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resources which they had gained only after a hard struggle with the
federal government in 1930.

There was a time when these interests had been exclusively
defended by Gardiner in Saskatchewan and Garson in Manitoba.
After 1957, however, the Liberal Party became more centralized and
less tolerant of regional demands. The metropolitan areas of the east
were regarded as the primary sources of political strength. To this end,
reforms in the party organization were introduced by Walter Gordon,
a confida nt of Lester Pearson, and with the assistance of Keith Davey,
who engineered the defeat of Diefenbaker in 1963. The activities of the
reformers outraged Saskatchewan's Ross Thatcher, who criticized
them as spokesmen for the geographic centre and the philosophic left.

Beca use Canada was becoming a more decentralized federation,
with provincial governments seeking and acquiring greater power and
influence, the federalists were increasingly frustrated . Because their
program of bi-lingualism was so unpopular in the West, Pearson
adopted the co ncept of multi-culturalism as a government policy, but
he had been forestalled by the prairie governments who introduced
school instruction in languages other than English and French. Thus
they, in a highly visible way, had recognized the variety of et hnic
groups within their boundaries, and had , in the author's words,
"blunted the impact of the federal government's multi-cultural
policies."

Smith claims "the Liberal Party has been the author of its own
demise in western Canada ." He supports this contention in a wide
ranging and closely-reasoned argument. T his is a work of na tional
importance and will be welcomed by all concerned with the study of
Canadia n politics and government.

Lewis H. Thomas
Department of History
University of Alberta

AVoice in the La nd: Essays By and About R udy Wiebe, Edited by W.
J. Keith. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1981. pp. 254, $16 .95, cloth, $8.95,
paper.

With the publication of Peace Shall Destroy Many in 1962, Rudy
Wiebe established himself as a writer to be reckoned with, and since the
novel was set in Saskatchewan, the term "regional" was at once applied
to him. His reputation as a "regional" writer seemed to be confirmed
and strengthened with the publication of his monumental novels The
Temptations oj Big Bear (1973) and The Scorched- Wood People
(1977).
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Of course, Rudy Wiebe is a writer of the Canadian West, of the
prairie, and since he so strongly identifies himself with that region, he is
a "regional" writer. But that label ob scures as much as it reveals , a nd
the recent publication of A Voice in the Land. which brings together
interviews with Wiebe and essays by and about him, allows us to ga in a
clearer perception of what precisely , in his case, th e appela tion
"regional" means.

Several of his interviewers rai se the question. Brian Berg ma n,
saying to Wiebe that, more than any other Canadian writer, he is "a
prairie writer," ask s him: "Do you ever worry about being labelled a
regio na list?" (p. 167). George Melnyk opens an interview by as king
poi nt -b la nk : "Do you consider yo urs elf a regional writer?" (p. 204).

To Bergman, Wiebe replies by cit ing th e case of William Faulk
ner. Faulkner, says Wi ebe, did not worry "about being a regionalist."
For Faulkner, the little corner of th e ea rth out of which he crea ted his
fictional world wa s sufficient to "go o n fo reve r, end less ly, explori ng
the human condition." As for himself, he says, since he ha s "t hree
hundred thousand miles of prairie to work with," he doesn't have to
worry. And if Faulkner is to be called a regionalist , th en he will acce pt
th at definit ion, too (p. 167).

To Meln yk' s question he gives what see ms at firs t glance a n
unequivocal an swer. "I don't like to think of myself as a reg io nal
writer." But he goes on to say th at a novelist mu st be rooted in a place
a nd deal with particular people, since there's no suc h thing as writi ng
about people in general. He 's not sure whether the term "regional" has
any meaning in a co unt ry th at's so vas t a nd va ried as Ca na da . Ind eed, a
ce rta in kind of regional ism d isturbs him because it's based on stereo
typ es acce pted by both write rs a nd read ers a nd lead s inev ita bly to
hackneyed per ception s of reality. Thus th e West is fo rever associa ted
with th e Depression, and he' s tired of t he co ns ta nt reit erat ion of that
th eme, for it makes th e West seem "s ta tic and mon ot on ou s," a nd that is
a fal se a nd misleading image (p. 204) .

In a n int erest ing co nve rsa tion be tween R udy Wiebe, Sh irley
Ne uma n, a nd Rob ert Kroet sch, a different kind of light is thrown on
th e who le issue. As people become ever more mobile, as the concept of
a sta ble a nd rela tively hom ogen eo us soc iety bo und to a disti nct place
a nd region becom es eve r mo re tenu ou s, and as th e mo dern media ,
pa rt icu larly th e movies a nd TV, show eve ryo ne livin g t he sa me story,
th e who le co ntroversy a bo ut region a lism a nd inte rnationa lism says
S hirley Neuma n, has become irrelevant (p. 232) .

Wiebe seems inclined to agree. The modern urban novel has
de mo lished all distinctio ns. "Most characters (in the modern metro
po litan, urban novel) are to tally impoverished ... . In a sense, all the
cities of t he Western world are the same." (p. 232) . He (a nd Kroetsch,
too) have pursued a different path. And so, he argues, have writers like
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Matt Cohen, Jack Hodgins, and Alice Munro, who have made
pa rt icu la r, non-metropolitan localities the centre of the ir fic tion.

So we are back again to th e importance of place, of "region."
"There is an authentic kind of western Canadian ex pe rience," says
Wiebe, "and I look upon myself as a prairie writer. I've always written
ab out this country. This is my place and I don't want to leave it."
(p. 208).

Always, and foremost , there is the land itselfand its overwhelming
presence. In a moving essay ("Tombstone Community") he writes of
the early life of his parents, who'd settled in a remote Mennonite
com munity in northern Saskatchewan in 1933, a year before he was
born . It was a hard life, but it was loneliness, he says, th at ca used the
grea test hardship. "Russia had been vas t; bu t Cana da was not me rely
vast ; it was impassively empty and lon ely." (p. 18). In passages th at
remind one of Grove, he wri tes of th e price in ha rd wo rk th at had to be
paid to wrest a mere living fro m th e land. Ulti ma te ly, th e pri ce was too
exacting. "B y 1950 th e churc h, a nd with it th e co mm unity, had ceased
to exi st." (p . 2 1) Wh en he returns for a visit in 1963, onl y the shells of
houses a re left , a nd "the poplars and th e willow s a re quickly reclaiming
the territory th ey on ce lost, ver y briefl y, to th e axe a nd plow." (p . 23) .

In render ing the ex pe rience of th e ea rly white settlers, Wiebe
clearly sta nds in t he main tradition of Western wr iters. But th ere a re
also significa nt ways in whi ch he sta nds outside that main tradition. He
is, first of a ll, a co mmittee C hristian writer. Indeed , he goes so far as to
speak of his "Chr istia n vocation ." (p. 127). One might a lso add that
Wiebe sta nds in th e Ana ba ptist tradit ion as it developed during th e
Reformation per iod , a nd a lso in th e prophetic tradition as it has come
down to us fro m the O ld Testament. There are ind eed ins ta nces in his
work when the prop het overwhel ms the novelist. T here is no doubt,
however , that t his rel igious dimension of Wiebe's work tra nsce nds his
attachment to pla ce and region.

Wiebe was bo rn into a Me nnonite family, and his ow n rela ti on
ship with the Mennonite comm unity has often bee n rocky. The
sections of A Voice in the Land th a t dea l with his Men no nit e
background a re in so me ways the most interest ing parts of the book.

Wiebe argues that th e Mennonites ha ve become an eth nic group
"at the expense of Christian doctrine." (p . 26). With a certain a mo un t
of sorrow, o ne suspects, he is d raw n to conclude that " bloo d a nd cul 
ture, not belief, ma ke the Mennon ite." (p. 27) . Alt ho ug h he under
stands the historical circ umsta nces th a t have led to th is result , he
would like to see a cha nge. T he Mennonite churches, he says, should
"cease emphasizing th at the y a re primarily linear descendants of
origina l Anabaptist s, a nd place emphas is o n their spiritual heritage. . . .
The main thrust of th e churches as such must be to rea pply the Biblical
interpreta tio ns of the An abaptists- and th e Biblical interpretations
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which we can now see they lacked-to our time." (p . 28). The
Mennonite churches, he says further on in the same essay, significantly
ti t led "For the Mennoni te Churches: A Las t Chance," sho uld reject
"the middle-class paradise we have been struggling for -and have
largely attained. Ra ther, ca pt ured by the revita lizing uniqueness of the
Gospel, we must leave ourselves open to the leading of the Ho ly
Spirit." (p. 29). Herbert Giesbrecht and Elmer F. Suderman in their
essays on Peace Shall Destroy Many recognize these concerns as
central preoccupations of that novel.

The history of the Mennonites has been a history of persecution,
of suffering, of loyalty to a faith even unto death, and of co nstant
searching and journeying. It is a history that certainly tra nscends a
particular region, and thus when Wiebe set out, in The Blue Mountains
of China, to give fictional form and shape to the experience of the
Mennonites, he was at once forced to move outside the space of the
prairies, to spend time among the Mennonites in Paraguay, and a bove
all to examine their relationship with the native people among whom
they now lived, an experience he sets down in the essay called " Moros
and Mennonites in the Chaco of Paraguay ." And in translating the
Mennonite experience into fictional form, he was also drawn, as Ina
Ferris shows in a perceptive article, to examine, particularly in the
figure of Frieda , the relation between language and the idea of the
church.

As a result of the controversy that arose in Mennonite co m
mu nities after the publication of Peace Shall Destroy Many, Wiebe
was also forced to address himself to the connection between faith and
art, and to take issue with the orthodox, if perhaps simple, view that
the task of the Christian novelist should be to explicate and strengthen
doctrine. In the face of opposition, he must insist that the novel "is not
a systematic theology which explains commonly held doctrines: it is a
work of art which can and should contain ideas no one else has
br oached before and no one, perhaps, will ever believe." (p. 47).

Wiebe's attempt to enter imaginatively into the Mennonite ex
perience in order to recreate it in his fiction, and his philosophical and
doctrinal arguments with members of the Mennonite churches thus
naturally lead him to expand and enlarge and move away from the
purely regional concerns of the Western Canadian experience. His
discovery of the experience of the native people who lived and worked
and worshipped in Western Canada long before the white man came,
on the other hand, lead him deeper into the Western experience, and
thus deeper into the region.

Why was he drawn to immerse himself in the life of the Indians
and Metis, and to recreate their life and their history in novels that are
not so much a re-telling of historical events, but rather meditations on
the past?



135

In the conversation with Brian Bergman, from which I quoted
earlier, he says that it was in pa rt by accident. It was not until he bega n
to write Peace Shall Destroy Many that he realized "in an emotional
sor t of way" that there had bee n people living in northern Saskatche
wan long before the white sett lers ar rived there, a nd that the history of
the aboriginal people goes back for generations:

And then I discovered that Big Bear and Wanderi ng Spirit a nd a ll
those other easi ly ide nt ifia b le historica l figures had actua lly lived
in this area . As a ma tter of fact Ge neral Strange had chased Big
Bear around Turtle Lake which was seven miles from whe re I was
born . So I got this incredible sense of a past, and so then Big Bear
appears in my first novel as an ancestor of one of the Me tis
characters in the book (p. 165).

From reading William Cameron's The War Trail of Big Bear he
real izes that Big Bear and his diminishing band had proba bly trav
ersed , in J une 1885, the very homestead where he himself was bo rn fifty
years late r; that on the very sa nd beaches of Turtle Lake, whe re th e
schools of th e d ist rict used to ho ld th eir annua l spo rts days, " Big Bear
had once stood loo king a t th e clo uds trundle up fro m th e north ." (p.
134) And th ere is of co urse the moving moment (a n epipha ny reall y)
when , in a sma ll room on the six th floo r of the America n Museum of
Natura l H istory in New York City, he ho lds in his hands Big Bea r's
sac red bundle (pp. 143-149) .

Nothi ng in his early experience or in his formal schoo ling ha d
prepa red Rudy Wiebe for his encounter with the past of the regio n.
Certa inly, as he says in the interview wit h George Mel nyk, he grew up
in communi ties where Indi a ns were pa rt of the people. At th e sa me
time, he ha d a very typ ical Western Cana dian child hood a nd was
ra ised to th ink "we were superior to Indians because we were white and
farmers. Inva riably, in the Depression novels whic h are usuall y
recollect io ns of the writer's own part icu lar child hood, the Indian
peo ple co me across as drunken bums or thieves .. . never in the sense
of a peopl e with an identity of their own, or a fami ly life o r a
community." (p. 205) .

In school of co urse he had been tau ght no thing of th e deep
historica l an d hu man layers of the region. He had been taught a bo ut
Cromwell a nd Lincoln, but Big Bea r was a non-person . So he was
forced (as most of us still a re) to d isco ver fo r him self th e deeper
mea ning of "region ali sm":

A ll peop le have histo ry. T he stories we tell of our past a re by no
means merely words: th ey a re meaning and life to us as people, as
a particular peop le; th e sto ries are there, a nd if we do not kn ow
th em we are simply, like a nima ls, memo ry igno ra nt, a nd th e less
are we peopl e (p . 134).

I would like to suggest a link between Wiebe's awakening to the
region's past a nd his own Mennonite background. Mennonite history



136

is the history of a people who were pushed into the periphe ry of
European and, later, North-American history, just as the Ind ian and
Metis people were. Their suffering, thei r endurance, their wa nde rings
are not widely known. Their history also had to be reconstructed,
pieced together, and made known. They, too, had to be given a voice
which those of us who are not Mennonites could hear.

Of course, it is a awesome task to try and give a voice to peo ple
whose traditions and experiences are totally different from our own.
Eli Mandel recognizes the problem when he says that what he hears in
Wiebe's Big Bear "is not so much Indian speech, whatever that might
be, but Biblical speech. I hear the cadences of the Bible, and a prophetic
voice in that sense, as if you'd made these Indian people a Biblical
peo ple." (p p. 151-152).

Wiebe demurs somewhat. Of course, he says, one mu st remem ber
that he is writing a novel, and not an impartial history, but then in a
way he concedes Mandel's point:

But I do think that, say, the Biblical prophets and Big Bear had a
great deal in common, the sense of a heritage that has been sold
out, that through ignorance or neglect has simply been left: and
the voice very clearly says that you cannot neglect your inhe ri
tance like this, the gifts of-the Cree call it 'the Main One," the
Jews "Jehovah"; you cannot do that and expect to get away with
it. (p. 152).

It can also be argued, as R. P. Bilan does in an essay on The
Scorched- Wood People. that Wiebe is not as critical of the Indian and
the Metis people as he is of the Mennonites and their shortcomings, so
that the "kind of complex cultural judgment we find in the earl ier
books is missing here." Nevertheless, Bilan recognizes the serv ice
Wiebe has performed for us, for suddenly such seemingly mundane
places as St. Boniface, St. Vital, and Kildonan are transformed for him
(and for us also) "into settings of intense and significant historical
action, actions that (he), like many other Canadians, grew up knowing
little about." (p. 171 ).

It is because he has performed this service that Rudy Wiebe has
earned the right to take issue with Edward McCourt's bemoaning of
the fact that the West lacks tradition. Yes, sa ys Wiebe, it is true that the
West lacks while tradition. But we must "dig up the whole tradition,
not just the white one." (p. 206).

Only then, one might add, will the region open itself in its full
depth and we shall know the place for the first time .

Henry Kreisel
Department of Comparative Literature
University of Alberta
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