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Week 1 – A changing multifaceted society   

Defining social characteristics and dispelling the myths – please try to scan read both  “ Sacré 
Blues” by Taras Grescoe and “Cracking the Quebec Code” by Léger, Nantel, Duhamel  

Lead up to the election 

Week 2 - The election analysis 

On October 3, 2022 the provincial election results will bear out what is the widely expected: re-
election of the immensely popular Coalition Avenir Québec (CAQ). Under Premier François 
Legault, a former member of the separatist Parti Quebecois (PQ) founded by René Lévesque in 
1976, Quebec politics are undergoing a major realignment.  The politics of separatism dominated 
Quebec and its relationship with the rest of Canada from 1976 through the referendum on 
sovereignty- association (1980), the failure of the Meech Lake accord (1990) and the 
Charlottetown accord (1992) culminating in the victory of the NON (to sovereignty) in the 1995 
Referendum. Since then, the Parti Quebecois (in power 1994 to 2003 under premiers Jacques 
Parizeau, Lucien Bouchard, Bernard Landry, and 2012-2014 under Pauline Marois) has steadily 
lost support, particularly among younger francophone voters. Pursuing Quebec sovereignty and 
reopening Constitutional debates to deal with the status of Quebec are no longer on their radar. 

On April 11, 2022 the PQ lost a bye-election in one of its strongest bastions (Marie-Victorin in 
Montreal) to the CAQ. During our discussion we will try to understand the remarkable 
realignment in Quebec politics that has led to the seemingly unbeatable strength of the CAQ, a 
nationalist populist party (formed in 2012) which, under the popular François Legault has taken 
the wind out the sails of the sovereigntists by forcefully defending the province’s language and 
culture (Bills 96 and 21), leaving the other parties  across the spectrum (Liberals, Conservatives, 
Quebec Solidaire, Parti Quebecois) with greatly diminished support.  

Week 3 - Nationalism and Quebec’s place in the Rest of Canada 

It has been said that politics permeates every aspect of life in Quebec. Characterized at times as 
the most progressive in Canada and other times  as the most draconian, the perpetual dynamics 
of the provincial political landscape certainly attest to this: the profound upheaval of the Quiet 
Revolution; the separatist push by Parti Quebecois in the 70s and 80s; Quebec’s refusal to sign 



the repatriated Constitution and the Meech Lake and Charlottetown Accords in the late 20th 
century; and finally, the advent of several new provincial parties in this century including the 
Coalition Avenir Québec (CAQ) with its strong nationalist and populist agenda.  

Underlying much of the dynamics of Quebec politics is the issue of its place in the Canadian 
federation (ROC) and, by extension, its role in the rest of the world. Indeed Quebec was 
bestowed with distinct legal, religious and education autonomy first by the Quebec Act of 1774 
and later, by the B.N.A. Act at the time of Confederation. It’s not surprising therefore that rising 
forces of Quebec nationalism in contemporary times continue the pressure for an emboldened 
and distinct status within the Canadian federation. How comfortable is the rest of Canada (ROC) 
with recent language, energy and equalization issues? Will Quebec become less reliant on the 
ROC ? Do the forces driving Quebec’s distinct political status resonate with a younger 
generation? 

Week 4 - Quebec Film and Television  

Largely unknown in the rest of Canada, Quebec’s French language film industry not only enjoys 
award winning stature internationally but it plays an outsize role in Quebec culture as an 
authentic reflector of Quebec’s shifting political and social mood. Beyond the familiar names 
such as Claude Jutra, Denys Arcand, or even Xavier Dolan, exploring Quebec’s adventurous, 
boundary-pushing cinema provides an intriguing lens into the social zeitgeist of Quebeckers. 

Even more so than film, television in Quebec is such a social phenomenon that for decades, 
booking anything on a night the Habs played was pretty much impossible. Later the enormous 
role that TV, as a cultural unifier, continued to play was profound (some say TV became the 
surrogate church). Known for their love of both high-brow and low- brow culture at the same 
time, Quebeckers would be as glued to their TVs for political debate as much as to see the 
ubiquitous “unique to Quebec” téléroman (TV novel) such as La Famille Plouffe or Les Filles de 
Caleb. These dramas that captured the imagination of 2/3 of the population, reflected the 
archetypal modern Quebec family experiencing the emancipation of Quebec in the 60 and 70s 
and continue today. In addition, TVs over-the-top game and talk shows nourish much of the pop 
culture in Quebec. 

Week 5 - Quebec Visual Art, Architecture and Design  

Since the beginning of Quebec, its visual artists have built an admired and recognized legacy 
depicting its rural, industrial and folk roots. Similar to the rest of Canada, modernism emerged at 
the dawn of the 20th century best illustrated by such artists as Alfred Pellan, Jean Claude 
Lemieux, Clarence Gagnon and Montreal’s  Beaverhall Group. But a big rupture came with the 
Refus Global Manifesto in 1948 when a group of artists led by Paul-Emile Borduas declared that 
art needed to draw on the spontaneity of the unconscious. These abstract or “automatistes” artists 
such as Jean-Paul Riopelle, gained global notoriety. One of the tenets of the Quiet Revolution 
was deep support for nationalist arts and culture. Since then, Quebec artists have thrived from 
top quality training schools, vibrant cultural institutions, government support, as well as more 



recent multicultural influences in the province. Notable today are artists Marc Séguin, Valerie 
Blass, David Altmejd and Corno. 

Traditional religious, industrial and financial architecture dominated the Quebec skyline until the 
new-found confidence, brought by the Quiet Revolution, acted as a galvanizing point for avant-
garde design and architecture in Quebec -think Moishe Safdie’s Habitat apartment complex built 
for Expo 67. This spirit continues today juxtaposing old and new French, English and Acadian 
influences with innovative, contemporary design. Montreal is a lodestar of creative design with 
its designation as a UNESCO City of Design, its experimental projects, and the leadership played 
by the Canadian Centre of Architecture and McGill University. 

Week 6 – La Survivance (Survival): Language and identity 

Bill 101 (the 1977 Charter of the French Language) enforced French usage across Quebec and 
spurred an exodus of Anglophones to English Canada. Nonetheless, language continues to be a 
very sensitive issue in Quebec, closely linked to Francophone Quebeckers’ sense of identity/la 
survivance. Premier Legault has argued that Bill 96 - which seeks to unilaterally change the 
Constitution to affirm Quebec as a nation and entrench French as its sole official language - is 
urgently required to prevent the further decline of French in Quebec. It has 200 amendments 
aiming to strengthen the status of French in the workplace, commercial signage, CEGEPS, and 
the judiciary, among others. As with Bill 21, Bill 96 has invoked the notwithstanding clause, to 
shield it from a Charter of Rights and Freedoms challenge. Bill 96 was adopted on May 24, 2022 
by a vote of 78 to 29, supported by the CAQ and Quebec Solidaire. 

Is the French language in free fall (“chute libre”) in Quebec, as its defenders insist, and therefore 
in need of further strengthening, or is this alarmism unjustified? There are those who argue that 
Bill 101 (and other measures) have succeeded in protecting French sufficiently, and that a 
majority of immigrants in Quebec speak French. Others insist that the future of French is at risk, 
particularly among 2nd and 3rd generation immigrants, who gravitate to English.  Whether 
justified or not, Bill 96 enjoys widespread support among Quebec Francophones as it speaks to 
the historical insecurity and fear of assimilation of a minority language group surrounded, since 
the time of the Conquest, by English, and to the current pull of English through social media and 
global popular culture. On the other hand, the Anglophone minority feels further threatened by 
Bill 96’s increased restrictions on the use of English. See for example: André Pratte, “Anglo 
Anger boils over”, National Post, April 9, 2022, and Andrew Coyne, “Our response to Quebec’s 
Bill 96 reveals what kind of people we really are,” Globe and Mail, May 21, 2022. 

 

 



Second semester 

 

Week 1 - Quebec’s economy – now and in the future    

The Quiet Revolution was a clear turning point in transforming the Quebec economy to a 
Francophone, state-driven urban, industrial machine. Desire by an aggrieved French majority to 
take control and become “Maitres chez nous” fuelled the ambitious Lesage government to use 
state levers to create the professional economic, educational and social infrastructure required to 
make this happen. Nationalising hydro power was the first bold step in creating the environment 
which lifted a number of Quebec businesses to powerhouse international status. Known as 
“Quebec Inc.”, these notables included Hydro Quebec, Power Corp., Bombardier, CAE, 
Alimentation Couche-Tarde, Desjardins, to name a few. Concurrently, the government 
established progressive social & educational systems including:  regulated labour law and 
benefits, a distinct (national) Quebec pension plan, subsidized day care and a secular, modern 
post secondary education and training system. 

Less known is Quebec’s current renaissance, begun about a decade ago, firmly grounding 
Quebec in the knowledge economy with 1/8 of the population working in science and 
technology. As the country’s top producer in dairy products, hydropower, pharmaceuticals, rare 
earth metals and video games, Quebec outpaced every other province in economic growth last 
year. It is also setting a strong leadership pace in such areas as the green economy, financial 
services, AI and aeronautics. The province’s recent dominance derives from its diversified 
economy, substantial investment in R&D and training, and deep pocketed investment and 
incentives from a business-friendly government. Will these features be enough to sustain 
Quebec’s current economic leadership against some of challenges the province faces such as 
retaining its working -age population, productivity competitiveness, the changeable nature of 
global trade dynamics and global warming? 

 

Week 2  -  Immigration, minority rights and Bill 21  

Since 1991, under the terms of the Canada-Quebec accord, Quebec has control over the selection 
process of its economic immigrants, as well as their integration and francization. During the 
intervening period, successive governments have strengthened the French language requirements 
of immigrants, and attempted to improve their integration into Quebec society while at the same 
time proclaiming declarations of Quebec’s secular values. Since the publication of the Bouchard 
-Taylor Commission report of 2007-2008 urging “reasonable accommodation” of minorities, 
debates within Quebec on attitudes toward immigrants and particularly towards Muslims have 
intensified.  Bill 21, the Act Respecting the Laicity of the State (2019), has triggered intense 
debate within and beyond the province - over Quebec’s secular values and minority rights.   

We will want to examine these complex issues. Erna Paris, journalist and historian (died 2021), 
charged the Quebec government with having “effectively created illiberal democracy at the heart 



of Canada: a Quebecois society where some are more equal than others.” (Globe and Mail, 
Sept.15, 2021). Is this fair?  

Minority rights in Quebec also need discussion. There are continued allegations of systemic 
racism against Indigenous peoples among Quebec health care and police service workers, hotly 
refuted by the Premier.  The Anglophone minority is aggrieved by Bill 96’s further restrictions 
on English language rights. What is the rightful place of both of these original/founding cultures 
within a modern Quebec society? How significant are differences in attitudes toward minority 
rights between Montrealers and those living in Quebec’s regions?  

 

Week 3 - Literature, Drama and Comedy 

Apart from a handful of well-known French Canadian writers or books set in Quebec and 
translated for English audiences (for example, Gabrielle Roy’s The Tin Flute, 1945) Quebec’s 
contemporary novelists, poets and short-story writers, even those who have attracted 
international acclaim and won major literary prizes, remain relatively little known in English 
Canada.  To help us discover some of the many voices and genres in contemporary Quebec 
writing, we have compiled a list of recommended books (all translated into English, and all 
available through the Toronto Public Library) spanning a variety of themes and genres, and 
including immigrant and indigenous writers, in a Resources List to be circulated to workshop 
members by mid summer. Those wishing to mine earlier Quebec writing, may also  dip into  
titles such as Ringuet (Thirty Acres, 1938), Hugh MacLennan (Two Solitudes, 1945), Marie-
Claire Blais  (Mad Shadows, 1959, and many other novels), Anne Hébert (Kamouraska, 1940) 
and Jacques Poulion (Volkswagen Blues, 1988). But one iconic book does not make the list, 
since it hails from a time long gone and in any case was written by a visiting Frenchman, Louis 
Hémon, and that is Maria Chapdelaine.  

Quebec theatre is perhaps somewhat better known outside Quebec through the plays of 
luminaries such as Michel Tremblay and Robert LePage. Tremblay, winner of numerous awards, 
revolutionized Quebec theatre with Les Belles-Soeurs in 1968, and is one of Quebec’s best- 
known playwrights, as well as novelist, author of short fiction, film scripts and musicals. Robert 
Lepage is a “multidisciplinary and multi-facetted artist of international reputation” (The 
Canadian Encyclopedia) whose award-winning works span theatre, film, opera, multimedia 
productions, rock shows and collaborations with the Cirque de Soleil. Marc Michel Bouchard, 
another award-winning playwright was less known in English Canada until 2014 when two of his 
plays premiered at the Shaw Festival and Stratford.  Many of his plays have also been adapted 
for film. The plays of Serge Boucher and Carole Frechette have played in translation at Tarragon 
Theatre in Toronto among others. These are just some of many Quebec-born theatre artists and 
directors whose work is known beyond the province.  

Comedy is a well-known element in Quebec’s cultural life: the Ecole Nationale de L’humour in 
Montreal, the annual Gala Les Olivier awards, and many comedy festivals throughout the 
province, including the Just for Laughs Festival in the Place des Arts in Montreal which 
celebrates its 40th birthday this summer. Among many, one Quebec comedian stands out:  



biologist (PhD Rimouski), storyteller, and science educator, Boucar Diouf, an immigrant from 
Senegal, who has become a household name in Quebec.  

Week 4 –  Quebec Potpourri 

This class will be dedicated to bringing forward your choice of Quebec notables, issues, 
outstanding characteristics or institutions which have resonated with you, but that have not had a 
session devoted to them. Some examples might be: the Referendums, René Lévesque, André 
Laurendeau, Thérèse Casgrain, Hydro Quebec, Le Devoir, Cirque de Soleil, Emile Borduas, 
Henri Bourassa, the Air Creebec story, Quebec gastronomy, Fred Pellerin, Celine Dion, etc. One 
idea we had, which would be fun, is if a small group of you may be interested in presenting a 
translated scene from Michel Tremblay’s Les Belles Soeurs. We envision several small 
presentations over the 2 hours, potentially 4-6.  

Week 5 – Quebec Music  

Quebec’s musical scene is rich and varied. A popular blog puts it this way: “Quebec is a hotbed 
for musical talent, spanning a diverse range of genres which run the gamut from indie, 
electronica, world beats, and rock, to classical, hip hop, folk, jazz and blues…”  

In 2014, the McCord Museum in Montreal hosted an exhibition titled Music-Quebec: From 
Charlebois to Arcade Fire.  The theme that emerged: Quebec popular music from 1960 to the 
present - in all its variety - is closely linked to the evolving identity of Quebeckers.  
https://junoawards.ca/blog/music-and-the-evolution-of-identity-in-quebec/ 

Classical music also thrives in contemporary Quebec. The Orchestre Metropolitain and Montreal 
Symphony Orchestra in Montreal, Les Violons du Roy and the Orchestre Symphonique de 
Quebec, are only the best known of many civic orchestras across the province.  Superstar 
conductor Yannick Nézet-Séguin is currently music director of the Orchestre Métropolitain, as 
well as the Metropolitan Opera, and the Philadelphia Orchestra. Throughout the summer months, 
Quebec teems with music festivals in small towns and cities, featuring jazz, pop, classical, 
electro, blues and emerging music. See this summer’s offerings:  
https://www.bonjourquebec.com/en-ca/to-see-and-do/festivals-and-events/concerts-and-music 

 

Week 6 – Simmering issues, questions and conclusions from our review of Contemporary 
Quebec– a discussion and celebration 

 

 


