong focus on electricity and northern resources, his policies
strengthened the Québécois sense of territoriality to ‘such an extent that
the economy of which James Bay was to be the engine was constituted as
an unequivocally nationalist one. The question of who would benefit from

such a mammoth project made it rife with political conflict from its

13 It is important to note that Bourassa ran into fierce opposition when he sought to
challenge Hydro-Québec's hold on the province's energy policies by creating the two
separate institutions. Although meant to be distinct at the  beginning, both became
subsidiaries of Hydro-Québec which was to run the installations once they were built.
Since further development has been halted in the region, the SDBJ is now defunct
and the activities of the SEBJ have been redirected to providing local and
international engineering expertise for large-scale energy project. The fact that,
from the moment of its creation, the SEBJ was in some sense a phantom corporation
that could hardly be distinguished from Hydro-Québec was strongly apparent during
my fieldwork. Although most documents pertaining to the first phase of the project
bore the sole stamp of the SEBJ (not that of Hydro-Québec), their archives were filed
with those of Hydro-Québec. I spent some time researching in the current SEBJ
resource center, but found little relevant information. From what I could gather by
inquiring with the staff, most of the current employees of the SEBJ - a small set of
offices located in a Hydro-Québec building - were working on projects with no direct
link to James Bay. For an overview of the debates around the creation of the SDBJ and
Hydro-Québec's position when Bill 50 was introduced in the Québec parliament, see R.
Leroux, "Une bataille de Titans qu'Hydro a remportée." La Presse (October 1979), p. 4.

14 The expression - in French, L'Energie du Nord - is the title of a book Bourassa
wrote after completion of the first phase of the project, which he dedicated to
Québec's youth. The book was translated into English and clearly aimed at a
Northeastern  American audience, the potential buyers of Québec's electricity
surplus. R. Bourassa, L'Energie du Nord: la force du  Québec {(Montréal:
Québec/Amérique, 1985).
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inception. Commenting on these conflicts, Robert Boyd, then president of

the SEBJ, stated that:

Cette politisation de toutes les couleurs a eu deux conséquences

désastreuses: elle a masqué l'objectif principal du projet - a
savoir la satisfaction des besoins énergétiques du Québec - et
elle a sérieusement menacé sa crédibilité... Heureusement, le

temps a fait son oeuvre et la passion céde tranquillement Ila
place aux arguments de raison. Pour notre part, nous avons
toujours été convaincus que la population avait droit & une
meilleure information sur le projet de 1la baie James. En

~

définitive, ce projet appartient a tous les Québécois..!>

In mentioning the "politicisation" of the project, Boyd was partly
referring to the court injunction obtained by the Cree in 1973 to stop work
on the La Grande complex, and to the negatiye press that ensued. The
conflict that opposed First Nations people to the James Bay developers
generated harsh criticism - in Québec, in Canada and internationally - from
those who saw the scheme as both an illegal appropriation of territory and
a serious threat to the environment. What I wish to emphasize, however, is
that these conflicts should not be seen as the derailment of a project tshat

ought to have gone smoothly simply because it "belonged to all the

Québécois": that it was in some way a purely technical project. On the

15 *This politicising under every banner has had two disastrous consequences: it
obscured the central objective of the project - that is, to meet the energy needs of
Québec - and it seriously undermined its credibility... Fortunately, time has done its
work and passion is quietly yielding to reason. For our part, we have always been
convinced that the population had a right to be better informed about the James Bay
project. In the final analysis, this project belongs to all the Québécois.” See "Le Projet
appartient i tous les Québécois." En Grande Vol. 1.11 (November 1975), p. 11, my
emphasis.
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contrary, I suggest that, through assertions like Boyd's, James Bay was not
"depoliticized" but was rather rendered more intensely political since the
term "Québécois” was by no means a generic or inclusive one. From the
narrative of conquest in which the project was framed to the signing of an
agreement with native people, James Bay showed - and continues to show
- that policies aimed at economic expansion cannot be separated from the
cultural becoming of a community; indeed, it is also these economic policies
that shape and control the boundaries of the nation. Here the terms
"community” and "nation" should not- be wunderstood unproblematically:
while both imply the sharing of a common set of discourses and practices,
it is important to remain attuned to the processes that create such a
common basis. Culture is a powerful agent in fashioning not only the
- community, but also the scales at which a sense of community is shared. I
suggest that it is precisely the production of wvarious scales. where meaning
is shared that gives culture - understood as an active agent of the "taken-
for-granted" within a particular group - an economic and political
dimension. The case of James Bay is exemplary in this regard: what was
portrayed on the one hand as a rationalised economic plan to exploit a
territory's resources was also a platform for Québécois nation-building.
This platform was built at the expanse of the local cultural ecology of the
Cree, and the legitimate territorial rights that followed from it. In insisting
uncritically that the project "belonged to all Québécois”, the architects of
James Bay avoided the more difficult question of who could share the
accepted meanings of this community and accept the scale at which these
meanings wére - or aspired to be - circulated. An examination of the

cultural and political geography of the first decade of the project can shed

light on that question and show how intricately connected culture, politics




and economic development can become within the structure of the nation.

Such an analysis is the main purpose of the present study.

That Bourassa never consulted with the native inhabitants of the
James Bay region - the Cree, the Naskapi and the Inuit - before launching
the project provoked them into mounting” an organized opposition. The
Cree heard about the hydroelectric project from a day-old Montréal
newspaper picked up by Philip Awashish in Chibougamau. Shocked to read
that the "project of the century" waS to destroy vast amounts of native
ancestral territories, Awashish organized a meeting at the end of June
1971 where elders and chiefs discussed a course of action: this led to a
court battle and the signing of a territorial agreement with the Québec and
Canadian government in November 1975.16 Amounting to approximately
eight thousand five hundred people in 1970, the indigenous population of
Northern Québec has more than doubled since thanks to a recent native
population boom that is widespread bacross Canada.! 7 The main feature of
the Jaxhes Bay and Northern Québec Agreement (JBNQA) was its division of

the land into three categories with variable rights over each of them.!® Its

16 B, Richardson, Strangers Devour the Land (Post Mills, VT: Chelsea Green, 1991), pp.
80-84.

17 These numbers are derived from S. McCutcheon, Electric Rivers: the story of the
James Bay project (Montréal and New York: Black Rose, 1991), p. 42; Hydro-Québec

information brochure, The Natural and Human Environment of the La Grande
Complex (1992), p. 55.

18 Category 1 includes Cree and Inuit villages and lands reserved for exclusive native
use (1.3% of the whole territory); category 2 encompasses public lands with exclusive
hunting, fishing and trapping rights for natives (14.4%); category 3 corresponds to
public lands where native retain their harvesting rights (84.3%). G. Beauchemin,
"The Unknown James Bay and Northern Québec Agreement." Forces 97 (1992), p. 16.
For a critical assessment of the agreement ten years after its signing, see S. Vincent
et al., Ten VYears After. Proceedings of the Forum on the James Bay and Northern
Québec Agreement (Montréal: Recherches  amérindiennes au Québec, 1988); R.
Mainville, "Visions divergentes sur la compréhension de 1la Convention de la Baie
James et du Nord Québécois." Recherches Amérindiennes au Québec Vol. 23.1 (1993),
pp. 69-79.
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implementation brought massive changes in the education, social services
and economic infrastructure of the territory. The latter can be regarded in
some measure as another Quiet Revolution in Québec, this time within
some segments of native society. These transformations have ‘brought Cree
and Québécois people into a néw relationship, where the complex and
uneven colonial relations that have marked each group have been
reconfigured into a different cultural and political geography.!® Their
relationship reached a boint of crisis in the early 1990s, shortly after a
newly re-elected Bourassa announced that the second phase of the project,
Great Whale, would go ahead. In renewing their fight against the project,
the Cree now bypassed the Québec goifernment to go straight to the
intended market for the surplus power of Great Whale. To do so, they
forged alliances with major environmental groups such as the Sierra Club,
Audubon Society and Greenpeace which helped them to raise international
awareness. They were successful in their approach: in March 1992, the
New York Power Authority, Hydro-Québec's biggest client, canceled a four
billion dollar contract. Using the media in the 1990s as strategically as the
proponents of deveiopment had dohe during the 1970s, the Cree were able
to disseminate 'more broadly their own counter-narrative and thus to
challenge the dominant narrative of Québécois nation-building in their

territory. This shift in perspective was captured by Grand Chief Matthew

19 Because the Cree constitute the largest group and were more directly affected by
the development than the Naskapi and Inuit, they have been at the forefront of the
struggle over James Bay resources. The Inuit communities of Ivujivik and
Povungnituk refused to sign the JBNQA and conflict necessarily arose between them
and the Cree who accepted to negotiate. Because a full account of these complex
relations is beyond the scope of this thesis, I focus on the interactions between Cree
and Québécois. It must also be noted that while Cree communities are spead across the
Northern part of Ontario and the Prairie provinces, this thesis refers specifically to
the Eastern James Bay Cree.
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Coon-Come's when he asserted that, for the Cree, "Bourassa's dream has

become our nightmare."20

Viewing 'points
The view from the balcony

If the three decades that followed Bourassa's launching of the James
Bay project were an important era for everyone in Québec, they also have
a much more personal significance for me since they stretch almost exactly
across the span of my own Ilife. Growing up in a francophone suburb of
Montréal during the 1970s and 80s, it often seemed that James Bay was
the sole engine driving Québec's political and economic life; its effects were
palpable in the working-class milieu that surrounded me since the project
provided many of our family friends and neighbours with their regular
source of income. From a chiid's - and at the time exclusively francophone
- perspective, Kkitchen-table discussions yielded many intriguing details
about the mammoth scale of the project, the struggle‘it shaped between
the power of technology and the "forces of nature", the tensions it created
between workers and their "bosses" or, even more intense, between whites
and "Indians". Added to these oppositions, I now realize, was the question
of gender. The majority of these discﬁssions pictured James Bay as an
overwhelmingly masculine work space where the presence of women
seemed paradoxical and literally out of place: an imaginative geograﬁhy

that did not bode well for the role of women within the nation these

20 rBourassa's dream has become our nightmare. It has contaminated our fish with
mercury. [t has destroyed the spawning grounds. It has destroyed the mnesting
grounds of the waterfowl. It has displaced and dislocated our people and broken the
fabric of our society." Quoted in M.E. Turpel, "Does the Road to Québec Sovereignty
Run Through Aboriginal Territory?" In D. Drache and R. Perin, Negotiating with a
Sovereign Québec (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company, 1992), p. 104.
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workers were supposed to be so actively building. In this casual, everyday
exchange of anecdotes and popular information, James Bay emerged as a
far-away and almost mythical location, richly defined through the

language of those who had stories to tell.

The gradual construction of this imaginary territory, which took
place during the first ten years of my life, was given an intensely physical
form by the sight of a gigantic machine resting on the bed of a
transportation trailer. The driver was a neighbour setting out to deliver his
cargo to LG2. He had caused quite a stir by taking a detour through a
succession of small suburban streets to give us all a sense of the scale of
the James Bay construction site. Just as the size of a whale can suggest
something of the ocean's expanse, so the magnitude of this vast block of
metal summoned up an image of an almost infinite territory. For myself,
and I imagine for many of the people gathered around this spectacle, the
idea that such a remote destination, such a wvast space, could belong to the
territory of Québec required a great expansion of our imaginative
geographies. The occasional fleur de lys that. bloomed across the windows
and balconies of our working-class lives were sure signs to us that a nation
was in the making; the shape and contours of its space, however, were
much harder to grasp. The journey of this iron limb made us acutely aware
that its destination and all the resources that region contained were part of
Québec's territory too since, as political discourses repeatedly assured us,
"James Bay belonged to all the Québécois." And yet, as I now realize,
whether the privilege of this citizenship, this sense of collective ownership,
could be claimed by all the inhabitants of the geographical space known as

Québec independently of language, class, race or gender was a pivot of the
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national debate. For the indigenous population of the North, the politics of
energy that was intended to make them proud Québécois spelled a policy
of assimilation. Thanks to the economic boom that would be brought to the
region, it was argued that the Cree should take the opportunity to move
beyond their subsistence activities and become fully integrated into the
market economy. If the Cree were now to be invited into the Québécois
nation, it was under the assumption - indeed the condition - that they
would adopt a "proper" framework of interaction with the land that would
benefit the national economy. And so, of course, the question must still be
asked with regard to James Bay and the national subjects, like myself, that
it helped to produce: "Who are the Québécois people?" ! Running through
the present study is a critical anxiety concerning that question since the
latter cannot simply be answered by saying that the Québécois are those
who live in Québec. Rather, the term must be understood in the context of
the cultural, political and linguistic history it bears, and of how this history

produces and maintains difference within the national body.

Life experience, academic interests and cultural identity thus inform
each other throughout this study. When I imagine myself back at the

kitchen table or on the sidewalk where my sister and I contemplated that

21 The phrase is taken from an article by Sallie Marston, "Who are ‘'the people’:
gender, citizenship, and the making of the American nation." Environment and
Planning D: Society and Space 8 (1990), pp. 449-458. From its emergence, the term
"Québécois" has generated conflict because it is seen to represent only the
francophone population of Québec at the exclusion of racial and linguistic
minorities, and of other French speakers who live outside the province. For those
who do not speak French, "Québécois" is indeed a problematic designation because it
is virtually untranslatable, thus making language the condition of entry into the
national community. For a broad discussion of this question in the Québec context see,
among others, M. Elbaz et al., eds., Les Fronticres de ['identité: modernité et
postmodernisme au Québec (Sainte-Foy: Les Presses de 1'Université Laval, 1996). For a
Cree perspective on self-determination, see Grand Council of the Crees, Sovereign
Injustice:  forcible inclusion of the James Bay Crees and Cree territory into a
sovereign Québec (Nemaska: Grand Council of the Crees, 1995), pp. 9-36.
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giant machine, the extent to which the James Bay project inhabited our
everyday life in the 1970s becomes vivid once again. Its constant presence
on every media surface provided a framework for social interaction in my
immediate community as well as a point of reference for other, external
world events which it helped us to grasp and make sense of. Through the
constant flow of text, images and everyday conversation about James Bay,
I was able to envision what I would now describe as a social and
geographical sphere extending far beyond my immediate surroundings. For
if James Bay was out of reach, it was never out of view. From 1977 to
1983, the La Grande .complex had a filmmaker/photographer in residence
who produced more than thirty films which were shown across Québec in
different venues, in addition to other video documents and slide shows.
Simultaneously, an extenéive campaign of public relations generated
numerous brochures, pictures and company publications that were made
available through traveling kiosks of information. Public relations also did
much to socialize the workers themselves into a highly particular sense of
their part in the project, in an effort to make them convinced ambassadors
of the La Grande Complex. If these measures failed to reach all of the
population, special radio and TV programs were guaranteed to extend the
reach of this publicity still further. Each major stage of accomplishment
was marked by an inauguration, the most important of which were shown

on live television throughout the province.

This mediatizing of James Bay represented what could be understood
as a-form of travel' writing "in reverse." Indeed, during the erection of the
-dams, it is not the people of Québec who traveled to the construction sites

so much as the construction sites that traveled to them, thanks to the
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broad diffusion of texts and images. .In large measure, the media barrage
of the late seventies and early eighties was a controlled response to the
negative publicity the project had initially received. In addition to the
injunction obtained by the Cree and Inuit in 1973, a labour conflict that
escalated into a riot brought, once again, the closure of the construction site
during March and April 1974. It was not until this labour diépute was
resolved and a territorial agreement signed with native people that the
project was somewhat rehabilitated and the development corporation free
to mount an extensive public relations campaign to improve its im:ige and
regain some form of public approval.2?2 Although my focus will be on this
campaign and its dominant messages, it is important to remember the
climate of resistance and confrontation in which they emerged, and to
remember also that neither the Cree nor the Québécois constituted a
passive audience. While this study analyses the dominant discourse
adopted by the agents of development in James Bay, I wish to stress that
the ‘"effectiveness" of this discourse always remains in question. In fact,
.the excessive appeal to spectacle by Bourassa and his government is itself
an indication that hegemonic control over the meaning and becoming of
the project was impossible to achieve: the effort to "stage" James Bay like a
theater production was meant to suggest that the project was already fully
scripted and that its outcomes were known. In presenting it as such, the
Liberals sought to introduce an element of control - a horizon of meaning
in which the project would appear intfinsically logical, inevitable and

teleological - to a series of events whose unprecedented social and
!

22 For details on both set of events, see Hogue et al., Québec, pp. 363-370; McCutcheon,
Electric, pp. 42-63; B. Richardson, Strangers, pp. 296-327.
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environmental impacts would otherwise made them visible as contingent,

unpredictable and hence subject to criticism.

The public relations campaign of the late seventies used various
forms of outreach that were directed toward non-native people living in
the South of Québec. Although organized trips did take some visitors to
James Bay, their experience of that space was arguably as tightly
controlled as that of others - the vast majority in Québec - who happened
to visit one of the information kiosks in their schools, places of work or
various public spaces. Indeed, both groups got their first impression of the
mammoth scheme through the mediation of text and images, and the
narrative the development corporation wished to impart to the project.
Hydro-Québec's archives reveal a detailed procedure that anticipated
every aspect of a visitor's stay at LG2 from the moment of their arrival.
They were to be met at the local airport, taken through an identification
check, -then conducted on schedule from site to site wuntil they were
‘delivered back to the airport, usually at the end of a full day or overnight
stay. Buses would -ensure transportation of these groups to different
viewing platforms, where the various spaces and structures on display
would be interpreted for them by tour guides hired and trained by the
development corporation. For the most part, these presentations consisted
of facts and statistis that stressed both the unique natﬁre of the complex
and the enginee_ring magic that made it possible, all the while reasserting
the necessity of the project for the economic future of Québec. Moments in
a strict itinerary that regulated what was and was not to be seen, these
viewing platforms and their stock interpretations provided an experience

of James Bay where the reality of "being there" could in no way ensure a
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broader understanding of it. Framed in this way, James Bay was a virtual
site whose visual surface alone was offered for spectacular enjoyment,
while its content was withheld as much as possible from critical scrutiny.
Because it was geographically remote yet politically so central, the
discursive production of James Bay was a strategic affair that required
careful handling by the governments and institutions involved. Indeed, I
think that these representations of Québec's North for a Southern
spectatorship provided me - along with other influences - with an early
sense of a Québécois "people”, as well as with an intimation that these
people formed something like a nation through the act of collectively
viewing or working for what became known as "the project of the century."”
In this way, the textual and visual narrative of James Bay was the binding
element of my own - it has to be said, very homogenous - "imagined
community” in the sense that Benedict Anderson gave to that term.23
Without a doubt this narrative was territorial; I now understand that it
was partly through this focus on a spectacular /and and nature - conjoined

as "territory” - that the nation's racial contours were drawn in James Bay.

Viewing the land / viewing "the people"
Notions of "land" have always supported a sense of national identity
in Québec, and yet the meaning of the term has been highly unstable and

subject to change. Nations and nationalism$§ are contextual entities;

23 Anderson sees the emergence of the nation as co-extensive with that of print
capitalism which reshaped European conceptions of time. The imagined world called
up by the novel and the newspaper is onme in which a variety of actions are
performed at the same time by individuals who are not necessarily aware of one
another, but can conceive that they exist simultaneously across time and space. See B.
Anderson, Imagined  Communities:  reflections on the origin and  spread of
nationalism (New York: Verso, 1983), p. 26.
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although they strategically represent themselves in abstract time and
space, the sense of place which they articulate cannot be detached from
the concrete economic and political context in which it emerges.24 Place-
based nationalisms then, and the constructions of nature they entail, can
be seen as something that emerges out of these material factors. In Québec,
the transition from the "traditional .nationalism" crystallized in the
Duplessis era toward the "new nationalism" of the Quiét Revolution offers a
rich framework for tracing changes in notions of land, nature and territory
as they relate to cultural identity. Each of these concepts, 1 argue, was
reformulated in response to the societé] changes brought about by a
movement away from rurality toward modernity, development and state-
expansion. This movement, however, is neither linear nor uniform in time
and space. In large measure, the rattrapage (catching up) so characteristic
of the Quiet Revolution became a priority because what were seen as
traditional anchors of work and life for Francophones - the farm, the
Church, the rural sphere - had undergone major transformations well
before the twentieth century.25 In this thesis, James Bay is a key site for
analyzing how traditional French-Canadian concepts of land and nature,
chiefly based in the experience of farming, rurality and an agrarian
economy were resignified to support the project of a state-sponsored

northern expansion. The building of an extensive energy network in and

24 Homi Bhabha argues that the nation constantly substitutes a heterogeneous
present for a homogenous past which is also, I believe, reflected in the subsumption
of a diverse territory into an abstract space: "For the political wunity of the nation
consists in a continual displacement of the anxiety of its irredeemably plural modern
space - representing the nation's modern territoriality is turned into the archaic,
atavistic temporality of Traditionalism. The difference of space returns as the
Sameness of time, turning Territory into Tradition, turning the People into One." H.
Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 149.

25 For a discussion, see F. Dumont, "Quelle révolution tranquille?” In F. Dumont, ed.,
La Société québécoise aprés 30 ans de changements (Québec: Institut québécois de
recherche sur la culture, 1990), pp. 13-23.
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beyond James Bay was meant to provide low-cost energy for an industrial
boom that would principally benefit the southern population of the
province. This expansion could not take place without the elaboration of a
discourse capable of legitimizing the appropriation of resources from
native people in the North, for whom the cost was disproportionately
larger than the benefit. The nation, with its broad repertoire of
geographical concepts and homogenizing view of the people, provides the

symbolic apparatus for constructing such a discourse.

As it pertains to the Québécois, my understanding of land ("la terre")
refers to the ecological base that has provided a matrix of cultural identity
and economic  subsistence. @ Numerous  practices have shaped - this
relationship, each one altering the scale at which the land 1is perceived,
from the field to the national territory and beyond. My initial analysis
focuses on farming, more particularly its symbolic rendering within a
popular form of rural literature known as the roman de la terre. Literally
"the novel of the land", this set of works produced chiefly during the
nineteenth century was a powerful vehicle for articulating the cult of
tradition and the dominant idea of the time that the survival of French-
Canadians in North America depended on their ability to establish and

maintain a strong land base.2®6 In these works, "nature" is understood as a

26 C. Pont-Humbert, Littérature du Québec (Paris: Nathan, 1998), pp. 36-37. The roman
de la terre begins with the publication of Patrice Lacombe's La Terre paternelle in
1846 and is seen to end with Ringuet's Trente arpents in 1938. This last work effects a
strong symbolic closure with the main character failing to hold on to his ancestral
land, which is spelled by his exile, in his old age, to an American industrial center.
The whole production includes few novels - with no more than ten major works -
which makes its popularity and social impact seem disproportionate in relation to the
number of books published. One way of explaining this unevenness is the fact that it
became a useful ideological vehicle about the importance of keeping religion,
language and land together in order to preserve a French cultural heritage in North
America. The central message of the roman de la terre served the interests of
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foundational category for the nation as the essence of Francophone identity
is largely seen to reside in the rural landscape. By grounding cultural
identity in nature, the roman de la terre presents various characters who
seek to protect their heritage from change via foreign elements, since the
latter posed the threat not only of encroachment but ultimately of
assimilation. Nature is seen as an essential realm providing a secure anchor
to language and religion. By reading James Bay in the light of the
discursive categories created through the rural novel, my analysis seeks to
demonstrate how traditional constructions of nature continue to function
as constructions of national identity in contemporary Québec. They do so
through the reiteration of a Québécois "poetics" about the land - what I
also call a "mythico-poetic" framework - that has to a large extent given
rise to the "politics” of energy in James Bay: that is, to the struggles fought
over meaning, particularly the meaning of water, land, identity or the
environment. What I wish to argue in juxtaposing the poetics of land to the
politics of James Bay 1is that the narrative structure adopted by the
dominant discourse of the nation also contributes to determine its spatial
form. Indeed the images and texts surrounding James Bay articulated a
struggle over land between Québécois and Cree in such a way that cultural
geography and the production of space were placed squarely at the center

of the imagined community.

While Benedict Anderson has provided considerable insight into the
construct of the nation, his concept of an imagined community needs a
critical reading capable of questioning how communities imagine not only

themselves but also their territory and everything it contains through

Québec's religious elite at a time when this elite exercised a very strong influence on
the population. These points will be further discussed in Act 1. :
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dominant discourses. I believe Anderson's concept stops short of its goals
of de-essentializing the nation without sufficient analysis of the spaces
national imaginings are set against, and the mechanisms through which the
imagined community territorializes itself to assure its own cultural and
political survival. In the second edition of his Imagined Communities,
Anderson revisited his concept to address more directly how the "colonial"
state imagines the space of its power.27 He did so by examining three
important institutions: the census, the map and the museum. Through
these institutions, Anderson argues, the colonial state was able to examine
"the geography of its domain.” Despite these important revisions, the role
of "nature" in the imagining of comﬁlunities remains, I  suggest,
understated, and nmore specifically the ways in which nature is
"spatialized" - in the creation of a national territory. By emphasizing the
dynamic relation between nature and national imaginings, this study
explores how, in a nationalist context, the social relation to the land is also -

connected to the production of nature.

In James Bay, the process of state-formation through economic
development is one where the ’product of natural resources comes to the
forefront as 'a key elements of nation-building. I argue that although the
nature of "natural" resources produced through the discourse of industry is
qualitatively different from the nature imagined through rurality and an
agrarian economy, it retains some of its important elements: notably those
that ground notions of cultural identity. In short, resources become
naturalized in much the same way that the nation is homogenized in its

recourse to nature as a foundational category. Québec's claim to the North

27 Anderson, Imagined, pp. 163-164.
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was established by placing resources in nature, which involved a process
of separating them from the human sphere - that of the Cree - in which
they were already embedded. In short, produced as "natural” resources
thus became "national." This strategy rélied on the affirmation of a dualism
between nature and culture, with the Cree of course firmly locked into the
first category. Representing a central feature of the roman de la terre, this
dualism travels into James Bay although it does not necessarily do so
intact. Much of this thesis endeavours to trace that movement, and also to
account for what happens to Québécois concepts of land and nature once
they encounter Cree ‘understandings of these same categories. It is in that
encounter that a third element comes into sharper focus - that of rerritory
- which is produced simultaneously as a political and cultural entity in and

through the national imagination.

Locating theories

In examining the formation of this national territory and its links to
the cultural politics of James Bay energy, the roman de la terre provides an
important indication of how culture produces meanings that become taken
for granted as they are activated and actualized in social and economic
policy. Postcolonial theory has examined how culture actively constitutes

what we take to be material reality:

A central concern of postcolonialism is to elucidate - to dis-
close, to make visible - the relations between culture and
power. It aims to do so in such a way that culture is seen not as
superficial, not as a screen or a cover for supposedly more

fundamental (which for its critics typically means politico-
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economic) relations, and above all not as a 'reflection” of the
world. Culture is seen instead as a series of representations,
practices and  performances that enter fully into the

constitution of the world.28

Along these lines, representations of Québec's North during the 1970s can
be said to have renewed the region's importance by placing it at the center
of the province's economic development at a moment when Québécois
people were actively redefining their national identity. The North that was
reasserted for the Québécois during this period was simulstaneously a place
and a discourse. Both were equally material and discursive,‘ both actively
created the space of the "other" and the space of the "Québécois." These
categories acquire an additional layer of complexity because Francophones
in Québec often refer to themselves as "Nous autres Québécois”, thus
signaling their own histofy of marginalization as the defeated people of the
British Conquest. Through his study of Orientalism; Edward Said has called
attention to the intricate ways in which discourse is constitutive of
material reality as categories of meaning created in language become

spatialized. Using Michel Foucault's notion of discourse, Said asserts that:

[W]ithout examining Orientalism as a discourse one cvannot
possibly understand | the enormously systematic discipline by
which European culture was able to manage - and even
produce - the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily,
ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during th¢ post-

Enlightenment period.2®

28 D. Gregory, "(Post)colonialism and the Production of Nature" (unpublished
manuscript, 2001), p. 6.

29 E. Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979), p. 3.

31




Similar processes can be identified in the relationship between North and
South in Québec, yet it is important to remember that Said's critique of
Orientalism is specifically about the construct of the Orient and should not
be extended uncritically - nor be given carte blanche - to explain other
colonial geographies. While staying attuned to its context as well as to the
fact that theory often breaks down when it travels, I invoke Said's work
specifically as a set of tools for understanding how colonialism constructs
its objects. This process is neither smooth nor uncontested but rather
characterized' by ruptures, inconsistencies and oppositions, as is the
passage of colonialism from past to present. The projected "decolonizing" of
Québécois people through the Quiet Revolution and beyond has been
marked, I argue, by a simultaneous "recolonizing" - uneven as it is - in a
different language (French) and in a different space (in this study, James
Bay). Relevant to this process is a simple but telling distinction: capitalism,
such as it fueled the drive toward the "development” of a new region, is
inherently expansionist. Its production of space and nature could admit no
barrier to its advance in James Bay, as Bourassa indicated when he
launched the project without consultation with the Cree. On the other hand,
colonialism, even as it was intimately implicated in the Northern advance

of this capitalism, was predicated on the production of barriers, of a series

" "

of constitutive differences between "us" and "them", Québécois and Cree,
the colonizer and the colonized. In this imbrication of capitalism and
colonialism, race and class were further intertwined while the gap between
whites and natives waé, conversely, further widened. The phrase I have
already alluded to, which was repeated like a mantra since the beginning
of the project - "James Bay belongs to all the Québécois" - was an attempt

to cover over these differentiations, instabilities and gaps. Although there
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has been some effort in Québec to identify this process with more precision
and contest the essentialist terms of belonging in which it was conducted,
much work remains to be done: I envision the present thesis as a step in

that direction.

Development: ordering North and South

The spatial and discursive orderings the above expression suggests -
"James Bay belongs to all the Québécois” - are determined by the colonial
past of Canada and Québec; their productions of nature and space continue
to entrench what is in effect a colonial present. The James Bay story is a
narrative of conquest: that of nature as well as that of space, together as a
new national territory. After all, other large-scale works of engineering
had taken place in Québec before LG2 and would continue to do so even as
it was being built. Yet, I would argue that none of these realizations was
given comparable importance in the national imagination simply because
.they took place in areas that had long been settled and integrated into
Québec's sense of its history and geography3? When it came to James Bay,
the geographical distance between North and South was translated as a
temporal distance;3! seen as underpopulated - in large part even “"empty"

and therefore free for the taking, the conquering and exploitation of this

30 Although they were also momentous events, the building of the Place Ville Marie
high rise, the Québec City bridge, the Montréal metro or the Olympic stadium did not
embody the same territorial element as James Bay. Only the construction of the
Daniel Johnson dam on the Manicouagan river during the nineteen-sixties called
forth similar epic tones and was in many ways a rehearsal for James Bay. See Hogue
et al., Québec, pp. 299-331.

31 For a discussion of this concept, see J. Fabian, Time and the Other: how
anthropology makes its object (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983); A.

McClintock, Imperial Leather: race, gender and sexuality in the colonial contest (New
York and London: Routledge, 1995).
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remote region offered a chance to write another chapter of Québec's
history by inscribing new - and clearly very "modern" - markers of

presence over its physical territory.

In Québec, as elsewhere in Canada, the "North" was produced and
performed as a frontier of collective realization.3?2 There the retreat of a
raw, "wild”" nature was simultaneous with the advance of culture, broadly
signified through science and technology. Framing the North as virgin
territory - a solely physical mass devoid of any human geography - the
James Bay development scheme provided the means, at once material and
discursive, to access, transform and link this “"wilderness" to Québec's
South, while also keeping the two distinct. The Ilived and imagined
relations signified by these geographical markers of "North" and "South”
are reminiscent of those commonly invoked at the international scale, but
here the polarities are reversed. In Québec, the South is characterized by a
population belt in the St.-Lawrence valley which is  disproportionately
dense in comparison to what lies North of the fourty-ninth parallel.
Patterns of resource extraction, industrial development ‘and standard of
living reflect those that commonly determine, althqugh simplistically,

global North and South relations, with Southern Québec being significantly

32 The North has been broadly envisioned as a frontier of colonization in Canada in
ways that are reminiscent of Turner's concept of the Western frontier in the
American context. This view, however, does not account for a critical reading of
Turner's "frontier thesis" which regards it as the glorification of a long-drawn
process of colonial conquest and territorial dispossession for native Americans. If the
frontier thesis can at all be applied to Canadian history, its critique is of course also
relevant in the Canadian context. For further discussion see F. J. Turner, The Frontier
in American History (New York: Henry Holt, 1920); J. M. S. Careless, "Frontierism,
Metropolitanism, and Canadian History." In C.- Berger, ed., Approaches to Canadian
History (Toronto: University of Toronto, 1979), pp. 63-83; W. Cronon, G. Miles and J.
Gitlin, "Becoming West: toward a new meaning for Western history.” Im W. Cronon, G.
Miles and J. Gitlin, eds., Under an Open Sky: rethinking America's western past (New
York: Norton, 1992).
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more prosperous.33 The force of these evocations and the spaces they
materialize should be enough to persuade us that they are more than
discursive categories. In James Bay, the North became the per\llasive icon
of an imaginative geography with extraordinary performative and
practical force which gave the "new nationalism" of the 1970s some of its
hopeful appeal. The images it called forth - its frontiers and landscapes but
also its resources, regions and the technicalities of access to them - helped
to delineate the nation's inside and outside by assigning each cultural
group to its "proper" place. The latter categories were also constituted by a

Western understanding of development.

Building on some of Edward Said's ideas, recent theorists have
examined the imaginative geographies of development and the material
sites  constituted through the practices these social imaginaries
legitimate34 To see development as a discourse, these theorists argue,
enables us to trace its historical and geographical specificity .and to
problematize why so many societies endeavoured to "develop" themselves,
especially in the post-World War II period.33 In the context of this study, a
focus on the discourse of Northern development, such as it became

dominant through the James Bay project, allows me to show how the Cree

33 Barri Cohen remarks that: "The very word 'North' (which demands its own critical
commentary) is capitalized as a proper name in most native, Canadian government,
land-claim, public policy, scientific and geographical texts, signifying it as an object
of knowledge and surveillance in the spatio-political consciousness of Canada if not
North America. The south, on the other hand, bears a lower-case, connoting that its
power is dispersed across the nation, and hence dominant." In this thesis, I have
chosen to capitalize both in order to indicate their mutual constitution both as
concept and as place. B. Cohen, "Technological Colonialism and the Politics of Water.”
Cultural Studies 8.1 (1994), pp. 35-36.

34 See J. Crush, ed., Power of Development (London and New York: Routledge, 1995).
The book acknowledges those who critique Said for what they see as an over-reliance
on discourse at the expense of a political and economic analysis (p. 8).

35 A. Escobar, Encountering Development: the making and unmaking of the Third
World (Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995), p. 6.
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encounter ‘with development also meant an encounter with a new cultural
production of their environment: one which was left unmarked and thus
taken for granted by a good proportion of non-natives. From a Cree
perspective, however, Western development meant that "proper" river
inanagement would be determined not 1in relation to the day-to-day
practicalities of fish population, water quality or seasonal freeze-up and
thaw but in terms of water reserves, megawatts and potential surpluses.
Hydro developers became the new land managers through the building of
an energy network, and in that process the land itself was made new. In
the Québécois nationalist framework within which James Bay was
repositioned,” development began to resemble a liberafion discourse
whereby control over land and use of natural resources were seen as
legitimate means to guarantee the survival of a language and culture
under threat. Here my use of the term “liberation" outside of its usual
reference to the poorest of the poor is shocking but deliberate as it is
meant to disclose the complex power relations that determined the way in
which Québécois identity was mobilized by the project. Members of a
society of FEuropean origin whose past Was marked by colonial relations
with the British, the Québécois were able to effectively claim and articulate
a status that was at once subaltern and dominant in order to legitimate
their advance into native territories. I suggest that "development", like the
"nation”, also provided the conceptual and geographical tool-box that

supported this endeavour.

Geography of the field

City and wilderness
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That the discourse of development shapes material geographies
became abundantly cleér to me in the process of locating "the field" and
defining “"fieldwork".36 With an academic background in semiotics and
comparative literature, I had come to rely on the assumption that most of
what I needed to know, analyze or discuss could be found in a text. As a
result, the field was a new and unfamiliar concept when I set out to do
research for this project: 1 was unsure where to find it and, if by chance I
did, what to do in such a place. I had lived awziy from Montréal for nearly
seven years and my initial impulse once I had a proposal in hand was to go
back to the city where I was born. After two fieldtrips during which the
project unfolded between Vancouver, Saint-Eustache, Val d'Or, Montréal,

Radisson and Fort George, with occasional glimpses of Chisasibi and a few

interstitial touch-downs in native villages on the way, 1 realized how

strongly Montréal - and eventually other urban centers located in Québec
and in the United States - gathers these places to itself, and does so
according to the imaginative geographies of North and South that had been
produced by the James Bay project. Not surprisingly, this returned me to
the text for it was only through the process of writing, and from the
distance afforded by Vancouver, that 1 «could begin the work of
"ungathering”, of inserting Québec's largest metropolis back into those
other locations. There are many reasons for the prominence of a city in a
study that explores development in a region that is commonly perceived as

remote, isolated and untouched. Some of these reasons will unfold as the

36 For a discussion of key issues related to the experience of field and fieldwork from
a feminist perspective, see "Women in the Field: critical feminist methodologies and
theoretical perspectives” with contributions by H. Nast, C. Katz, A. Kobayashi, K.
England, M. Gilbert, L. Staeheli, and V. Lawson. Professional Geographer 46.1 (1994),
pp. 54-102.
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writing proceeds, others are more immediately linked to the fieldwork

experience in itself and I need to explain these here.

From an urban perspective, the first building phase in James Bay was
a media spectacle projected on a screen whose bright source of Ilight was
qualitatively different from the material spaces in which Cree people lived
their lives, and where they saw fheir landscapes irrevocably modified by
hydroelectric dévelopment. This "nature” of James Bay was produced for
consumption in the South and it was the details of that production 1 sought
to piece together during my first fieldtrip to Montréal, where I conducted
archival research for a period of nine months. During that period, and in an
additional two months the following year, my discomfort with the process
of fieldwork never relented. As with any research project, questions of
methodology arose at every turn: What angle would allow me to get to the
most important questions? What was the "right" method to gather the
materials that would best inform the thesis? How would 1 effectively
tackle endless boxes of dusty paperwork without losing focus, or my mind?
I wanted to trace the James Bay story, understand how the discursive
building blocks came together to form the imagined geography 1 had
known as a‘ Francbphone growing up during what was arguably Québec's
most nationalist .decade. My chief task was to scan newspapers and
magazines on dizzying microfiches, don white gloves to dig into pile after
pile of archival material, unearth pieces of paper that could come alive
with meahing but more often regained the musty dark from which they
had so briefly emerged. Wading through the flotsam of bureaucratic
everyday, I got a very real sense of how the past is at times collected -

accepted even - with little coherence or organization. Through this process,
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the archivists at Hydro-Québec, the Québec National Library and the
Fondation Lionel Groulx where I conducted the research were invaluable

for their help but also for their optimism.

Conducting/enacting research

While it is not usual to refer to the archives as "the field", the extent
to which access to documents depended on material circumstances and
physical ability surprised me. Going into the archives seemed to me an
embodied practice requiring not just mental but physical effort. I spent
long hours in badly ventilated places, moving boxes, breathing dust,
getting hungry or frustrated, needing help. I woke up early, got home late,
traveled through the city to libraries, universities and research centers to
find a book, talk, to someone, view a documentary. I wondered about
physical disability and the logistics of covering so much distance in such a
small time had I not the freedom of a healthy body and the luxury of
feeling safe in the public space of the city37 In the process, I came to
realize how archives can behave very much like interviewees. While they
tell some stories, they withhold others thus making our findings always
partial and context-specific. In this sense, archival research is fieldwork.
Archived texts are active agents of our research, framing and directing our
encounters with useful information in the same way that speaking éubjects
do. Tables of contents are the small talk that signals what may be there.
An unopened file forgotten when everything else has been put away

redirects the inquiry, the same way a recording machine so often does

37 Vera Chouinard and Ali Grant have discussed the issues associated with conducting
academic research in a heterosexist and ableist society. See V. Chouinard and A.
Grant, "On not Being Anywhere Near the 'Project’: revolutionary ways of putting
ourselves in the picture." Antipode 27.2 (1995), pp. 137-166.
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once turned off. There is a privacy to boxes of documents laid to rest in
unlit rooms; if the researcher is to entice them to come alive, to open
themselves to a public gaze, this requires the greatest of care. The archival
clerks behind the desks sometimes seemed to be the discrete guardians of
memories and institutions under too much scrutiny. As 1 requested a
picture, photocopy or box  of méterial, [ feared that I was divulging to
these custodians some of my own predispositions and biases in indicating
the direction of my research. This was, after all, Québec where nationalist
sensibilities are ever-present and near the surface but seldom dangerously
explosive. Combined with the fact that archives are not always adequately
organized, that the filing process can be sketchy and uneven, I came to
recognize that doing research is an experimental process, like throwing a
net which may catch a few interesting objects. Yet we so often set out to

capture the ocean.

These practical challenges were the easy part. Much more paralyzing -
was the uncanny sense that iny quest was somehow prurient and that I
needed to apologize for it. Through nine months of research, I created my
own James Bay archive which I took with me to Vancouver and revisited
for several months. During these months, I put together the skeleton of a
thesis which followed me back East, this time for a much more condensed
research trip; Over this shorter period, I conducted interviews with various
academics who had worked with the Cree, as well as with policy advisors
and environmentalists at Hydro-Québec and the Grand Council of the Cree.
In addition, I conducted a focus group with eight individuals (two men and
six women) who had worked in James Bay. These meetings were meant as

a way to share and situate my research and find points of connection with
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on-going issues concerning hydroelectric development in James Bay. Since
it was not my intention to write a thesis that would be based on
interviews, I did not use a tape recorder but took notes which I would
transcribe and comment on after each meeting, and use as a guide for my
writing. Interestingly, the absence of a tape recorder seemed to allow for
freer interaction during these discussions; yet the latter also generated
some surprises when people expressed their biases, even their prejudices,
with disarming  frankness. Though they are not analyzed at length in the
thesis, these encounters provided an important layer of understanding of
the James Bay project that I could not have grasped by focusing solely on

the archives.

In addition to these meetings conducted in Montréal, I flew up North
to visit Hydro-Québec's installations on the La Grande river, and meet with
some people in Radisson and see Chisasibi - old and new since I was lucky
enough to make it to the island of Fort George.?8 Throughout these travels
and various encounters - real fieldwork as this second research trip was
meant to be - I tried diligently to speak of and about my own people, the
"Québécois people”, even as I realized that the term Québécois had no fixed
meaning which I could readily enlist for the purposes of my project. I felt

at times like an ‘"imperial traveler" meant to view the field from the

38 Now that construction has been completed on the La Grande river, the village of
Radisson  continues to  house mostly Hydro-Québec employees who run the
installations and is the only permanent white settlement in  the territory.
Approximately one hundred kilometers West is the native village of Chisasibi which
stands where the La Grande meets the bay; it was relocated to the mainland from Fort
George 1island in 1987. The increase in water debit caused by the damming of the La
Grande had rendered movement to and from the island difficult by keeping the river
from freezing in the winter and accelerating the rate of erosion of its banks. A
traditional summer gathering place for the nomadic Cree people, Fort George had
become a fur trading post in the 17th century. It is now a depopulated yet intensely
lived place as Chisasibi people return to their houses on the island for vacations,
reunions or to celebrate various holidays.
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detached perspective supposedly afforded by my grasp of Western
knowledge3® At other times, I was right back into my Québécitude
("Québécois-ness"), a pure laine with all the labels, legacies and emotions
such a designation entails.#® This made the field of vision significantly
more manageable, but it also brought about a somewhat uncomfortable
sense that my research was getting too personal4! To complicate matters,
as someone who had been studying and living comfortably in English for
several years, I was also genuinely "Anglo" when interacting with that
other segment of 'Québécois society for whom daily life is mostly conducted
in English. I came to realize that - contrary to the pure laine - 1 was much
more detached from my Anglo identity and thus more at ease to conduct
research as a hybrid, and therefore harder to pinpoint, bilingual subject.
This was ironic since in fact, territorially speaking, all of us were
Québécois, whether Anglophone, Francophone or Cree. Yet, the nationalist
politics surrounding James Bay are proof that this territorial basis of
identification - "We are all Québécois because we live in a place called
Québec” - is still on shaky ground. What I learned from all this, in a
decisively applied | way, is that research is performative; by this I mean
that it calls on various aspects of a researcher's identities and that it is
through the process of deploying these identities that research takes

place#? In my experience then, research was not conducted so much as

39 M. L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: travel writing and transculturation (New York and
London:  Routledge, 1992). See also E. Said, "Representing the Colonized:
anthropology's interlocutors.” Critical Inquiry 15 (1989), pp. 205-225.

40 The expression pure laine (pure wool) is often used in Québec to designate
Francophones whose ancestry is thought to be directly linked to the original French
settlers. It can be used in a pejorative sense to signify a lack of openness to diversity.
41k. England, "Getting Personal: reflexivity, positionality, and feminist research."
The: Professional Geographer 46 (1994), pp. 80-89.

42 For a discussion of performativity in relation to gender, see chapter three in J.
Butler, Gender Trouble (New York and London: Routledge, 1990), pp. 79-141. See also
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enacted as I constantly repositioned myself to hear different stories. If
James Bay had ©been a spectacle during my childhood, research
accomplished several years later allowed me to rethink, act upon and open
up the very spectatorship that had partly created my own subject position

as a Québécoise.

Redirecting the gaze / relocating the field

For these reasons, my approach was informed by Donna Haraway's
influential concept of "situated knowledges”" where she proposes that all
knowledge is acquired from somewhere, thus always articulating a
particular - or rather "many" particular - subject position(s). Haraway's
argument was developed in dialogue with what she saw as a need to
develop a feminist version of objectivity that would escape totalization and
relativism, which are both ways of "being nowhere while claiming to be
everywhere equally”, a process she identifies as the god-trick43 Haraway's
call to counter Western science's view from nowhere with views from
somewhere problematizes vision and the binary oppositions it reproduces:
"Feminist objectivity is about limited location and situated knowledge, not
about transcendence and splitting of subject and object. In this way we

might become answerable for what we learn to see."¢4 Given the initial -

A. Coffey, The Ethnographic Self: fieldwork and the representation of identity
(London: Sage, 1999). :

43 D. Haraway, "Situated Knowledges: the science question in feminism _and the
privilege of partial perspective." In . Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: the reinvention
of nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 191. For a more geographical approach to
Haraway's concept, see also G. Rose, "Situating Knowledges: positionality, reflexivities
and other tactics." Progress in Human Geography 21 (1997), pp. 305-320.

44 Haraway, Situated, pp. 190. For an elaboration of this concept and of the politics of
vision, see G. Rose, "Looking at Landscape: the uneasy pleasures of power." In
Feminism and Geography (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), pp. 86-
112; C. Katz, "All the World is Staged: intellectuals and the projects of ethnography.”
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 10 (1992), pp. 495-510.
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context in which I had learned to see James Bay (what I have called "the
view from the balcony"), Haraway's work and that of her critics offered
some invaluable tools as I undertook this project. It encouraged me to
keep drawing links between biography aﬁd research rather than to split
them apart. In turning the gaze onto my own ways of seeing - what
Haraway called adopting partial perspective - 1 found a‘site from which
my research could open up and enable me to build connections. While I
sympathize with the criticism positionality has given rise to - chiefly, that
it can distract from the goals of research by focusing too much attention on
the researcher - 1 strongly believe that this process did not limit but
enlarge my perspective. The images of my childhood and how they molded
my subjectivity as a Francophone were my first exploration into the role
James Bay played in shaping the ‘term  "Québécois” as a reference of
identity. I am only one subject of that era, but I was also constituted as a
Québécoise through it, which connects my viewing place in a suburban
neighbourhood to a larger social and political sphere. In this - sphere, the
Cree, the Québécois, the dams, the rivers, Bourassa, the aborted Great
Whale project, the workers, the planners or myself are all' important and

interrelated actors.

If ethnography was involved in this research project then, it was an
ethnography of myself and of the Quebécois, exploring the cultural
relationship to space and place that was reiterated through James Bay. My
discomfort about asking the Cree to become, yet again, the providers of
cultural information about land and nature was eased by making myself
and my own culture's relationship to these things the engine of this

inquiry. To some extent, this explains why the Cree are not as present as
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they should be in this thesis. Throughout the research, I struggled with the
issue of how to develop a relationship with some Cree people in which they
would be more like partners in the inquiry than “informants." The
elaboration of such a relationship takes time and will no doubt unfold over
the course of many upcoming years of . research. For me the attempt to
build such a relationship was complicated by issues of academic
"discipline”: indeed, my interest in questions of culture did not make me an
anthropologist no more than my interest in questions of space limited my
role to that of a geographer. Many anthropologists have studied the Crees
and worked with them, becoming some of their strongest advocates
through their battle for territorial rights.45 Although their work was an
invaluable stepping stone for my research, Iv felt strongly that my
academic background and the underlying goal of the thesis - to question
the cultural politics that sought to appropriate James Bay resources "for all
the Québécois" - called for a different kind of interaction with native
people in James Bay: one' which would be based on their agency as political
subjects interacting with Québec's attempts at nation-building. But for such
a relationship to evoive, the process of that nation-building in Cree land
had to become clearer to me. And it was this that finally - and I think
necessarily - redirected where 1 had imagined "the field" to be and what I
should do in such a place. The agency of the Cree in giving representation
to their territorial practices and defending their land was what had
initially drawn me to this research. The clashing between them and other
Québécois over resources in James Bay has produced new structures of

government for each group as well as redefined their concepts of

45 Among others, see in bibliography the work of H. Feit; T. Morantz; T. Morantz and
D. Francis; R. Preston; R. Salisbury; C. Scott; A. Tanner.
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nationality, both shared and separate. It is that interface making its way
through text, people, archives and dams that constitutes "the field", and
must be further understood if conflicts over land in Northern Québec are fo
be resolved more equitably. This thesis represents a first and partial step

in negotiating this complex terrain.

See what you will see: Power from the North

"But Lévesque,” ([the executive] kept on repeating in a voice
colored by several whiskeys, "how can people like you imagine
you can run Shawinigan Water and Power?"

"People like you."' Or better still, people like you Québécois. This
was exactly the way the British and French had treated the
Egyptians a few years before: how the devil did people like
that think they could run the Suez Canal?

"My friend," I replied, "just wait a little and you will see what

you will see."*6

These are the words in which René Lévesque recounted a meeting
with an anglophone energy executive shortly before Hydro-Québec took
over the last privately owned utilities of the province in 1962. Lévesque's
response - "you will see what you will see"” - to the executive's arrogant
remark anticipated what James Bay was to become: the project was
literally a show. Its many installments were watched on TV and followed
in the daily papers. It had heroes and villains, moments of victory as well
as defeat, and brought on stage some of the most well-rehearsed themes of

Western civilization; including the encounter with the rebellious other or

46 R. Lévesque, Memoirs, pp. 181-182, my emphasis.
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the inevitable triumph of progress and modernization. On the day that our
neighbour exhibited a mammoth machine to his neighbourhood audience,
the effort of imagination that was required of us to envision this immense
hydroelectric project required also a simultaneous imagining of the nation:
one which rested primarily on the spectacular enframing of its territory. In
that spectacle was the possibility of decolonization for the Québécois. With
its state-of-the-art engineering structures that could divert and control the
course of rivers, James Bay was truly a larger-than-life  spectacle
seemingly put on with the willful intent of showing what those who had
been disparagingly known as ‘“"water carriers" were capable of doing#7

Indeed Lévesque was right, we would see what we would see.

This dramatic unfolding was meant to reach some closure in October
1979 when the first completed powerhouse (LG2) brought together Robert
Bourassa and René Lévesque, who by then had become Premier of Québec,
with the latter officially setting into motion the turbines which would
generate James Bay's first electricity. It seems fitting that the climax of
this show never reached its TV audience: a mysterious sabotage operation
broke off communication at the precise moment when Lévesque was to
activate the mechanism that would symbolically turn on the giant

machinery.48 This, 1 believe, is significant because we cannot start to

47 Referring to a type of labour often performed by them in the past, the Québécois
were designated as porteurs d'eau to indicate their low socio-economic status. The
term is significant in the context of James Bay. The fact that poor, landless French-
Canadians were often reduced to this kind of work frequently becomes a point of
reference for showing the progress and development of the Québécois via Hydro-
Québec. Channeling vast quantities of water through a  state-of-the-art  energy
network across the province, they are still symbolically connected to their past as
"water carriers” but have managed to evolve into a fully modern and prosperous
society. :

48 There was an inquiry into this sabotage which was suspected of having been
perpetrated by disgruntled union members. However, I have not been able to trace
details concerning the result of this inquiry in the Hydro-Québec archives.
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understand the spectacular politics of James Bay without Staying attentive
to what does not make it onto the screen or into the realm of public view.
In the same way that fieldwork entailed creative and evolving strategies,
so should the writing stay attuned to the blindfolds and biases of
representations. I have tried to acknowledge these by constructing the
thesis as a series of "Acts" rather than chapters. Each is devised as a
window for looking at James Bay, each makesv some things visible while
leaving others backstage. This simple semantic shift is meant to remind the
reader that even as distinct characters come to the foreground, others
stand back but continue to inform how the events unfold. Geraldine Pratt
has remarked that in addition to challenging ways of seeing, researchers
must also look for other modes of representing their work since text tends

to privilege the ‘"indicative" mood, telling us "what is when what
motivates research is usually the attempt to push beyond the very limits
of that question.#? Thirty years of conflict over James Bay have seen a
battle to produce the “truth" of that space: this also, I believe, is a
limitation on what can be learned from James Bay. Although this thesis is
overdetermined by text, my nod to the performative in structuring these
words is meant to acknowledge their constituitive frame, their biases and

their structuring absences, and thus hopefully push the debate beyond

truth-making.

Much writing 1in recent British and North American human
geography has sought to assert the role of representation in the politics of

space as well as that of space in the politics of representation.’? By framing

49 G. Pratt, "Research Performances." Environment and Planning D: Society and
Space 18.5 (2000), p. 649.

50 gee H. Lefebvre, La Production de Il'espace (Paris: Editions Anthropos, 1974); D.
Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (London: Croom Helm, 1984); D.
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James Bay as a series of Acts where different actors, objects and events
interact, my intent is also to explain how every representation of space
also locates a subject position. When a Cree hunter is unable to convey,
even through a translator, the size of his trapline in an exclusively white
court of law, it becomes evident that the struggle over the space of James
Bay was also fought on a discursive terrain; that is, over the categories that
shape perception, guide spatial relations and lay the ground of
subjectiv-ity._51 In discussing these categories, the thesis begins by retracing
key moments in Québec's colonial past and then proceeds with three
distinct Acts: Act [ discusses dominant themes of the roman de la terre
and how they have articulated notions of land and nature for the
Québécois; Act 2 focuses on how James Bay was brought into view as a
landscape of progress, prosperity and national realization under Robert
Bourassa's leadership; Act 3 examines the geography of the workcamp and
the role played by representations of labour solidarity in anchoring a
symbolic of "the people." Interspersed in-between these sections are
portfolios that signal the importance images played in the “staging" of
James Bay for a distant audience. I have gathered some key images into
separate portfolios as a support for the text but also as a way to emphasize
the visual intensity - of the project during the initial building years. Like the
Acts that compose this thesis, each portfolio identifies -a dominant viewing

point and suggests the role of the gaze in shaping this position. In each of

Cosgrove and S. Daniels eds., The Iconography of Landscape (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988); T. Barnes and J. Duncan, Writing Worlds: Discourse, Text and
Metaphor in the Representation of Landscape (New York and London: Routledge,
1992); J. Duncan and D. Ley eds., Place/Culture/Representation (New York and
London: Routledge, 1993); G. Rose, Feminism and Geography (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1993).

51 Boyce Richardson describes this event and others like it in his book Strangers
Devour the Land, op. cited.
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these Acts and portfolios, I approach the cultural landscapes of James Bay
not as a basis for, mirror of or commentary on the ‘political economy of the
province. For me these landscapes are closely connected to the political
economy of Québec, and nationalism represents the glue, at once fluid and

solid, between territory, resources and population.

When I visited the dams I was at first disconcerted by the difficulty
of separating the imaginative geography that filled my head from the
physical structures that I was contemplating. Although various platforms
along the guided tour were meant to provide the distance of spectatorship,
mental pictures merged with the actual engineering works I was seeing:
there stood the escalier de géant, underground cathedral and modern
pyramids that had so often beckoned me from my childhood TV screens.
There stood the wide open spaces that disarmed me in the way they
demanded to be viewed as the very wilderness I had gone there to take
apart. Even more puzzling was the fact that my critical analysis of this
concept could do little to shake the fear of becoming lost which .I
experienced when I first looked across the La Grande river to what seemed
like a limitless expanse of land. I felt as though my body had turned inside
out to become part of a mute landscape where everything rested,
speechless. But that feeling was short-lived. Standing on the same spot a
day later I realized that a constant buzzing sound pervaded the whole
scene as electricity climbed the wires from the powerhouse. The only
silence there had been in this landscape was in the mental picture I
carried with me. My visit also encompassed the trace of familiar sites who,
to my surprise, had now vanished from their initial place but were

reemerging in different clothes, some of them meant for the tourist

50.




industry. The spaces where labourers ate and slept, had a beer, thought of
going South; a huge cafeteria where the rare female construction worker
edged her way through a tangle of eyes; Fort George in the winter holding
against a faster river now rushing away with its banks. Without a doubt
these various sites born from the national imagination of Québec were now
part of a new sense of place, along with its new physical geography.
Consequently, this research shows that cultural geography is in some sense
a physical geography, and that the academic division between them is a
boundary which we must incessantly question,  especially when dealing

with environmental struggles.

As someone shaped for the first twenty years of my life by an almost
exclusively white francophone milieu, James Bay throws my attachment to
all these geographies into ambiguity. With my native language stretching
thinner the further I get from ﬁome, I miss the neighbourhoods where
French could be taken for granted and recognize why control over space is
so often viewed as the safest means of cultural survival. These many
shades ’of belonging are recalled in the image of the large piece of
machinery that clogged up our street on a sunny Saturday afternoon. A
few cars had to drive half-way onto the sidewalk and very slowly to
detour around this gigantic mass out on a limb. Later, I went up to our
balcony to see our neighbour turn his noisy engines on, blow his horn a
few times, then move up the street while waving at us. Maneuvering with
great caution, he managed to go around the block - no doubt shocking a
few more residents with the size of his cargo - and reappeared facing the
boulevard. Then he turned away from view to go rejoin the highway that

would take him along an unfathomable distance up North, to James Bay
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where - ironically enough - none of us lived. I remember being elated by
the whole event and talking about it with my sister for many days to
come. Yet, it left us with a curious feeling that perhaps we did not ponder
long enough and which this thesis is an attempt to revive: What exactly

had been the purpose of this exhibition and who precisely was it meant

for?
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Le printemps des solitudes nordiques

I

Baie-James :
I'Energie pour les Québécois,
ce a I'énergie de Québécois.

COMPAGNIE PETROLIERE IMPERIALE LTEE

Figure 9: Power for the Québécois
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UVELABLE QUI NOUS APPARTIENT

UNE SOURCE D'ENERGIE RENO

8 Enecgle et
Ressources
Québac

Figure 10: A source of energy that belongs to us




Laval, October 17, 1982 Vancouver, November 4, 2001

v

lt is a cold Sunday night, | turn on the TV to see it filled with a bright landscape of rock

and sky suddenly inundating the room beyond the screen. After moving over a large body of

water, the camera comes to a full stop onto a grand piano which is resting, awkward, crooked

and surprisingly miniature on one of the stairs _of the escalier de géant. The familiar spillway
towers above the piano, threatening to wash this pebble away by unleashing torrents of water in
a second. French singer Gilbert Bécaud is undisturbed as he plays the piano and sings into a
microphone. The scene looks too vast and windy for his words to be captured into this tiny
device; | suspect they have long been swept up by the cold air and what | am hearing is a studio
recording barely matching his moving lips. "Mister 100 000 volts in James Bay" is the title of
this special program. | am mesmerized. There has never been a show like this in the cramped

universe of Sunday television.

Song follows after song in this windswept staée. Bécaud looks debonair wearing a well
cut suit, hands in his pockets or holding a cigarette as he sings a duo with a youﬁg star of the
Québécois music scene,bMartine St-Clair. Something about a lost love, they sing with their
backs turned to each other. Then it is a native child sitting alone at the piano, crying. Or Bécaud
aQain, next to a teepee and fire, also shedding a tear as he sing about "The Indian." There is a
drama unfolding here, too big for this screen and at the same time diminished by the
ridiculousness of this production, only | do not understand what this drama is. A dancer stands
on top of the LG2 dam taking wide leaps into the air. His bare body against the rocks makes me
cringe, as do these linear cuts into the land, the giant stairs, the spiliway, the dam- turned into a
television set. | feel uncomfortable but compelled to watch, not just the songs, but also every
sponsor's message. It is late into the evening when the credits finally roll off the screen. “This
special presentation was brought to you by the SDBJ, SEBJ, the Radisson regional bureau,
Nordair, Hydro-Québec..." The names flow upstream against the rocky face of the escalier de

géant like water being sucked back into the reservoir, against the regular course of the river.
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PROLOGUE

Appeals to the past are among the commonest of strategies in
interpretations of the 'present. What animates such appeals is
not only disagreement about what happened in the past and
what the past was, but uncertainty about whether the past
really is past, over and concluded, or whether it continues,
albeit in different forms, perhaps.

Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism, p. 3.
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Any explanation of nationalism in Québec needs to take account of
the fact that social and economic processes which take place all across
Canada are here captured by a strong discourse of identity predicated on
key events that shaped the social world of what used to be a French, then
a British colony. If Lévesque's defiant warning - "You will see what you
will see" - anticipated the nationalization of electricity and the "spectacle"
of economic development across the province, it also harked back to
complex colonial relations that have produced the space and society of
Québec over a long period of time. It is thosé relations that so strongly
contribute to the maintenance of what 1 have called a "colonial present” in
the Northern part of the province: a present where culture but also nature
have been enrolled into heterogeneous regimes of power. Through the
conjunction of both, territory has forcefully emerged as the material
expression of a distinct national identity for the Québécois. This identity is
founded culturally through space but also economically, ideologically and
politically, each category bleeding into | the other to form what can be

regarded as a Québécois "territoriality."l

1 »Sur le socle que dresse la réalité socio-culturelle, le territoire témoigne d'une

appropriation a la fois économique, idéologique et politique (sociale donc) de l'espace,
par des groupes qui se donnent une représentation particuliére d'eux-mémes, de leur
histoire, de leur singularité." / "On the platform that socio-cultural reality erects for
itself, territories signify an appropriation of space - which is at once economic,
ideological and political (social then) - by groups that fashion a particular
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Countless practices through the centuries are at the root of this
territoriality, some of them figuring more predominantly than others in
the collective memory. While farming was by no means the only
productive activity pursued by French-Canadians in early Québec, ‘the
settling of agricultural lands and the rural way of life that de\}eloped
around them have fashioned- distinct cultural and material landscapes
charged with a nationalist content that continues to impact Québécois
identity. Such content 1is highly malleable and always subject to
contestation, each of its articulations draws from and contributes to a
multi-faceted iconography thét gives meaning to place and the national
community.2 This iconography may symbolize the land but is not
immobilized by it; on the contrary, it travels and is reconfigured without
losing the force of its dominant meanings.? In James Bay, the integration of
a newly developing region into the national fold necessitated the
revivifying and - in a very applied sense - “transplantation" of an
attachment to place, meant to foster a commitment to provide the land
with the political, industrial and economic structures that could bring
about its prosperity. How this attachment was envisioned and sought to
secure itself to the -North turned physical geography into a political

territory. In the pan-Canadian context, Audrey Kobayashi remarks that:

representation of themselves, their history, and their singularity." G. Di Méo,
"Géographies tranquilles du quotidien: une analyse de 1la contribution des sciences
sociales et de la géographie a 1'étude des pratiques spatiales." Cahiers de Géographie
du Québec 43.118 (1999), pp. 75-93.

2 For a discussion of the links between iconography, landscape and cultural memory,
see D. Cosgrove and S. Daniels, eds., The Iconography of Landscape: essays on the
symbolic  representation, design, and use of past environments (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988).

3 "Les symboles de Il'iconographie ne sont d'ailleurs pas rivés au sol. Ils circulent
avec la diffusion des idées et les mouvements des hommes. Cette circulation des
iconographies accroit encore la fluidité de la carte politique.” J. Gottmann, La
Politique des Etats et leur géographie (Paris: Armand Colin, 1952), p. 223.
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The interests of Canadian citizens are as diverse as the
landscapes of francophone  Trois-Riviéres, the Kahnawake
Indian Reservation, Vancouver's Chinatown and Toronto's old
elite district of Rosedale. Such places must be seen, therefore,
not simply as cultural landscapes, but as manifestations of
political objectives that - cannot be accommodated without

struggle and contradiction.4

Nowhere 1is this politicisation of geography better exemplified than- in the
struggle over James Bay resources: indeed, the Québécois fought this
struggle "on the ground" with the Cree, but also simuitaneously through
the cultural production of the region as a series of landscapes that were at
once new and familiar for the South, and highly relevant to its political and
economic interests. These landscapes are the various scenes that compose
this thesis and, accordingly, I too envision my analysis of them as a
political project. As will become clear in the writing, the - central goal of
such a project is to challenge some of the more enduring boundaries of the
Québécois nation and open them to the diversity of its population. Like
other Canadian provinces, Québec must change and adjust to the
increasingly multicultural composition of its people. From a geographical
point of view, this is more easily accomplished in relation to urban space
than to rural or sparsely populated areas. -Cultural difference and ethnicity
have started to become theorized in Québec through the space of the city,
envisioning it as fragmented, multiple and crisscrossed by various identity

claims that are expressed spatially. In contrast, the rest of the national

4 A. Kobayashi, "Multiculturalism: representing a Canadian Institution.” In J. Duncan
and D. Ley, eds., Place/Culture/Representation (New York and London: Routledge,
1993), p. 224.
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territory appears disproportionately blank, = abstracted and taken for
granted; especially the North which- remains deceptively homogenous in
the Québécois national imagination. The fact that Bourassa could launch
James Bay without notifying its local population is a powerful example of
the material implications of such homogenous constructions of space, and
their cohsequeﬁces for native communities. While the Cree have since
strongly - expressed their presence on the land and reinscribed their own
narratives of belonging in James Bay, the other non-urban spaces native
people inhabit across Québec - whether it be the countryside, the reserve,
the North, or the Great North - continue to be represented as blank in
renditions of the nation as a spatio-political unit. Therefore, each act that
composes this thesis represents my own attempt to give back some of the
space of the Québécois’ nation to the multiple communities that compose it,
not by speaking for them but by naming the processes whereby my own |

culture's relationship to space sought to represent itself as universal.

Before turning to this analysis, I need to describe some Kkey moments
in Québec's history that repeatedly flash through notions of nature, land,
and identity such as they have been configured in James Bay. There has
been extensive research on the historical geography of the province and an
inclusive account would necessitate a more detailed discussion of the

literature than is relevant here5 Rather, I have chosen three dominant

5 See, among others, the following studies about the history and geography of
Québec: R. C. Harris, The Seigneurial System in Early Canada: a geographical study
(Sainte-Foy, = Québec: Les Presses de 1'Université Laval, 1966); F. Ouellet, Histoire
économique et sociale du Québec 1760-1850 (Montréal and Paris: Fides, 1966); L.
Dechéne, Habitants et marchands de Montréal au XVIle siécle (Paris: Plon, 1974). See
also the following three volumes of the Québec historical atlas: S. Courville et al.,, Le
Pays laurentien au XIXe siécle: les morphologies de base (Sainte-Foy, Québec: Les
Presses de 1'Université Laval, 1995); S. Courville et al., Population et territoire(Sainte-
* Foy, Québec: Les Presses de 1'Université Laval, 1996); C. Boudreau, S. Courville and N.
Séguin, Le Territoire (Sainte-Foy, Québec: Les Presses de 1'Université Laval, 1997).
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constellations of events which 1 refer to, summarily, as the British
conquest and early rule, the nineteenth century rural ideal and the
conquéte du sol. 1 approach each of them not so much as a time period but
rather as an important ideological emblem of social relations and political
events whose memory has been active beyond their immediate context
and spatialized anew over time: a process which continually reactivates
their meaning in new and different environments and allows them to
become inéreasingly takén-for—granted. The repeated extension, recycling
and re-spatializing of these meanings contributes to their
decontextualisation and, in a a sense, misinterpretation; yet such is the
process of rémembering, with the consequence that any study -of nation-
building should seek to- understand the past not only as a set of events but
also as a set of discourses. What follows then tries to account for how the
three above-mentioned sets of events are interrelated but also, and
perhaps more importantly, how they have fashioned the dominant
.discourse of Québécois identity into the twentieth century. My iﬁtent is not
to offer the definitive version of each of them but to understand how they
helped prepare the ground for the production of James Bay as a Québécpis

cultural landscape pushing into Cree territory.

The }Briti'sh Conquest and early rule
From French to British America

It is difficult to speak of the conquest of New France by the English
(1760-63) outside of the various ideological positions that have presented

these events either as a benefit to the French-Canadian population or as its

greatest evil, with various shades of meaning in between. I will address




these debates in discussing the conquest, but I need to lay out a few

historical markers before doing so.

French settlement in what is today Canada was formally undertaken
in 1603 when King Henry IV of France chartered the colony of Acadia,
sending there, in the following year, some eighty colonists who would
attempt to live through the winter.® A disastrous death toll - thirty-five
died of scurvy that year - gravely weakened this initial implantation.
French settlement did, however, move west along the St.-Lawrence river
and continued to spread inland in pursuit of the fur trade: "By the 1680s,
French fur traders had built posts around the Great Lakes, on the
Mississippi River, and well into the Canadian Shield north of Lake Superior;
farther north, the Hudson's Bay Company had established several river-
mouth posts on James and Hudson .Bays."7 With fishery and fur-trading
constituting the main economic activities of the colony, any agriculture that
subsequently developed in the St.-Lawrence valley during the eighteenth
century did so as a way of fulfilling the subsistence needs of the families in

placed

The establishment of a military presence was also a mainstay of
economic activity in the early colonial outposts of New France as settlers

were fighting battles with the Indian Nations and trying to curb the

6 Jacques Cartier and the Sieur de Roberval had made earlier attempts (in 1541 and
1543) to establish a colony near the present site of Québec city but with no success.
See J. G. Reid, "The 1600s: French Settlement in Acadia." In J. M. Bumsted, ed.,
Interpreting Canada's Past - Volume One(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp.
47, 51. \

7 C. Harris, "The Pattern of Early Canada." The Canadian Geographer/Le Géographe
canadien 31.4 (1987), pp. 291. .

8 Ibid., p. 294.
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economic power of their Europeén rivals across the territory? French and
English rivalries mounted as each power sought to secure its colonial bases
and expand overseas trade. A decisive battle took place in 1759 on thé
Plains of Abraham near Québec City, with generals Wolfe and Montcalm
leading the opposing armies. Montcalm's troops were defeated and Québec
surrendered at  that time, followed by Montréal in September of the next
year.l 0 This effectively underwrote the conquest of New France by the
~ British - which was later ratified by the Treaty of Paris in 1763 - and
meant that the geographical expansion and colonial hold of the French
throughout the continent was severely curtailed. It has been estimated
that 65 000 French colonists resided in Canada at the time of the conquest,
in what was then the St.-Lawrence. colony.!'1 This population now forms
the bulk of Canadian French speakers and - although smaller French-
speaking communities exist elsewhere in Canada - has remained
centralized in what has become the province of Québec. Francophones
constitute the majority of the province in a proportion of approximately 80

per cent.

The defeat on the Plains of Abraham and the events that
immediately ensued were followed by three important edicts by the

British Crown that, for French settlers, defined the approach of the new

9 The "Indian Wars", as they are known, were fought with the Iroquois on the shores
of the St.-Lawrence. Between 1608 and 1760, Canada experienced less than fifty years
of peace. See W. J. Eccles, "The Social, Economic, and Political Significance of the
Military Establishment in New France." In A. 1. Silver, ed., An Introduction to
Canadian History (Toronto: Canadian Scholar's Press, 1991), pp. 57-76. Eccles
concludes his article by stating that "for the better part of two centuries war, and the
threat of war, was one of the great staples of the Canadian economy" (p. 76).

10 For details of these battles, see J. Lacoursiér