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Abstract

This dissertation argues that social power relations in Canada are deeply tied to the
cultural models of time that have been assumed and rejected throughout the country’s
history, and that Canadian literature and other arts serve a vital function in both
witnessing and questioning these relationships. I begin by tracing the competing temporal
frameworks that have taken hold in Canada, from the Gregorian calendar, to “standard”
clock time, to immigration policies that cause people who are considered undesirable to
wait longer periods of time for legal status. I suggest that the profound consequences
temporal structures have on social relations necessitate a sustained study of how
Canadian cultural and literary productions engage with the idea of time. After outlining
the contested temporalities that serve broadly as sites of power, I turn to Canadian novels,
poems, plays, and visual art to explore the difficult negotiations between individual and
social experiences of time. These texts reveal that while broad cultural temporalities
indeed shape the measuring out of individual lives, this shaping process functions
differently for different people. In particular, I examine how forms of temporal agency
and disempowerment are closely linked to the categories of age, class, gender, sexuality,
race, and indigeneity. Finally, I examine texts that question existing temporal structures
and explore alternative temporalities. While normative temporality is often depicted as
unyielding, stories about catastrophic social disruptions portray normative time as a
makeshift apparatus always on the verge of collapse. Such stories indicate that while the
construction of new, more just models of time is always possible, no temporal structure is
free from the politics of social power relations.
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Chapter One: Cultural Constructions of Time in Canada

“Myth is an arrangement of the past,
whether real or imagined, in patterns that
resonate with a culture’s deepest values and
aspirations. [...] They are the maps by
which cultures navigate through time.”

Ronald Wright (5)

“Time is a measure of motion and of being
moved.”

Aristotle (38)

Introduction: When is Now?

In Morris Panych’s play 7 Stories, an unnamed man climbs to the seventh story of an
apartment building and contemplates jumping. From his ledge he speaks with several of
the building’s tenants, though most of them are too preoccupied with their own lives to
ask about his dilemma. Only near the end of the play does an elderly woman, Lillian, lean
out of a window to ask what is on his mind. He explains:

You see — my faith in the days of the week has been seriously undermined.
When I woke up this morning, I wasn’t exactly sure what day it was. And
for that brief moment — it was only a matter of seconds — I think it was
seconds — I stood — or I should say I “lay” on very shaky ground. After all
—how could I act with assuredness. How could I rise up and plunge
headlong into Friday’s world, if it was actually Saturday? And so I lay
completely still for a moment, pondering this question. That’s when I
noticed my hands. I’d never noticed them before. How they moved with
amazing dexterity. But this flexibility, this movement of hands, can never
extend beyond the boundaries of its own flesh — can only reach as far as
the fingertips and no further, much as the movement of time is restricted
by the days of the week. [...] I saw in the mirror a condemned man,

1
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serving a life sentence inside his body. (91)

There is nothing inherent in the flow of time — in the expansion of the universe, the cycle
of seasons, or the earth’s rotation — to suggest that there is such a thing as a week, or days
of the week. The concept of the week is a human invention, one of the cultural
constructions by which we order our experience of time. Hellenistic scholars likely
adopted Babylonian astrology to develop the seven-day week by dedicating a single day
to each of the naked-eye celestial objects that move relative to the seemingly fixed
background of stars (Zerubavel 14) — an origin that has blended over the centuries with
the seven-day creation cycle of the Book of Genesis. And while this seven-day week has
been firmly rooted in Canada since it sprung like an introduced species from European
ships, all but extinguishing indigenous time scales, it is one of any number of possible
weeks. Had Indonesians colonized North America, Panych’s unnamed man may have
been subjected to a five-day week; if ancient Egyptians or the leaders of the French
Revolution, a ten-day week (Zerubavel 55, 11, 28). All of these systems have practical
difficulties, being unable, for instance, to fit evenly within the period of the earth’s
revolution around the sun.

But despite the tenuous nature of the concept, the week holds incredible sway
over people’s daily lives, and forms one of our most basic cultural assumptions. When
Leonard Cohen sings in “Closing Time” that “the place is dead as Heaven on a Saturday
night,” the relationship between society’s weekly holiday and debauched behaviour is
immediately understood. Commenting on psychological studies of temporal orientation,

William Friedman notes that the weekend holds a special cognitive weight, so that “as the
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week goes on there is something of a shift from backward-looking thoughts to forward-
looking thoughts™ (73). The week is necessary not only for scheduling work and play, but
for conducting affairs of all kinds, and the consequences of this dependency range from
the trivial to the profound. For George Copway, an Ojibwe man whose nineteenth-
century autobiography records his struggle to incorporate the contradictions of European
settler culture into his own life, the days of the week become a matter of life and death.
Faced with starvation during a prolonged voyage in the wilderness of Ontario, Copway
and his party find themselves within reach of the settlement that can save them, but
cannot bring themselves to approach. “Nothing to eat,” he writes, “and only tea to drink
for breakfast, dinner and supper! and yet, only about fifteen miles from La Pointe ;
indeed, we could see the place ; and had it not been that it was the Sabbath, feeble as we
were, we would have proceeded. Here, then, we spent the Sabbath” (78). In the twenty-
first century, environmental researchers at the University of Calgary have discovered that
the five-day work week even holds a special significance for wild bears, cougars, and
coyotes in Alberta’s Kananaskis Country. The animals are frequent users of hiking trails
and backcountry roads, but tend to avoid the trails on weekends, when humans are more
likely to be in the area. Environmental Science and Planning professor Mike Quinn says
of the animals, “It seems that they know that when Friday night rolls around, it’s time to
disappear, and on Monday morning they’re back” (qtd. in Semmens). Eviatar Zerubavel
eloquently highlights the importance of the week as a foundational cultural concept:

Recalling what day today is is one of the first things we usually do upon

waking, since it is indispensable for transcending our subjectivity and

participating — at least mentally — in a social, rather than a merely
personal, world. The uneasy feeling that accompanies our realization that

3
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we have lost count of the days of the week is essentially the well-justified

anxiety about being barred from full participation in our social

environment. In other words, adhering to the week protects us from the

dreadful prospect of practical exile from the social world. (2)

The predicament of Panych’s unnamed man, then, while sensational, speaks to a
concern of genuine importance. How indeed could we act with assuredness if we were to
lose track of our culturally mandated patterns of time? Or perhaps more importantly, of
what is it exactly that we are being assured when we take these culturally specific
categorizations for granted? The unnamed man’s fear that it may “actually” be Saturday
indicates his absolute investment in — and, as he comes to see it, his enslavement to — the
reality of a cultural construct. While his faith in the flexibility of the days of the week
may have been shaken, his faith in their reality remains intact; he continues to experience
time in terms of a categorization that is seemingly all-encompassing, yet is highly limited
and limiting. And this dual function of opening and constricting our experience of time is
one that the days of the week share with other temporal categorizations, from
paleontological eras, periods of history, and the hours of the clock, to immigrant
residency periods and the number of years a person must live before she can vote in
elections or collect a pension.

Certain aspects of time remain generally outside of human control, such as the
daily rotation and yearly revolution of the earth, seasonal transitions, mortality, aging,
and causality; yet even those categories that have some basis in natural processes (the
month, for instance, with its nominal if no longer strict basis in the orbit of the moon) are

selected as categories of language and thought and as sites of cultural significance by and

for human beings, and carry within them the weight of ideology. As Johannes Fabian

4
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explains in his seminal work Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object,
the conceptualizations of time that are built, explicitly and implicitly, into language and
other cultural practices are always political. And because language is inevitably
temporalizing — because “we must necessarily express whatever knowledge we have of
an object in terms of temporal categorization” (28) — the politics of time saturate all
human affairs. “Time,” Fabian writes, “much like language or money, is a carrier of
significance, a form through which we define the content of relations between the Self
and the Other” (ix). Social psychologist Robert Levine goes so far as to say that “Time is
power. There is no greater symbol of domination, since time is the only possession which
can in no sense be replaced once it is gone” (118).

The difficulty of defining time is well known, for no single definition seems
adequate to capture the multiplicity of experiences associated with temporality.
Friedman’s response to this dilemma is both obvious and brilliant:

Much of the history of the philosophy of time is a series of attempts to

find time’s essence, whether in nature or in consciousness. Among those

conceptions tying time to the physical world, time has been defined as

motions, as the succession of events, and as an absolute, universal

framework. Mentalist definitions refer to the perception of succession and

simultaneity or the succession of ideas in consciousness. In the midst of all

this diversity is a common tendency to treat time as a single thing.

Psychologists too seem inclined to seek a single entity, as they write of

“the concept,” “the notion,” or “the sense” of time. Perhaps the fact that

we have a single word for time has seduced us into searching for its

essence. (5)

He concludes that “it seems far more productive to consider the many things that time is

in the world and the many ways in which humans experience it” (5). While distilling a

singular definition for time may not be possible, this latter qualification — the matter of
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human experience — appears inevitable in any human consideration of time, and
highlights the degree to which time is always at least partially a cognitive construct
shaped by culture. The Canadian Oxford Dictionary, which offers more than a hundred
meanings and idioms for “time,” appropriately begins its entry on the word by
acknowledging the inevitable constructedness of the concept: time is “the indefinite and
continuous duration of existence seen as a series of events progressing from the past
through the present into the future.” What begins as a natural entity, albeit an “indefinite”
one, is immediately cast through the lens of cultural association and figurative
representation, into something “seen as.” Christopher Dewdney points out that
“according to the Oxford English Corpus, time tops the list of the most common nouns in
the English language” (95), relegating the word “person” to second place; and the words
“year,” “day,” and “week” all make the top twenty (“The OEC”). And yet, the workings
of time as a contested site of cultural power in Canada, the specifics by which we see
time as, have often been overlooked.

Since there is no single construct or metaphor through which we understand time,
but rather a cluster of overlapping, sometimes conflicting constructs, several questions
arise. How do different structures of time come into existence, and why? Who decides
upon the categories through which we plot our locations within social or personal frames
of time? How do these patterns reinforce, or disrupt, power relations between individuals
and groups, and between humanity and nature? In particular, how have these processes
been shaped within Canada, and how do they shape Canada in turn? Or, to revise

Northrop Frye’s famous question — “Where is here?” (Bush 68) — as a focal point for
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examining Canadian identity, let us ask instead, “When is now?” This dissertation
contends that while the politics and power relations that saturate Canada’s existence are
indeed tied to the usual suspects of race, class, gender, place, and settler-indigene
relations, their influence is also profoundly tied to the understandings of time that have
been advanced, assumed, and rejected throughout the country’s history, and that
Canadian literature and other arts are inevitably tangled up in these complex relationships
and serve a vital function in both witnessing and questioning them. In what follows I will
describe a framework for understanding the structures of time that have taken hold in
Canada and will make a case for the importance of temporal criticism to literary and

cultural studies in this country.

Cartographers of Time

“We are cartographers of time,” writes Christopher Dewdney. “Ever since the
advent of language, storytellers have transported us to the past, and soothsayers, like
reconnaissance scouts, have glimpsed the future” (117). While this statement, like most
everyday language, seems to imply the existence of a single past and a single future — one
timeline followed and agreed upon by all — temporal cartographies take many, often
conflicting, forms. Which past do we mean when we refer to “the past?”” Which present
do we inhabit? The cartographic metaphor is a useful one in thinking through these
questions, since the different models of time that affect concepts of identity and

nationhood hold important similarities to representations of place. Don McKay’s theories
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of wilderness and domestication are particularly useful in this context, and help to
illustrate how human relationships with time and place are subject to similar choices,
emphases, and exclusions. Wilderness, McKay suggests, is “the capacity of all things to
elude the mind’s appropriations. [...] To what degree do we own our houses, hammers,
dogs? Beyond that line lies wilderness” (Vis a Vis 21). Place, on the other hand, “is
wilderness to which history has happened,” or, “land to which we have occurred”
(Deactivated 17). Here, we see the suggestion that human presence itself can transform
areas of wilderness into places by appropriating them into human consciousness.
Charting a coastline on a map, recording the location of a mountain, or even walking
through an unexplored plain incorporates the place into a human framework of
understanding; where once was uncharted wilderness is now a structured portion of a
larger human system, and the ideological aspects of domestication have to do with the
particular cultural character of this system. Do explorers incorporate areas of wilderness
into the western system of longitude that holds Greenwich, England as its centre? Or into
a framework of knowledge according to the proximity of neighbouring indigenous
groups? There is no single map of Canada today, but many maps that represent different
features of the place, and all of these maps are open to question in terms of their specific
assumptions and erasures (I spell the terms “indigenous” and “western” in the lower case
to emphasize that these categories, too, are not monolithic but are subject to shifting
overlaps and internal variations). Land, as W.H. New writes, “has to be seen as a verbal
trope in Canadian writing, not simply as a neutral referent” (5). Consider, for instance,

Samuel de Champlain’s seventeenth-century map of what is now Atlantic Canada
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(Champlain, “Carte Geographiqve”). Emphasizing aspects of the land important to the
colonial project, the map contains fish and seals drawn above the water along coastlines
with no regard to scale, uniform trees dotted at neatly spaced intervals alongside barely
larger mountains, and disproportionately enormous European ships with billowing sails.
The very process of encountering wilderness and converting it to place contains
ideological and appropriative dimensions, even while it remains always partial, never
fully eliminating the wilderness’s capacity to exist beyond human imagination.

Likewise, just as our existence in a place inevitably involves a degree of
representation and appropriation, in every moment that we exist we are colonizing time,
appropriating the passing seconds into a particular human conceptual framework. The
implications of this are just as significant when we consider the “domestication of time”
by human culture in general — to use McKay’s phrase (Deactivated 30) — as they are
when we consider the consequences of two or more cultures attempting to colonize
overlapping timespans. The Cambridge Companion to Canadian Literature, for example,
begins with a chronology of Canadian history, whose first two entries encompass nearly
twelve thousand years — from the “earliest records of human habitation” to the “first
European sighting of Baffin Island” (Kroller xv) —and whose last one hundred entries
encompass a little more than a century, as though time itself were expanding to match the
importance of events that are both recent and settler-centric, or to reflect the greater
perceptual weight that tends generally to be attached to times closer to “now.”! We might

compare this to a map of British Columbia that uses a large font for the word

" See Chapter Two for an illustration of how people tend to perceive times closer to the
present as being larger or fuller than times in the more distant past or future.

9



PhD Thesis — P. Huebener; McMaster — English and Cultural Studies

“Vancouver” and smaller markers for the area’s Musqueam and Squamish lands. This is
just to say that like any timeline, the Cambridge Companion timeline is not neutral;
editors and historians must make choices, but they have access to limited information.
Already here we can see the complex difficulties involved in resisting normative
temporality, even for sensitive readers of cultural relations. Quoting Lévi-Strauss’s
commentary on the inevitable shaping process behind any historical narrative, Hayden
White writes that because of the “‘threat of an infinite regress’ that always lurks at the

299

interior of every complex set of historical ‘facts,’” our ability to narrate the past requires
“a decision to ‘give up’ one or more of the domains of facts offering themselves for
inclusion in our accounts. Our explanations of historical structures and processes are thus
determined more by what we leave out of our representations than by what we put in”
(Tropics 90). White concludes that historical narratives ought to be read “as symbolic
structures, extended metaphors, that ‘liken’ the events reported in them to some form
with which we have already become familiar in our literary culture” (91). Seeing the past
is always seeing as.

Aislinn Hunter explicitly connects cartography with temporal constructedness,
describing the past as “those regions on maps / coloured in by the imagination” (11).
Still, Fabian points out that representations of place are more widely acknowledged as
sites of ideological contestation than representations of time:

It has long been recognized that imperialist claims to the right of

occupying ‘empty,” under-used, undeveloped space for the common good

of mankind should be taken for what they really are: a monstrous lie

perpetuated for the benefit of one part of humanity, for a few societies of

that part, and, in the end, for one part of these societies, its dominant
classes. But by and large, we remain under the spell of an equally

10
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mendacious fiction: that interpersonal, intergroup, indeed, international

Time is ‘public Time’ — there to be occupied, measured, and allotted by

the powers that be. (144)

Fabian goes so far as to argue that because of the temporal framework of “progress,
development, and modernity” upon which colonial society was predicated, “geopolitics
has its ideological foundations in chronopolitics™ (144).

Into what temporal frameworks has Canada been domesticated? Daniel Coleman
identifies within Canadian culture four co-existing chronotopes or cognitive images that
arrange our conceptualization of time’s passage on a broad social scale. These include
Isochronic or Imperial Time, which underpins the Canadian invader-settler narrative and
“understands everyone in the world to be on a single timeline, with some cultures being
more advanced” (“Contented” 231); Nation-based Post-Colonial Time, which “marks its
beginning as the moment when the colony cut its ties to its colonial parent” (232);
Diasporic Displacement Time, in which “cultural groups retain their image of themselves
in time by reference to the trauma of displacement” (233); and what Coleman tentatively
calls Indigenous Concentric Time, in which time is shaped like the concentric circles of a
tree trunk, and the past “is not placed in a line of progression where it is seen as
superseded by the present,” but rather forms “the centre of ongoing life” (235). Wendat
scholar Georges Sioui would appear to agree with this characterization when he writes
that “the Circle is at the centre of our Aboriginal thinking [...]. We believe that the day,
the lunar month, the year, even human life itself, are circular phenomena, and that there
are cycles of many years, representing the circular reality” (124). Referring to European

“linear thought™ as a “spiritual and mental affliction” (83), Sioui suggests that “the thing

11
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that is named ‘the past’ is a European construct and is not part of the Amerindian psyche”
(278-79), a tension that I will examine in more detail in Chapter Four.

The dominance of Imperial time is closely tied to homogenizing metanarratives
such as the near-ubiquitous idea of progress, which tends to disparage the past and
fetishize the future. In his telling of the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway, E.J.
Pratt reproduces the dominant model of technological and cultural progress, taking as a
given the idea that “A nation, like the world, could not stand still” (44). And other
cultural figures implicitly, even unintentionally, endorse the progressive linear model by
touting technological innovations or ironizing “backward” behaviour. George Copway is
internally conflicted about the effect of progress on the Ojibwe people, writing at one
point, “O ! tell me, ye ‘pale faces,’ tell, / Where have my proud ancestors gone ? [...]
Whose wigwam stood where cities rise” (96), but later deciding that “Multitudes have left
their wigwams, their woods, and the chase, and are now endeavoring to tread in the
footsteps of worthy white men” (144).

While the idea of linear progress can apply to various aspects of culture, it is
perhaps tied most closely to economic growth, leading to the remarkable conclusion that
a period of time lacking in economic growth is in fact an absence of time. During the
global financial crisis of 2008, Barack Obama warned that without government
intervention the United States could experience a “lost decade” reminiscent of Japan’s
economic stagnation of the 1990s (Meckler and Weisman). Canada’s Maclean'’s
magazine picked up on this language with the headline, “A Lost Decade of Growth:

Many Real Indicators Put Us Back to Where We Were 10 Years Ago” (Kirby). The

12
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article quotes consultant Roger Sauvé, whose use of a linear progressive metaphor to
describe impoverished people as slow contestants in a race is typical: “For a lot of people,
they just managed to keep up with inflation, but a lot of others have fallen behind.”
Concluding the article, Maclean’s writer Jason Kirby casts doubt on the viability of
perpetual economic growth, but retains the language of linear temporal progress: “Deep
in their hearts, most economists know that exponential growth can’t go on forever, and
eventually, the rate of growth, at least, has to slow down. Given that, by the measure of
both the stock and job markets, we’ve just lost a decade, some fear that time has arrived.”
Theorist Craig Ireland sees such disillusion as an increasing trend, though the long-term
validity of his argument that “modern future-oriented temporality is either dead or dying
or at the very least undergoing a fundamental mutation” (142) remains to be seen.

For his part, Coleman identifies linear Imperial time and the other chronotopes
not as absolute categories but as indications that “a diverse civil society cannot establish
any one of these chronotopes as its sole narrative” (“Contented” 237). Indeed, while the
linear model of time and its associated notion of progress are pervasive, Zerubavel points
out that the concept of the week itself involves “a circular conception of time” in that it
“revolves around the experience of recurrence” (83). This leads him to conclude that
linear and circular conceptions of time “are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and one
can very well view time in both a linear and a circular fashion” (83-84); in Chapter Four I
will further highlight how linear and circular models of time are deeply intertwined.
Coleman suggests that one way to counteract the problematic dominance of Imperial

Time, whose single timeline shape is in fact intrinsic to all but the Indigenous Concentric

13
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model, is “to develop an awareness of contending, rather than single, civilities, and this
awareness will involve cognizance of multiple, contemporaneous chronotopes” (231).
This conclusion echoes Robert Levine’s comment on the contrasting approaches of
clock-based time and event-based time, that “the person, or the culture, who combines
both modes in a temporal repertoire — or even better, who can draw upon a multiplicity of
modes — is more likely to be up to all occasions” (219). Levine uses the term
“multitemporality” to describe this desired condition (217).

The attempt to build awareness of multiple understandings of time requires deep
questioning of dominant timelines and is a difficult task, as we can see with Desmond
Morton’s ambitious volume 4 Short History of Canada. Morton’s table of contents
mentions no years or dates, starting instead with the intriguing heading “Different
Histories.” On closer inspection, though, the book dedicates a mere five pages to First
Nations history, where Morton remarks that written history

has little to contribute to the first millennia of Canada’s human past. [...]

Without writing to give an apparent precision and durability to human

memory, all history is what English law used to call ‘time out of mind,’

and a period that might seem like eternity may in fact have begun only a

few dozen years before.

For pre-Contact America, all time is out of mind. (12)
Morton’s “Different Histories” turn out to be a single history predicated on linear
Imperial time, as he traces exclusively written records of European colonization running
the standard sequential path from Cartier through to Confederation and burgeoning
multiculturalism. Morton’s attempt to embrace a kind of historical multitemporality

reproduces the same ethnocentrism evident in David Thompson’s exploration journal

from the turn of the eighteenth century. While Thompson admires indigenous

14
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navigational knowledge, he dismisses indigenous temporality as narrow, fallible, and
incapable of articulating the history of its own people: “The Natives are Nahathaway
Indians, whose fathers from time, beyond any tradition, have hunted in these Lands. In
conversing with them on their origin they appear never to have turned their minds to this
subject; and the time of their great grandfathers is the extent of their actual knowledge of
times past. [...] Let them be compared with those who are uneducated in Europe” (29).
Morton’s approach is also unapologetically anthropocentric: Canada’s geologic and
ecological histories do not receive even the cursory treatment afforded the First Nations.
Levine’s assertion that “no beliefs are more ingrained and subsequently hidden than those
about time” (xv) signals the difficulty inherent in embracing multitemporality, a problem
I will discuss further in the concluding sections of this dissertation.

While alternative chronotopes are important for understanding Canada’s temporal
existence, the specifics of how they interact have often been overlooked. And, as
Coleman indicates, this single form of categorization cannot tell the whole story of the
conflicting and overlapping temporal maps, both collective and personal, upon which
Canadian identities are predicated. I would like to highlight some specific examples of
the competing registers that are at stake in the cultural, and thus the literary, construction

of time in this country.

Calendars and Clocks

When Cartier and other explorers mapped the New World terrain, they
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domesticated the wilds of Canada not only in terms of a European spatial framework of
latitude and longitude but also within a European framework of time. The temporality of
this landscape had already been understood by its inhabitants in terms of creation myths
about Raven or Sky Woman, but as the term “New World” suggests these histories were
largely forgotten, and were then replaced by the Julian and Gregorian calendars. In his
journal from 1534, Cartier quickly inscribes European temporality onto the Canadian
landscape at Gaspé: “On [Friday] the twenty-fourth of the said month [July], we had a
cross made thirty feet high, which was put together in the presence of a number of
savages on the point at the entrance to this harbour” (26; bracketed clarifications by
editor H.P. Biggar). Like Cartier’s calendar dates and the cross that he erects, the small
notation at the edge of Champlain’s map, “1612,” carries within it the assumption of what
Paul Ricoeur calls an “axial moment” in history (3: 106), the birth of Christ.

Here, David Landes’s comment on the practice of Chinese emperors who began
their reign by revising the official calendar of their predecessor holds true: “The calendar
was a prerequisite of sovereignty, like the right to mint coins. Knowledge of the right
time and season was power, for it was this knowledge that governed both the acts of
everyday life and decisions of state” (qtd. in Adam, 7ime 111). The centrality of the
Christian era was, and is, reinscribed into the collective consciousness not only each New
Year’s Eve but every time we refer to a year by its sequential number. Even the secular
notation — which uses “Before Common Era” in place of “Before Christ,” and “Common
Era” in place of “Anno Domini” — retains the same culturally specific frame of reference

and imposes a particular set of meanings for the word “common,” casting other
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nonwestern frameworks of time beyond the pale of normative experience. What is more,
the number 1612 marks Canada’s birth as a delayed one; given the relative starting point,
the country is imagined into existence more than sixteen centuries “behind” Europe.”
Thomas King takes issue with a closely related problem in his critique of the term
“post-colonial,” a term which, he says, “reeks of unabashed ethnocentrism and well-
meaning dismissal” in its assumption of the arrival of Europeans as the watershed
moment against which contemporary culture — even indigenous literature — must be
measured (“Godzilla” 242). “At the same time,” he writes, “the term organizes the
literature progressively suggesting that there is both progress and improvement [and]
supposes that contemporary Native writing is largely a construct of oppression” (243).
One could easily expand King’s criticism to point to the Gregorian calendar itself and its
assumption of a western, Christian framework situated within a path of progress. King
suggests several other possible terms — tribal, interfusional, polemical, and associational —
by which we might understand the various forms of contemporary indigenous literature,
although it would take a daring critic indeed to propose viable alternatives to the

entrenched Gregorian calendar; the sheer practical obstacles that the adoption of an

? The use of sequential dates in Canada’s early history is complicated by the fact that
France adopted the Gregorian calendar upon the calendar’s creation in 1582, while
England and its colonies did not follow suit until 1752. This switch from the Julian to the
Gregorian calendar required making up the difference in dates that had accumulated over
the previous centuries, with the result that within the British Empire September 2™ 1752
was followed immediately by September 14™ 1752, an example of the arbitrariness of
seemingly inevitable forms of temporal accounting. In England, the Calendar (New Style)
Act 1750 was drawn up to orchestrate the switch. Amidst fears that landlords would
attempt to collect an entire month’s rent for September 1752, the Act dictated that “Times
of payment of rents, annuities, &c. or of delivery of goods, commencement or expiration
of leases, &c. or of attaining the age of 21 years” would accrue according to “the true
number of natural days” (provision 6).
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alternative time scale would face indicate the degree to which we have invested our
personal and national identities in the standard one.’ So ubiquitous is the Gregorian
calendar that the name itself sounds unfamiliar; in standard parlance it is always simply
“the calendar.” King’s protest that the term postcolonial “is an act of imagination and an
act of imperialism that demands that I imagine myself as something I did not choose to
be, as something [ would not choose to become” (248), appears in a volume whose
copyright is listed as “©1997 the authors”: a small example of the ironies that spring
from the assumption of culturally specific time scales. In Chapters Four and Five I will
examine the challenges that literary authors have posed to Gregorian time.

The period of time in which Canada was colonized also overlaps with the period
of time in which mechanical clocks became accurate enough to measure minutes and
seconds, and grew affordable for individuals. Building on Galileo’s knowledge of the
temporal reliability of swinging pendulums, Christiaan Huygens developed the first
pendulum clock around 1656, ushering in the era of timepieces that could measure
seconds with reasonable precision (Sobel 38, Dewdney 43-44). As Levine writes,
humanity “had made remarkable progress measuring the seasons, the weeks, and even the
hours of night and day as early as thousands of years ago. But it was only at this point, in
the last three centuries, that the pendulum clock offered the potential to live by the

precise hour, let alone the minute and second” (57). Mariners followed later horological

? The increasing visibility in Canada of events such as Chinese New Year may suggest
that the Gregorian calendar’s dominance is not absolute, though even Chinese Canadian
associations publicize Chinese New Year as beginning on, say, January 26" rather than
on the first day of the traditional Chinese calendar. Also notable is the reversal, in 2008,
of York University’s policy of cancelling classes on days marked as holidays in the
Hebrew calendar, after a human rights complaint (see Louise Brown).
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developments closely, since accurate timekeeping at sea would prove invaluable in
pinpointing a ship’s position; latitude could be measured by observing celestial markers
such as the North Star, but accurate longitudinal measurements required knowing the
vessel’s east-west spatial distance, and thus daylight time differential, from a known
observatory such as Greenwich. The lack of stable seafaring clocks during Cartier’s and
Champlain’s voyages resulted in maps of Canada which today look skewed and
misshapen, but in 1759, the same year as the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, the self-
taught English horologist John Harrison completed his masterpiece chronometer watch, a
highly reliable clock that could maintain its accuracy during rough intercontinental
voyages (Sobel 106). Nautical mapping grew more precise, and the importing of clocks —
the objects themselves as well as their increasingly profound cultural significance — went
hand in hand with the development of European colonies in Canada and elsewhere. By
the early nineteenth century affordable clocks for everyday use were being mass-
produced in the United States, a process that, as Thomas Allen notes, served to replace
“expensive, handcrafted items” with “affordable commodities available to all levels of
American society” (60). These affordable clocks were soon sold throughout the Canadas.
This new prevalence of accurate clocks, Levine argues, led to a greatly
accelerated pace of life in industrialized cultures, and was in fact the dawn of an entirely
new way of inhabiting time. “Clock time,” he writes, “has revolutionized the cadence of
daily life. It requires an uncompromising regularity in the passage of events” (52). Levine
repeats Lewis Mumford’s memorable assertion that “[t]he clock is not merely a means of

keeping track of the hours, but of synchronizing the actions of men. The clock, not the
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steam engine, is the key machine of the industrial age” (63). Allen, though, is more
cautious in his estimation of the effects of commonplace clocks; while he notes that
“temporal modernization” has resulted in “a world made over not only economically but
also socially and culturally to suit first the exchange networks of mercantile capitalism
and later the clockwork rationality of the free market” (8), he develops a more nuanced
picture through analyses of various actual clocks as well as artistic representations of
clocks, arguing that American clock culture did not supplant but instead entered into
dialogue with cultural models of time based on nature, religion, and localities; “Clock
time was, to be sure, understood as significantly different from natural and religious time,
but it was also deeply intertwined with those other temporal modes” (2). Temporal
theorist Barbara Adam, too, argues that clock time never assumes total significance, but
exists in negotiation with other models of time: “While the existence of clock time
facilitates context independence and global standardization, decisions about the timing of
even the most habitual of actions are made on a one-off basis and with reference to a
particular context”; thus, “clock time has not replaced the multiple social, biological, and
physical sources of time; it has rather changed the meanings of the variable times,
temporalities, timings, and tempos of bio-cultural origin” (“Perceptions” 510, 513). Still,
Levine convincingly demonstrates that people within societies that adhere more closely
to clock time work more hours per week and tend to be more pressed for time, suggesting
that even if the social conversion to clock time is never absolute, clock-based cultures do
disclose quantitative and qualitative differences in temporal experience.

Thomas Haliburton’s 1836 collection of humorous Nova Scotian political stories,
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The Clockmaker, comments tellingly on the growing primacy of clock time in Canadian
life, when the narrator declares that “the house of every substantial farmer had three
substantial ornaments: a wooden clock, a tin reflector [oven], and a Polyglot Bible” (8).
The titular clock salesman, an American named Sam Slick who peddles clocks
throughout Nova Scotia, goes one step further. When someone tells him that Nova Scotia
“ain’t a bread country,” he replies, “You might as well say it ain’t a clock country, when
to my sartin knowledge, there are more clocks than Bibles in it” (103). The implication,
that clock time has supplanted Christianity as society’s foundational source of
knowledge, is driven home when a Catholic priest asks Sam, “What are you, Mr. Slick?”
and Sam replies that he is a Clockmaker. The priest admits that “every man’s religion is
his own,” though he, tellingly, has already bought a clock for himself (115). Adherence to
the clock, then, is a form of religion, and an increasingly dominant one; the importance of
clock time to everyday matters of social organization has become axiomatic. Kevin Kelly
has suggested that “from the very beginning clocks were simulacra” (qtd. in S. Brand 66)
— that is, they manufacture the very temporality they presume to measure — and while a
hint of this is visible in the fact that early mechanical clocks in the fourteenth century
were designed to help monks keep track of prayer schedules (Levine 56), Haliburton’s
writing reflects the way that clock time eventually takes on a life of its own, becoming a
simulacrum not only of time, but of the religious practice it was intended to facilitate.
Instead of winding the clock so we will know what time to pray, we now wind the clock
so we can follow the clock, a sentiment that carries over, with some degree of irony, into

the late twentieth century when Leonard Cohen sings of going up “to the tower where the
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blessed hours chime,” not the tower that points to heaven.

When Haliburton’s narrator asks Sam how it is “that you manage to sell such an
immense number of clocks, which certainly cannot be called necessary articles, among a
people with whom there seems to be so great a scarcity of money,” Sam explains that he
relies on flattery and human nature (8). Leaving a clock behind at the house of a deacon,
another religious figure, Sam confides his covert sales strategy to the narrator: the deacon
will not learn “until I call for the clock, that having once indulged in the use of a
superfluity, how difficult it is to give it up. We can do without any article of luxury we
have never had, but when once obtained, it is not in ‘human natur’’ to surrender it
voluntarily” (11). A powerful device that exerts a curious influence over its possessor, the
clock becomes a symbol along the lines of Frodo Baggins’s magical Ring. And, like
Tolkien, Haliburton suggests that the desirable object carries with it a heavy ideological
weight. Throughout The Clockmaker Sam admonishes Nova Scotians for being “behind
the intelligence of the age” (13), unlike Americans, who “reckon hours and minutes to be
dollars and cents” (8). “We ‘go ahead’; the Nova Scotians ‘go astarn’” (24). Beyond
selling clocks, Sam wants to convince Nova Scotians to race along the same path of
linear technological progress, and to adhere to the same principles of temporal
accounting, that he sees the Americans as having perfected. In the United States, Sam
says, the railroad “is river, bridge, road, and canal, all in one. It saves what we hain’t got
to spare, men, horses, carts, vessels, barges, and what’s all in all — time” (27).

It comes as little surprise that by 1891, twenty-four years after Canada’s

Confederation, the American Electric Signal Clock Company was marketing temporal
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precision and punctuality as moral necessities: “If there is one virtue that should be
cultivated more than any other by him who would succeed in life, it is punctuality; if
there is one error to be avoided, it is being behind time” (qtd. in Levine 67). Dewdney
also points out that as international telegraph wires became ubiquitous in the 1860s, “the
concept of a global ‘now’ inserted itself into the average citizen’s consciousness, at least
in Western nations” (64), a development quickly followed by the invention of the space-
time-collapsing telephone. Canada was born into a world of heightening temporal
precision, and while Haliburton frames the efficiency and monetization of clock time as
an American imposition, Canada would soon make its own mark in the sometimes uneasy
intensification of social and moral reliance on clock time and burgeoning global temporal
connectivity.

The division of the globe into “standard” time zones is a normative categorization
that provides insight into Canada’s temporal status, and was a technological development
in which Canada played an important historical role. In 1848 England had become the
first country to adhere to a national standardized time system, but North America posed a
more difficult problem due to its enormous physical, and temporal, size. “When hours,
rather than minutes, separate the population centers,” writes Clark Blaise, “practical as
well as political considerations override the simple expedient of an act of Parliament”
(86). Various proposals for standardized time in the United States emerged in the decades
following England’s standardization, but most of these “had come from deep inside the
American railroad industry and had applied themselves exclusively to the reform of

North American railroad schedules” (Blaise 76). A version of railroad standard time did
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come into use in North America in 1883, causing local jurisdictions to align their clocks
with their common “time belts” rather than with the local position of the sun, but the
system was plagued with problems: it did not take the rest of the world into account; its
time belts were drawn to simplify scheduling processes for the railroad companies and
thus fell under corporate, not public control; and incomplete adoption of the system
meant that conflicting times continued to exist (Blaise 103).

Sandford Fleming, the Scottish-born Canadian best known for managing the
surveying of the Canadian Pacific Railway, became integral to the global adoption of
standard time. His proposal for a universal or “cosmic” time was radical in that, in
Blaise’s words, he “paid no special attention to North America. He was a theorist of
world time” (76). “We are now obliged,” Fleming wrote, “to take a comprehensive view
of the globe in considering the question of time-reckoning. We should not confine our
view to one limited horizon, to one country, or to one continent” (qtd. in Blaise 35). The
concept of “local time,” he argued, “is entirely incorrect. There is no such thing. [...]
Time remains uninfluenced by matter, by space, or by distance. It is universal and
essentially non-local” (34-35). While Einstein’s theories of relativity would later refute
the idea of time as a physical constant, Fleming was committed to time’s political
neutrality, and his initial proposal for standard time was notable for its lack of a prime
meridian. Clock time would be regulated by a “Standard Chronometer,” a notional clock
located inside the centre of the earth “in order clearly to bring out the idea, that it is
equally related to every point on the surface of the globe” (Blaise 130).

For Blaise, Fleming’s proposal to universalize time under government authority
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“has Canada written all over it. [...] He saw time as a free, common resource, not as a
privately held property on the order of the American railroads or the sold time signals
from the Western Union Company. Fleming was always a government man” (188). The
Canada that is “written all over” Fleming’s vision of cosmic time, though, is not entirely
a genial one, for the idea discloses a highly political ideological underpinning beneath its
rhetoric of universality and neutrality. Fleming’s system attempted to foist a particular
brand of neutrality upon a disparate and unequal world. While his Standard Chronometer
may have been equally related to every point on the globe, it was by no means equally
related to every person or culture, most of whom would have had no say in its creation.
By dismissing local time as “entirely incorrect,” Fleming dismissed any system of time
reckoning that falls outside the particular system which was simultaneously cosmic and
of his own invention; while brilliantly conceived, his comprehensive view of the globe
may have inadvertently obscured the people who populate it.

Imre Szeman, building on work by Paul Smith and Johannes Fabian, has
identified a similar phenomenon in the tendency of globalization discourse to promote
“an image of a world that is isochronic, a world in which everything happens at the same
time and thus in which the problems and contradictions produced by an earlier,
imperialist capitalism are done away with just as surely as are the limitations of time and
space” (191-92). What this discourse really accomplishes, Szeman suggests, is the
reinforcing of the same political hierarchy established by imperialist capitalism in the
first place, since the rules of the global playing field are created by the elite nations and

corporations. This may help to explain the continued prevalence, even in a globalized
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world, of the idea that Canada is a “belated” nation (to use Szeman’s term) forever failing
to “catch up” to the more developed United States. The notion of Canada as a belated
member of the globalized timescape is ironic insofar as global standard time was largely
a Canadian invention, but appropriate in that Canada had little say in the concept’s actual
implementation; Fleming attended the 1884 Prime Meridian Conference in Washington
D.C. as an honorary British delegate, since the United States did not recognize the
Dominion of Canada as a “civilized” (that is, independent) country (Blaise 194).

The global time system that has come into common use — a blend of Fleming’s
envisioned system and concessions such as the adoption of the Greenwich prime
meridian — contains its own biases and political impositions. “Local” time in any given
place is now determined not by the position of the sun or a local observatory but
according to that place’s categorization within the standard twenty-four time zones,
imaginary constructs in which we have invested heavily, and which, like the days of the
week for Panych’s unnamed man, both open and constrict our experience of time. For
Canadians, clock time is set to a standard housed beyond our borders, resulting in uneasy
tensions when the global system fails to accommodate local concerns.* A quick glance at
a map of the world’s time zones, with their jagged lines and isolated pockets, is enough to

identify the clash between local and global time. Saskatchewan, for instance, officially

* In a sense, Canada’s lack of control over clock time forms a parallel to the linguistic
conundrum identified by Dennis Lee, that as inhabitants of a culturally subordinate
colonial space, Canadians “have no terms in which to speak that do not issue from the
space we are trying to speak against” (52). “No terms” was an exaggeration in the 1970s
and is more so today as the existence of the Canadian Oxford Dictionary attests, but just
as our language’s historical and cultural centre lies closer to England and the United
States than it does to Canada, so too does our temporal vocabulary.
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observes Central Standard Time without daylight saving, sharing the same time as
Alberta during the summer and Manitoba during the winter, with certain exceptions such
as the town of Lloydminster which adheres to Alberta time year-round. The very global
connectedness that Fleming saw as the destruction of local time in fact requires local
idiosyncrasies to be agonized over. We can see similar tension at work in the fact that the
Gregorian calendar, which was created by the Catholic Church mainly to regulate the
scheduling of Easter, forms a strict template within which Canada has been able to make
minor localized adjustments such as Canadian Thanksgiving and the gradual
secularization of Sundays.

Today, the most prominent feature beneath the Canadian flag on Ottawa’s
Parliament Hill is the Peace Tower clock, an iconic symbol of the importance of clock
time and global standard time to Canadian life. When the clock’s mechanism failed on
May 24" 2006, freezing the hands at 7:28 am, the event did not escape the attention of
the CBC: “Dozens of tourists crowded around the Centennial Flame snapping photos of
Parliament Hill were quick to notice the incorrect time on the clock and the sound of
silence” (“Time Stands Still on Parliament Hill”). An American company was called in to
make the repair, so that Canada’s most prominent clock could resume its keeping of
British time. The sense of temporal alterity that colonies around the world can hold in
common is apparent in M.G. Vassanji’s novel No New Land when Nurdin Lalani recalls
his childhood in east Africa: “Big Ben says eighteen hours Greenwich mean time, and
Father looks up, raises an eyebrow, if you please, and shush, everyone listens to perfect

inflections from the BBC, you dare not scrape or cough at this holiest of hours at home
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and you hold your water and your bowels and your wind, and if a giggle escapes, then the
wrath of God, Haji Lalani’s cane on your buttocks” (35-36).

Colonial alterity aside, the importance of clock time to the daily life of individuals
is not to be overlooked. Levine argues that “one of the most significant differences in the
pace of life is whether people use the hour on the clock to schedule the beginning and
ending of activities, or whether the activities are allowed to transpire according to their
own spontaneous schedule. These two approaches are known, respectively, as living by
clock time and living by event time” (82). He has studied what he calls the pace of life in
31 countries by measuring three variables: “the average walking speed of randomly

29 <6

selected pedestrians over a distance of 60 feet,” “the time it took postal clerks to fulfill a
standard request for stamps,” and “the accuracy of 15 randomly selected bank clocks in
main downtown areas” (8-9). His results point to “five principal factors that determine
the tempo of cultures around the world. People are prone to move faster in places with
vital economies, a high degree of industrialization, larger populations, cooler climates,
and a cultural orientation toward individualism” (9). His overall rankings indicate that the
fastest-paced countries are those that run on clock time — Switzerland, Ireland, Germany,
and Japan top the list — while the slowest-paced are event-time countries such as Brazil,
Indonesia, and Mexico (131-32).” The United States is listed at number 16, followed by

Canada at 17. Levine argues that a country’s pace of life has “vital consequences for the

quality of life,” but that these consequences are so mixed as to suggest that “a rapid pace

> Various nuances are involved in these rankings. Ireland, for instance, placed first in
walking speed, which Levine attributes to the cold climate, but 11" in clock accuracy
(131, 133).
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of life is neither inherently better nor worse than a slow one” (154, 159). People in faster
places, for instance, are much more likely to die from heart disease, but are also “more
likely to be satisfied with their lives” (155, 158). His ranking would appear to indicate
that Canada and the United States embody a temporal compromise, avoiding the more
extreme tempos on both sides of the scale.

As Levine admits, the methodology of his study suffers from various limitations,
such as the fact that postal offices in different countries offer levels of service that vary in
ways that are difficult to quantify. But perhaps the most problematic aspect of his survey,
a constraint undoubtedly due more to funding limitations than oversight, is its tendency to
group entire nations together into single temporal entities, uniform in time and space. The
study, published in 1997, captures results at one particular moment near the end of the
twentieth century, and gives little indication of how a society’s pace of life may change
over time, a significant absence given the widely identified feeling within industrialized
nations that the pace of life is continuously increasing. This sense of increasing rapidity
may have something to do with the inevitability of aging and the tendency of early life
memories to seemingly represent longer periods of time (I will further discuss
perceptions of duration in Chapter Two). It also has to do with the many generalizations
about the nature of “modern life,” like Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr’s rather alarmist
comment from the late 1970s that “the shift from a slowly changing to a swiftly changing
society [...] has stretched and snapped customary social restraints. It has rendered the
experience of the elders irrelevant to the problems of the young. Children, knowing they

will live in a vastly different world from the world of their parents, no longer look to their
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parents as models and authorities” (270). Terms such as “the multitasking generation”
and “the iGeneration” have been coined early in the twenty-first century to describe the
perceived increase in society’s tempo.

To some degree, generalizations about the unique rapidity of contemporary life
fail to account for the fact that people have felt overwhelmed, and excited, by the rapid
pace of life for generations. Still, the subjective sense of an increasing pace of life is
supported by analyses such as Statistics Canada’s Overview of the Time Use of
Canadians, which was carried out in 1998 and again in 2005. Over those seven years, the
average free time for Canadians aged 15 and over dropped from 5.8 to 5.5 hours per day,
while the time spent on paid work increased by 0.3 hours, averaged over the seven-day
week (see Table 1 in each study). Experimental filmmaker Michael Snow commented on
his audience’s increasing pace of life with the 2003 rerelease of his 1967 film
Wavelength. The original release, considered a seminal work of avant-garde film, is a 45-
minute shot of the interior of a room, slowly zooming in to a photograph on the wall
while human figures occasionally perform brief actions. Snow describes the film as “a
time monument,” the attempt “to make a definitive statement of pure Film space and
time” (“Michael Snow: Textures of Time”). The 2003 rerelease, WVLNT (or Wavelength
For Those Who Don’t Have the Time), consists of “simultaneities rather than the
sequential progressions of the original work” (“WVLNT”). Ironic packaging material
promotes the film as “Originally 45 minutes. Now 15! Still, as I will discuss in Chapter
Three, while the increasing pace of life in Canada may be a general trend, complex and

fluctuating time pressures for different people reveal that it is not a simple linear trend.
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Just as the pace of life is not uniform over time, it also varies across spatial
distance. While Statistics Canada provides only national averages for its 1998 study, the
2005 study goes on to divide its results into provinces, revealing, for instance, that Prince
Edward Islanders spend on average a little more time working, and a little less time
sleeping, than British Columbians (information on the territories is curiously absent).
Levine does not specify where his measurements for “Canada” were taken, but given his
strategy of selecting a large metropolis in each country, it seems likely that his Canadian
measurements were taken in Toronto, with Montreal, Ottawa, and Vancouver as
alternative candidates. To what extent can such measurements accurately represent the
temporal character of the nation? What deeper variations exist between regions of
Canada, or between urban and rural areas of the same region, or even from one household
to the next? Broad sociological surveys, like cultural chronotopes, are limited in their
ability to capture or explain the temporal character of diverse regions and individual
lives. This is an issue to which I will return in Chapters Two and Three, but for the
moment [ would like to offer some examples of the ways in which Canada’s dominant
temporal constructs serve as frames to draw attention towards or away from particular

issues, and function broadly as sites of social power.

Contested Boundaries of the Temporal Frame

While Fleming helped to free the measurement of time from corporate control, his

work serves as an example not only that ostensibly neutral systems of time measurement
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are inherently ideological but also that the ability fo set the clock on a broad social scale —
whether literally in terms of clock time or figuratively in terms of the framing of temporal

9% ¢

concepts such as “first,” “new,” “original,” “now,” and “long-term” — goes hand in hand
with other forms of dominance and control. Craig Ireland partially echoes Hayden White
when he writes that narrativity “relates past, present, and future, not in order to recapture
an actual or past state of affairs and still less in order to sequentialize empirical brute
sense data into the conceptually intelligible, but instead in order to delimit the horizon
from which selections will be made and complexity reduced, as well as to establish the
threshold where expectations can be violated or disappointed” (133-34). The question of
whose narrativity — whose temporal horizons and expectations — take precedence is an
important one in Canadian history, as the imposition of particular time scales in various
social contexts indicates that the use and ownership of time within Canada has been
integral to many forms of power struggles and decision-making processes.

An extreme example of the material consequences of conflicting cultural time
scales is found in the life of Maria Campbell, whose autobiography, Halfbreed, is
intended “to tell you what it is like to be a Halfbreed woman in our country,” to “tell you
about the joys and sorrows, the oppressing poverty, the frustrations and the dreams” (2).
Describing the newly confederated Canada’s treatment of her part-indigenous, part-white
ancestors in Saskatchewan, Campbell writes:

They were squatters with no title to the land they lived on. They wanted

assurance from Ottawa of their right to keep the land before the incoming

white settlers encroached on them by using homestead laws. Our people

believed the lands acts discriminated against them, stating that they had to

live on the land and wait three years before filing a claim. They had lived
on the lands for years before the lands acts had ever been thought of, and
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didn’t believe they should be treated like newcomers. (4)

Because legal ownership of the land is measured against a very recent moment in time —
the creation of the lands acts — the long history of indigenous inhabitation, and even the
shorter history of Métis inhabitation, are immaterial, erased from the land claims record.
As a result, grievances escalated until the government engaged in a military battle against
the Métis and Louis Riel, finally forcing the holdouts to relocate “to the empty pockets of
North Saskatchewan” (6), where they claimed their own homesteads.

However, in addition to paying the purchase price of these homesteads, families
were required to work the land to the government’s satisfaction. “Ten acres had to be
broken in three years, along with improvements, before title would be granted. Otherwise
the land was confiscated by Land Improvement District authorities” (7-8). Unable to
afford the necessary equipment, the Métis failed to meet these requirements and
“gradually the homesteads were reclaimed by the authorities and offered to the
immigrants,” thus forcing the Métis, now quite literally marginalized, to take up
residence on the strips of land alongside roads (8). “So began a miserable life of
poverty,” Campbell writes, “which held no hope for the future” (8). The mandate of
progress, of “improvements” to the land, not only imposes a western ethic of land
development that takes no account of longstanding indigenous forms of land use, but also
initiates an arbitrary duration of responsibility, creating an unwinnable race against time.
The rest of Campbell’s autobiography, which recounts her years of poverty and
instability, is largely a narrative of the consequences of this resetting of the clock.

Similarly asymmetrical waiting periods for citizenship have been implemented in
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legal codes such as the 1952 Immigration Act. During this act’s tenure, immigrants to
Canada acquired “Canadian domicile” after a five-year wait, though any time spent in a
prison or a “hospital for mental diseases” did not count towards the five years (4.1, 4.2.a).
Meanwhile, admittance to Canada was denied altogether for those who had “been insane
at any time,” were “afflicted with epilepsy,” had committed “any crime involving moral
turpitude,” were identified as prostitutes or homosexuals, or advocated subversion of the
democratic process (5.a, d, e, m), effectively introducing an indefinite waiting period,
which lasted until these conditions were loosened in 1976.

Confused understandings of when immigrants are considered to have become
Canadian are visible today in the ambiguous meaning of the terms “first generation,”
which can refer either to foreign-born Canadians or to their Canadian-born children, and
“second generation,” which can refer either to a family’s first Canadian-born children, or
to those children’s children.® Who is first, and when does Canadianness occur? In What
We All Long For, Dionne Brand takes a satirical jab at the capricious manner in which
the dominant culture is able to offer and withdraw membership to minorities. Her
character Oku, at a bar with some friends, tells a joke: “What’s Canadian in 9.79 seconds
and Jamaican in twenty-four hours? Ben Johnson” (214). Oku’s reference to the infamous
Olympic sprinter whose gold medal in 1988 was rescinded after an incriminating drug
test suggests that popular opinion is pivotal in granting social inclusion to those whose
status is questionable because of race, foreign birth, or other factors. Underneath the

humour one senses an Orwellian tone in the ease with which society is effectively able to

61 am grateful to Malissa Phung for pointing out this confusion to me.
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claim, at advantageous moments, “Ben Johnson has always been Canadian,” or “Ben
Johnson has always been Jamaican.” The gates of social membership are set to open and
close on a timer that keeps desirable people inside the national collective, and keeps
undesirable people — however defined at any given moment — out.

Labeling someone “first” is not a neutral act but a political one that indicates an
investment in one particular starting point, one particular resetting of the clock. Perhaps
this is nowhere more apparent than in Alan Lawson’s remark that there are “two First
Worlds, two origins of authority and authenticity: the originating world of Europe, the
imperium, as source of the Second World’s principal cultural authority; and that other
First World, that of the First Nations, whose authority the settlers not only effaced and
replaced but also desired” (29). Commenting on the Hudson’s Bay Company’s need for
perceived legitimacy in the mid nineteenth century, Desmond Morton writes that “the
Company’s prestige depended on an air of permanency, summed up by the rude version
of the letters on its flag — “Here Before Christ” (82). Marie Clements resists this
association in her play Burning Vision, where a Dene widow says, “the Hudson’s Bay
Store [...] seemed like they been here before Christ but not before me. Not before me”
(56). Firstness means primacy, and is a prized concept within many political arenas, from
the nationalistic ““Canada First” movement in the late nineteenth century; to Daniel
Johnson’s Union Nationale slogan in the 1966 Quebec provincial election, “Québec
d’abord,” which means “Quebec first,” but was “discreetly translated for English-
speakers as ‘A better Quebec for all Quebeckers’ (Morton 290); to Stephen Harper’s

2008 military initiative called the “Canada First Defence Strategy.” For forest
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conservationists, the term “second growth” is a disparaging one.

Daniel Maclvor’s play Never Swim Alone comments hauntingly on the politics of
firstness, as two nearly identical men engage in inane but increasingly violent
competitions for the privilege of being “the first man.” While the play ends in a cold-war
style stalemate between the two, a penultimate climax speaks to the dominance inherent
in the claim of being “first”:

FRANK

The first man is the man
FRANK knees BILL in the chest. BILL goes down.

FRANK
who is guiltless beyond all circumstance
FRANK kicks BILL.
FRANK
and sure of his right
FRANK kicks BILL.
FRANK
to be first.
FRANK kicks BILL.
FRANK
The first man is the man
FRANK kicks BILL.
FRANK

who can recognize

the second man.

BILL lies motionless. (72-73)

The related idea of newness, as in the “New World,” is famously attractive and
problematic, not only for English colonialists such as Catharine Parr Traill, who wrote in
the 1830s that “Canada is the land of hope; here everything is new” (94), or for the early
nineteenth-century Métis who saw themselves as a “New Nation” (Morton 79), but for

contemporary immigrants as well, as Vassanji’s self-conscious title No New Land

suggests. Like firstness, the concept of newness has an ambivalent history; in Milton’s
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Paradise Lost, when the angel Abdiel insists that God created all heavenly beings, Satan
refutes the argument with the words “strange point and new!” — the very claim that
Abdiel’s idea is new casts it under suspicion and deflates the angel’s authority (5.855). In
contemporary consumer culture, though, newness is perhaps the ultimate virtue. Car
manufacturers and book publishers sell products stamped with the upcoming year’s date
to make the items appear new that much longer, while consumers vie to be the first to
own the new goods. The increasing rate of consumer consumption leads to what Craig
Ireland calls a “culture of immediacy” (161), in which the new “becomes so prevalent
that both past and future-orientedness end up collapsing into an extended present” (147).
And along with the virtue of newness comes the sin of oldness. While oldness can
at times be strategically aligned with primacy, Fabian identifies the projection of oldness
onto subaltern groups as a central tenet of mid twentieth century western ethnocentric
anthropology. He sees rhetorical “distancing devices” at work “when we are told that
certain elements in our culture are ‘neolithic’ or ‘archaic’; or when certain living societies
are said to practice ‘stone age economics’; or when certain styles of thought are identified

299

as ‘savage’ or ‘primitive’” (30). This list also includes the terms “developed” and
“developing,” which suggest temporal accomplishment and incompleteness respectively.
Such devices produce what Fabian calls “denial of coevalness,” or, “a persistent and
systematic tendency to place the referent(s) of anthropology in a Time other than the
present of the producer of anthropological discourse” (31). Fabian muses that “it takes

imagination and courage to picture what would happen to the West (and to anthropology)

if its temporal fortress were suddenly invaded by the Time of its Other” (35). Chapter
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Four will look more closely at the difficulties and possibilities of contemporaneousness.

The ability to decide when firstness or newness occurs, when units of time will
begin to accumulate — whether these units are years of homesteading, residency periods
leading towards citizenship, or so on — not only allows for the granting or denial of rights
to particular people; it simultaneously relieves those in power of the responsibility to
address injustices that occurred before the arbitrary starting point. One common response
to indigenous land claims maintains that the people who now own the land, while
descended from settlers whose appropriation of the land may have been questionable, did
not themselves engage in this appropriation: any injustice that occurred in the past is not
the fault of those now living. Dionne Brand objects to this view by saying that “people
use these arguments as reasons for not doing what is right or just. It never occurs to them
that they live on the cumulative hurt of others. They want to start the clock of social
justice only when they arrived. But one is born into history, one isn’t born into a void”
(Map 82). True, we are all born into history. But as Hayden White has demonstrated,
“whether ‘history’ is considered simply as ‘the past,” the documentary record of this past,
or the body of reliable information about the past established by professional historians,
there is no such thing as a distinctively ‘historical’ method by which to study this
‘history’” (“New Historicism” 295). The history that we are born into depends on who
gets to define it, and discussions of temporality are saturated with the politics of alternate
views of history, of alternate starting points and conflicting cultural time scales.

Mohawk scholar Taiaiake Alfred, who advocates social and spiritual revolution

with the aim of securing autonomy for Onkwehonwe — indigenous people — argues, like
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Brand, that the clock of social justice started ticking earlier than is usually acknowledged,
and that looking further into the past is vital for understanding ongoing cultural disputes:

Limited to a discussion of history that includes only the last five or ten

years, the corporate media and general public focus on the billions of

dollars handed out to the Onkwehonwe per year from federal treasuries

and spent inefficiently. [...] Considering 100 or 300 years of interactions,

it would become clear even to the Settlers that the real problem facing

their country is that two nations are fighting over questions of conquest

and survival. (152-53)
Even the idea that dominant models of time tend to look five or ten years into the past is
an exaggeration in some contexts. News media outlets do not often trace the origins of
current events back more than a few days or months. And stock market tracking websites
— CTVglobemedia, TMX Group, and Yahoo! Canada — all chart on their homepages the

progress of major trading indices over the past six hours. What sort of temporal

perspective does this create?

| I | '
09:30 11:30 13:30 1:3:30

Standard six-hour trading perspective (tmx.com)
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Joseph Meeker sees digital time displays, which lack hands that move in synch
with the earth’s rotation and “are unable to comprehend more than one instant at a time,”
as symbolic of the “narrow visions” that are now commonplace (qtd. in Levine 80).
Relatively narrow temporal vision is indeed necessary for many cultural institutions. In
Salt Fish Girl, Larissa Lai comments ironically on the need for large corporations to
disassociate themselves from the ongoing injustices that are intrinsic to the production of
consumer goods. Her character Miranda, who has been learning about a “dreaming
disease” that causes people to remember the past in great detail, proposes that the Pallas
running shoe company “advertise shoes as protection against the dreaming disease.
Memory-proof soles” (244). A successful consumer product, this scene bitterly suggests,
is one that “cures” consumers of the pain of calling injustice to mind, of connecting past
actions with future consequences; the pun on “memory-proof souls” is no accident.

Given the prevalence of narrow temporal vision, one wonders: when Governor
General Michaélle Jean commented on the relaunched Indian Residential Schools Truth
and Reconciliation Commission in October of 2009 by saying that “When the present
does not recognize the wrongs of the past, the future takes its revenge” (“GG
Relaunches”), how far into the past did she intend for Canadians to look? On the matter
of colonial conflict, Alfred concludes that “without a substantial change in the
circumstances of colonization, there is no basis for considering the injustice Aistorical.
The crime of colonialism is present today, as are its perpetrators” (157). In other words,

several hundred years of historical perspective is necessary in order to see that injustice is
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not historical. Sioui takes care to write with such a perspective, describing European
colonists as “our newly arrived Relatives” (123), and writing that “we have suffered a
very severe shock these past 503 years” (93). He portrays colonization as a
comprehensible, measurable moment in time, a specific duration that increases by one
digit each year rather than a vague notion of many centuries. North America’s “post-
European history” becomes “no more than an accident” (207).

Still, the decision to look back three hundred years or longer, and to look at
particular events that occurred at that time, is itself not neutral. In Maria Chapdelaine,
Louis Hémon attempts to speak in the voice of the early twentieth-century province of
Quebec itself, with all the “barbaric strength of this new land where an ancient race has
again found its youth” (168). “Three hundred years ago we came, and we have
remained,” the voice of Quebec says (168). “Strangers have surrounded us whom it is our
pleasure to call foreigners; they have taken into their hands most of the rule, they have
gathered to themselves much of the wealth; but in this land of Quebec nothing has
changed. Nor shall anything change, for we are the pledge of it” (169). The claim of land
ownership that Hémon’s Québécois people make by virtue of looking to their long
tradition of inhabitance is silent on the indigenous claims to the land that exist by virtue
of a much longer past. One could easily imagine the terms “stranger” and “foreigner”
referring equally to French and English Canadians. Desmond Morton points out that
seventeenth-century French settlers referred to themselves as habitants, implying
permanent inhabitation “in distinction from the official term of censitaire, or ‘tenant’”

(20). “People immigrating to Canada,” Morton writes, “have had an awkward tendency to
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assume that nothing much worthwhile has happened before their arrival” (74).

Some of the most notable recognitions of uncomfortable pasts have occurred
when the federal government has offered official apologies to Canadians of Chinese and
Japanese descent, and to aboriginal peoples. Apologizing in 2008 for the Indian
Residential Schools system, Stephen Harper began his speech with reference to federal
government actions in the 1870s, looking back nearly 140 years. In a rather remarkable
acknowledgement of broad temporal responsibility, he went on to connect longstanding
past policies with the present, saying that “the legacy of Indian residential schools has
contributed to social problems that continue to exist in many communities today”
(“Statement”). As Matthew Dorrell points out, though, the apology also contained
distancing language, relegating the abuses to a past “chapter” in Canadian history (32).

The troubling politics of selective awareness of the past also become apparent for
Sioui, who takes issue with North American archaeological data pointing to the migratory
arrival of indigenous people ten thousand years ago, “because we know that the Euro-
Canadian society, in order to justify and rationalize its often discriminatory policies and
laws in relation to First Nations, needs to cultivate the notion, in its social discourse, that
First Nations people are ‘immigrants’ too” (101). And why stop at ten thousand years?
What kind of perspective would we have on historical justice, on “indigenous” and
“immigrant” inhabitants, if we looked back further, to the origin of the human species?
For Dionne Brand in Land to Light On, the “history of the body” is situated not in Canada
or Africa at all, but in the depths of primordial evolution: “here is the history of the body;

/ water perhaps darkness perhaps stars / bone then scales then wings then legs then arms
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[...] then blood pouring, then eyes, then distance, only this, / all that has happened since
is too painful, / too unimaginable” (34). This history not only starts with the pre-national
and the pre-human, but actually stops there; all that comes later, all of what we normally
consider to comprise “history,” is better left unthought.

Taiaiake Alfred also points out that looking to the past at all, no matter how far
back, can be counterproductive: “However noble and necessary justice is to our struggles,
its gaze will always be backward. By itself, the concept of justice is not capable of
encompassing the broader transformations needed to ensure coexistence” (27). The
concept of peace, on the other hand, “is hopeful, visionary, and forward-looking” (28): a
valid point, perhaps, but one that risks treating as equals those who have been placed,
historically, on uneven ground. Looking forward is susceptible to the same issues of
temporal framing as looking to the past, and influential decision-making tends to be
framed in terms of three-month business quarters and four-year political terms. Apparent
exceptions occur mainly for the sake of rhetorical impact and immediate political gain, as
when Sir Guy Carleton said in 1772 that “this country must, to the end of time, be
peopled by the Canadian race” (qtd. in Morton 26), or when Wilfrid Laurier said in 1904
that “the twentieth century shall be the century of Canada and of Canadian development.
For the next seventy-five years, nay for the next hundred years, Canada shall be the star
towards which all men who love progress and freedom shall come” (Morton 158). Even
Laurier’s ostensible appeal to a hundred-year mindset is short-sighted when compared to
certain indigenous conceptualizations of time. Stewart Brand writes that “Now is the

period in which people feel they live and act and have responsibility. For most of us now
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is about a week, sometimes a year. For some traditional tribes in the American northeast
and Australia now is seven generations back and forwards (175 years each direction)”
(133). Only an Ontarian Methodist preacher, speaking on the eve of the 1896 election,
revealed a broader sense of temporal accountability when he warned that a Liberal vote
“would stare the voter in the face at Judgement Day and condemn him to eternal
perdition” (qtd. in Morton 140).

Temporal framing discourses are equally present in our relationships with the
natural world, and reveal further arbitrary hierarchies. Europeans brought purple
loosestrife to North America around the same time, in evolutionary terms, as wheat, but
because purple loosestrife is perceived as economically damaging it remains perpetually
regarded as a foreign species. A single news release from the Office of the Auditor
General in 2002 refers to purple loosestrife and other undesirable species introduced in
the last few hundred years as “invaders,” a “destructive force,” “biological pollution,”
and a “threat” to “Canada’s ecosystems” (“A Destructive Force”). Wheat, meanwhile,
which has displaced millions of acres of native grasses, is honoured on the provincial
flags of Alberta and Saskatchewan. As Michael Healey, Travis V. Mason, and Laurie
Ricou conclude in their study of cultural attitudes toward various invasive species, “the
actual roles these species play in nature are secondary to the role, or roles, we assign
them. Given that the timeframe of the current proliferation of so many invasive species is
relatively short, perhaps the future will tell a different tale, taking some species out of the
‘undesirable alien’ category and instead setting out for them a welcome mat” (294).

Looking at time and the environment in a broader sense, the anxiety that
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motivates environmentalism could be described not just as the fear of destroying places
but as the fear of destroying time: the time in which human civilization prospers in ways
familiar to us. For at the heart of most conservationist impulses is the realization that our
degradation of the biosphere inevitably involves dire consequences not only for polar
bears and frogs but for us. This anxiety, which looks to the “long term” future of fifty or a
hundred years from now, continues under Canada’s current socio-political circumstances
to take second stage to the widely perceived importance of three-month business quarters
and four-year political terms. The ideal of sustainability, which requires valuing what we
normally think of as the distant future over the immediate future, cannot be realized while
the deployment of resources with a view to the short term is seen as common sense. In
this regard, little has changed since Catharine Parr Traill, writing in 1834, perceived as
inevitable the selling and burning of Ontario’s trees for short-term gains: “Some years
hence the timbers that are now burned up will be regretted. Yet it is impossible to
preserve them” (106). While Traill was for the most part optimistic in envisioning the
future — “I watch the progress of cultivation among these rugged and inhospitable regions
with positive pleasure,” she wrote (17) — her confident musings take on a darker tone as
we gradually awaken to the consequences of ecological collapse: “Some century hence
how different will this spot appear! [...] All will be different” (115).
Margaret Atwood suggests that Canadians are especially prone to experiencing
the future as a source of anxiety:
In my part of the world we have a ritual interchange that goes like this:

First person: “Lovely weather we’re having.”

Second person: “We’ll pay for it later.”

My part of the world being Canada, where there is a great deal of
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weather, we always do pay for it later. [...] What this ritual interchange

reveals is a larger habit of thinking about the more enjoyable things in life:

they’re only on loan or acquired on credit, and sooner or later the date

when they must be paid for will roll around. (Payback 165)
While the claim that such anxiety is particular to Canada is suspect to say the least, the
fact that Atwood associates a fear of the future, or a fear of impermanence, with
Canadian life hints at a remaining trace of garrison mentality, at least in her own
estimation. Or, as she goes on to argue, the fear of an approaching day of payback may in
fact be a guilty acknowledgement of ecological unsustainability. Ultimately, fear of the
future is tied to mortality itself; the concept of linear progress is always haunted by the
spectre of death. “Are all fears, at bottom,” Don McKay asks, “fears of endless
uninflected time?” (Deactivated 46). The further we probe such anxieties, the further
away we are taken from any indication that Atwood’s “ritual interchange” is uniquely
Canadian. But the questions of who gets to draw the boundaries of the temporal map, of
who gets to set and reset the moral accounting clock, and for what purpose — the real
questions at stake when we consider how far back, or forward, we ought to look — are
closely tied in Canada to the issues we have been discussing. Canada’s particular
histories of indigeneity, colonialism, immigration, expansive territory, and variable

ecologies do create a unique matrix of temporal framing patterns, even if some aspects of

this matrix are universal.

Canadian Time

In 1904, the Arthur Pequegnat Company based in Berlin, Ontario (now Kitchener)
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began to manufacture what has always been a fairly rare commodity, Canadian-made
clocks. The company ceased production in World War II due to a shortage of brass, but
its clocks remain among the best-known and most desirable for collectors of Canadian
timepieces (“Canadian Makers”). One of their popular wall clocks, known as the
“Canadian Time” model, is emblazoned with the words “Canadian Time” on the glass
pane through which the swinging pendulum is visible (“Galleries”). The time that the
clock keeps, of course, is the standard 12-hour time that has evolved for millennia and is
recognizable around the world, but there is truth to the slogan in the sense that the
particular histories, materials, and social meanings connected to this clock are tied to the
unfolding complexity of time-reckoning within the Canadian nation. Canadian society
itself has inherited various longstanding socio-temporal structures nested within
homogenizing globalized patterns, yet the nation’s particular cultural and temporal
situation is the product of a unique history of indigenous inhabitation, expansive northern
territory, colonialism, and multiculturalism.

All of our systems for measuring time — our clocks, calendars, temporal framing
devices, and personal and social narratives — are forms of language. They attempt to
witness, describe, and model the world, yet can never complete the task; there will
always be aspects of time, whether functions of physical relativity, personal subjectivity,
or cross-cultural disparity, that these models fail to encompass. Canada has learned to
speak particular temporal languages just as it has grown around English, French, and
other verbal languages; we live immersed within them, adapt them to meet our particular

needs, and sometimes struggle against them. Identifying the cultural construction of time
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in Canada is not a question of locating a single factor that makes Canada different.
Canada’s clocks do not contain an extra digit; our calendar does not use a special
Canadian month. The degree to which Canadian temporality is unique is an emergent
property of the complex combinations of cultural and ecological relationships that exist
nowhere else. And while certain temporal languages are quite entrenched, Canada’s
temporal maps, like its spatial maps, inevitably shift over time.

As some of the above examples have indicated, the issues surrounding the cultural
construction of time in Canada, like all issues of social concern, frequently manifest
themselves overtly in literature, and some texts consciously critique dominant modes of
time-reckoning. But even those texts that do not set out to engage such matters, or are not
normally read as doing so, find themselves inextricably involved with them. Thus,
reading the cultural construction of time as a backdrop to any piece of Canadian writing
can prove illuminating. Authors who may have no particular interest in the politics of
time often write stories in which dominant modes of time-reckoning enhance, or more
often restrict, a character’s physical or cognitive latitude. As I will show in Chapter
Three, stories are also common in which the constraints that characters face in terms of
gender, class, race, and so on translate into constraints on the way they inhabit time.

Whatever the particulars, the myriad opportunities for witnessing and
manipulating the human experience of time arise because of our common immersion in
time, a commonality that contains as much potential for solidarity as it does for
exploitation. As Margaret Atwood writes, “time is a condition of the life of our physical

bodies: without it we can’t live — we’d be frozen, like statues, because we wouldn’t be
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able to change” (Payback 168). Or, in the words of time itself, as imagined by Brian
Bartlett, “I am the space between heartbeat / and heartbeat [...] Yes, I am merciless, / but
I’'m mercy too” (116-17). The point is well taken by Panych’s unnamed man, still
standing on his precarious seventh-story ledge, pondering his captivity in the days of the
week. In the final moments of the play, with Lillian’s encouragement that he will “be an
inspiration to others” (95), he does indeed leap into space. But he falls up, flying
impossibly across to another building and, according to the stage directions, “through the
stars” (98), metaphorically embodying the potential to disrupt normative understandings
of time and other cultural categorizations. But, while liberating, overstepping the
boundaries of normative time is also perilous; when the man returns to his ledge he finds
that Lillian has disappeared, perhaps having fallen to the ground. The play ends as the
man urges himself to “just wait for the wind again,” while a police megaphone orders the
crowd (and the theatre audience) to “break it up now and go home. [...] The show’s
over” (100-01). Temporal resistance, like other forms of resistance, is confined by
personal limitations and voices of authority. But the image of the man flying through the
stars remains vital in its suggestion that the constraints of temporal categories are partial
and pliable. The next chapter will look at the relationship between time and personal
subjectivity, and will make explicit the assertion that literature and other arts serve as
vital sites for people to bear witness to, and sometimes attempt to recalibrate, the

dominant figurative clocks that tick around and within them.
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Chapter Two: Time, Subjectivity, and Literature
“Each character had his own time zone, his
own lamp, otherwise they were just men

from nowhere.”

Michael Ondaatje (Skin 143)

“The after is complicitous with the before.”

Smaro Kamboureli (48)

Margaret Atwood’s short story “Hack Wednesday” begins by juxtaposing personal and
social concerns. The first paragraph introduces Marcia, who is dreaming about her
conflicted desire to have another child, while the second paragraph begins, “Downstairs
the news is on. Something extra has happened, she can tell by the announcer’s tone of
voice, by the heightened energy. A disaster of some kind; that always peps them up. She
isn’t sure she’s ready for it” (Wilderness 257). The word “downstairs” triggers one of
Atwood’s most frequently used metaphors, that of the cellar, and its associations with the
dark recesses of the mind, the source of thoughts that are often suppressed but provide a
necessary foundation for consciousness. Marcia’s uneasy task of deciding which
concerns, the personal or the social, deserve the more prominent place in her mind goes
on to form the crux of the story, and is expressed repeatedly in terms of her anxiety about
the passage of time. She buys a piece of the Berlin Wall as a souvenir “not of a place [...]
but of a time,” and in the next breath focuses on her family life, “squirreling away bits of
time — a photo here, a letter there” (265). She works for a Toronto newspaper called The

World, writing about contemporary social issues such as malnutrition, violence towards
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women, and overcrowding in prisons, all the while believing “that life is something that
happens to individuals, despite the current emphasis on statistics and trends” (269). She
eats in her kitchen, while outside “the world shifts and crumbles and rearranges itself, and
time goes on” (282).

All of this culminates in Marcia’s reflections on passing time as she prepares to
host her now grown-up children at Christmas:

She will cry because the children are no longer children, or because she

herself is not a child anymore, or because there are children who have

never been children, or because she can’t have a child anymore, ever

again. Her body has gone past too quickly for her; she has not made

herself ready.

It’s all this talk of babies, at Christmas. It’s all this hope. She gets

distracted by it, and has trouble paying attention to the real news. (283-84)

This final sentence of the story leaves open the question of what constitutes “the real
news.” Are the stories of unfolding social injustice the real news, or is the real news the
day-to-day moments in time that slip by unnoticed, yet comprise Marcia’s actual life with
her family?

This question is an important one for understanding the temporal structure of life
in Canada, or anywhere. What is more “real,” the broad cultural chronotopes that shape
the workings of social structures and historiography, or the experience of time’s passage
on the level of the individual? How do we locate ourselves on our overlapping layers of
temporal maps, since, as Christopher Dewdney writes, “our collective sense of the
present, the one we all agree upon, is not the same as our private sense of ‘now’” (10).

While the previous chapter offered an overview of Canadian cultural temporalities, this

chapter will trace the importance of time to personal subjectivity, and will make the case

51



PhD Thesis — P. Huebener; McMaster — English and Cultural Studies

that while personal subjective temporalities tend to be more clearly driven by associative
relationships, they are shaped by many of the same narrativizing concepts that allow for
the creation of cultural chronotopes. Furthermore, literature and narrative structures of all
kinds serve vital functions in comprehending personal chronotopes, and in negotiating the
difficult relationship between individual and social temporalities. While this discussion
serves largely to contextualize Canadian literary responses to contested temporalities, the
matter of personal subjectivity is not unique to any nation. Portions of this chapter will
highlight examples of personal chronotopes that speak to Canadian experiences, while

other portions will necessarily leave the issue of national affiliation aside momentarily.

The Psychology of Time

When it comes to understanding how time functions on the level of the individual,
experimental and cognitive psychology have usually been the disciplines to take up the
task, and research into the psychology of time has led to many valuable insights,
particularly on the physiology of temporal experience, on how people experience
duration, and on how people tend to privilege the past, the present, or the future in their
personal time perspectives. Studies contributing to this body of knowledge have
examined how cultural variation, patterns of personality, and forms of psychopathology
may influence the perception of time. They have taken the form of carefully crafted
experimental research, involving painstaking measurements of subjects’ oral counting of

perceived 60-second intervals, asking subjects to agree or disagree with statements about
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present or future orientation, or asking subjects to listen to beeping sounds of different
tempos before estimating the duration of the noise.”

In the 1960s, Robert E. Ornstein challenged the notion that there is any singular
“sense” of time along with the idea that a physiological “internal clock” is responsible for
the perception of duration, arguing instead that a cognitive “storage size” metaphor more
accurately reflects the experience of duration.® He concluded that “anything which might
alter the size of storage of the information in a given interval will also affect the
experience of duration of that interval. As storage size increases, duration experience
lengthens” (43). In 1991, David C. Klein, Robert Y. Moore, and Steven M. Reppert
supplemented the work of “chronobiologists” with surveys of anatomical research to

conclude that the cluster of cells at the base of the brain known as the suprachiasmatic

7 One famous study occurred in the 1930s when the physiologist Hudson Hoagland’s
wife fell ill with influenza and misjudged the amount of time he took to return from the
drugstore. “Suspecting that this time distortion might be due to some physiological
process related to body temperature,” Friedman writes, “Hoagland asked his wife to make
a series of judgments of 60 seconds, counting at the rate of one per second, at various
times during her illness. He found that his wife’s counting rate was greater (that is, she
produced 60 seconds in a shorter time) when her temperature was higher” (14). Friedman
notes, though, that similar research “has not produced an entirely consistent picture” (14).
¥ Ornstein notes that all of the candidates for a supposed “internal clock” — brain alpha
rhythms, heart rate, breathing rate, brain cell metabolism, cellular metabolism, and so on
— suffer from two problems. First, “there are almost an infinity of physiological processes
which might alter their rate in response to psilocybin or to some other manipulation, but
this is not sufficient to term them a sort of internal time keeper, and to relate them to time
experience” (31). Second, these “clocks” do not run at the same rate (31). Michael
Ondaatje offers a more conceptual approach to physiological time in his novel Anil’s
Ghost, where the amygdala is described as that portion of the brain that holds “fearful
memories.” It is “created and made by us, by our own histories,” and everyone’s is
different “because we each have a different past” (134). Anil decides that the amygdala
“governs everything. How we behave and make decisions, how we seek out safe
marriages, how we build houses that we make secure” (135). We see here an example of
how literary articulations of personal temporality tend to privilege the reality of human
experience over the reality of objective data.
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nucleus (SCN) serves as the primary internal clock of the human body; Klein goes so far
as to call the SCN “the mind’s clock” (3). In his analysis of SCN tissue grafts in
hamsters, Martin R. Ralph clarifies that the SCN is “essential for the overt expression of
rhythmicity in mammals” and is “most likely the site of circadian pacemaker cells” (341),
though other biological structures likely contribute to circadian activity as well (347-48).
Studies in humans suggest that the daily rhythm of this internal body clock “has about a
twenty-four-hour-and-eleven-minute day” (Zimbardo and Boyd 192), though this may be
a separate function from actual experiences of duration.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, Michael G. Flaherty articulated a
generalized theory of duration experience that echoes Ornstein’s fairly closely:
“protracted duration occurs when conscious information processing is high, synchronicity
occurs when conscious information processing is moderate, and temporal compression
occurs when conscious information processing is low” (138). Robert Levine argues more
specifically that “[p]eople tend to perceive time passing more quickly when experiences
are pleasant, carry little sense of urgency, when they are busy, when they experience
variety, and during activities that engage right-hemisphere modes of thinking” (37), while
neuroscientist David Eagleman suggests that human aging plays a large role in the
sensation of increasing rapidity; his studies indicate that human brains use more energy to
create memories of novel experiences than familiar experiences, with the result that early
life memories seem to represent longer periods of time (Krulwich). Suffice it to say that
the question of duration experience remains a contested one.

The question of “time memory,” which asks how people organize their memories
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of the past, is also a topic of interest in psychological research. In his 1990 volume About
Time, William Friedman distills the concepts that psychologists have used to try to
explain time memory into five categories: the temporal sequence model (which
hypothesizes that our memories are organized through a form of date-stamping); the
sequential model (memories are organized based on order of occurrence); the strength
model (recent memories seem “‘stronger” than older memories); the inference model (we
reconstruct time in relation to known events and other anchors); and the reminding model
(memories are organized into pairs and cognitively cross-referenced) (28-29). While
Friedman tends to prefer the inference model, he concedes that no single model will
suffice to explain how people retrieve different types of temporal information from their
memories. “It seems to be our nature,” he writes, “to experience and remember time on
different scales — in different cycles — or in isolated streams, not as an absolute, linear
continuum” (45).

One last topic of particular interest in psychological research is the categorization
9

of what Stanford psychologist Philip Zimbardo calls different “time perspectives.”

Along with John Boyd, Zimbardo has identified six time perspectives that are prevalent

9% ¢ 9% ¢

within western populations: “past-negative,” “past-positive,” “present-fatalistic,”

“present-hedonistic,” “future,” and “transcendental-future” (52). These perspectives

? Bernard S. Gorman and Alden E. Wessman pursued a similar line of research in the
1970s, identifying various “factor analytic scales for assessing individual differences in
temporal experiences” (239). Observing that people vary in their sense of pacing and in
the degree to which they feel a sense of control over time, Gorman and Wessman
highlighted the importance of such factors as “optimism versus pessimism, scheduling
and planning abilities, change seeking, punctuality, sad versus happy past experiences,
memory of the past, boredom and disinterest, preferences for slow and leisurely pace,
and feelings of involvement and absorption” (239).
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describe the tendency of an individual to focus on negative or positive memories of past
events, to privilege present enjoyment over future goal-planning, or to look beyond the
“mundane” future towards immortality in an afterlife.'® Zimbardo and Boyd have
developed a multiple-choice questionnaire that is intended to assign participants a rating
for each time perspective. Participants are asked to agree or disagree with such statements
as “Painful past experiences keep being replayed in my mind”; “I prefer friends who are
spontaneous rather than predictable”; “It upsets me to be late for appointments”; “I like
family rituals and traditions that are regularly repeated”; and “Spending what I earn on
pleasures today is better than saving for tomorrow’s security” (56-59)."" Understanding
people’s time perspectives, Zimbardo and Boyd argue, can help explain everything from
school drop-out rates and the prevalence of credit card debt to marital disagreements,

drug addictions, and suicide attacks.'> What is more, their research indicates that a

10 Zimbardo and Boyd identify an additional present-oriented perspective that they call
the “Holistic Present,” which “involves training to live one’s life in the present moment
and to include past and future in an expanded state of focus on the present” (53). While
this time perspective “is central to Zen Buddhism” it is apparently not common enough in
western cultures to be included in the primary classification scheme (53).

! The full survey and personalized results are available at thetimeparadox.com. While I
consider myself a largely future-oriented person, I was astonished upon completing
Zimbardo’s survey to find myself rated in the 99" percentile for future-orientedness, and
off the bottom of the chart for present hedonism. In an effort to develop a more balanced
time perspective I have begun to experiment with focusing more on the present, reducing
my anxious awareness of future plans and clock-based scheduling. My stress level has
gone down slightly, though it is easy to see how present-orientedness can lead to
problems such as lateness for appointments. While my personal time orientation remains
a work in progress, my unscientific experimenting appears to lend credence to
Zimbardo’s and Boyd’s thesis.

12 Zimbardo and Boyd write that “[s]een from a transcendental-future perspective, a
suicide bomber’s act is not crazy, fanatical, hate-filled, or hopeless, but an act committed
by a religious person who may have had little hope for his future in this life but has
abundant hope in the transcendental future” (178).
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person’s time perspective can intentionally be changed — temporarily through
hypnotherapy or in a sustained way through the everyday effort of “time-perspective
reconstruction therapy” (118, 304) — meaning that “our time perspectives are not
determined by nature or by some cosmic clock setter, but are learned ways of relating to
our physical, biological, social, and cultural environments” (119). Advocating for “a
balanced, flexible time perspective that allows you to choose the time perspective most
appropriate for each situation” (297), Zimbardo and Boyd conclude that “[t]he single
most important thing that you can do to enhance the quality of your life is to trade in an

old, biased time perspective for a new, optimally balanced one” (311).

Throughout this history of inquiry into temporal experience, the researchers
themselves have often been eloquent in highlighting the limitations of their results.
Gorman and Wessman point out that while studies of the experience of duration tend to
produce contradictory results and may be too closely linked to particular methodologies,
a more serious limitation of laboratory research

seems to be in the lack of relationships between the artificially constricted
laboratory studies of “microtime” and the personally relevant and
meaningful experiences of time that have often been called “lived time”
by the existentialists. For example, how does the knowledge of how
accurately a subject judges an interval of a second, a minute, or an hour
help us in understanding how the same person will plan his future,
reminisce about his past, or experience his present? In the realm of “lived
time,” we would expect to find rich and complex variables that are very
different from the limited psychophysical judgments of simultaneity and
duration. (228)

John A. Michon agrees that “there appears to be quite a lot more in everyday experience

than just now and flow” (24). Friedman similarly laments that experiments on the

57



PhD Thesis — P. Huebener; McMaster — English and Cultural Studies

experience of time distortion “involve asking subjects to make time estimates of one sort
or another under conditions controlled by the researcher” (20), and that “there is no
constant metric against which people of different ages can compare their experience of
long intervals like months or years” (21), concluding that in some cases “the best
evidence we have now comes simply from questionnaires” (22). He also feels that the
five models of “time memory” highlight “the serious limits of the methods we have at our
disposal — we have no direct measures of trace strengths, a biological time-tagging
mechanism, or the organization of memory. We must conduct experiments and
observations that only indirectly tell us what we want to know — in effect tricking the
mind into giving up its secrets” (30). While Zimbardo’s and Boyd’s questionnaire is
intended to speak more directly to “lived time,” they also caution that while their
generalized categorizations of time perspectives provide a useful theoretical terminology,
“no two people’s attitudes toward time are identical” (50). Perhaps the best illustration of
the possibilities and limits of the scientific study of temporal experience comes from
E.A.C. Thomas’s ambitious attempt in 1975 to articulate “a formal model of time
estimation,” which resulted in the equation z., = af(¢,]) + (1 - @)g* (L,t), stating that “the
judged duration of an interval is a weighted function (with weighting parameter ) of the
directly encoded temporal information £{t,I), and the remembered temporal information
g*(1,¢)” (Michon 36-37). Simply put, the experience of duration depends on a particular
combination of perception and memory. But what perceptions? Which memories?
Gorman and Wessman offer the following call to action for future research:

“Hopefully, we can accept a relativistic viewpoint in which we can examine how
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temporal experiences are components of larger networks of ongoing processes. Such a
stance is not easy to adopt because it means that we have to rely less upon the concepts of
‘objective’ time and the use of psychophysical methodologies” (257)."* Michon also
discusses the necessity of moving beyond the sciences to understand experiences of time,
singling out the work of “time artists” as potent sources:

Time is thoroughly anchored in art, not only in the so called temporal arts

— music, dance and cinematography — but also in painting [...] and

literature (Ricoeur, 1983). The significance of the time artists resides in

their attempts to manipulate time in their self-created universes in ways

that are internally consistent and that, consequently, appear plausible to

the spectator or the reader. Thus, the appreciation of a work of art

resembles the thought experiments [...] in science, and the requirement of

internal consistency qualifies the genuine work of temporal art as an

expurgated variety of intentional theory. (24)
Michon refers to writers who consciously manipulate temporality as “time novelists,” and
while his statement is intriguing in its description of particular “genuine” works of art as
neglected contributions to theoretical knowledge, we may push the sentiment a little
further by suggesting that even those works of art that may not self-consciously
manipulate temporality still serve as valuable reflections of time’s meaning and influence

in human life. As Paul Ricoeur says, “[a]ll fictional narratives are ‘tales of time,”” even if

“only a few are ‘tales about time’” (2: 101). Or, in Mark Currie’s formulation, which

' One of Gorman’s and Wessman’s experiments asked subjects “to delineate certain time
periods on two 10-inch lines,” the end points of one line having been marked “birth” and
“now,” and the other “now” and “death” (235). They found that “periods close to the
‘now’ point were represented as disproportionately larger than the more remote points on
both the past and the future line tasks,” and that “the more anxious, impulsive, and
undisciplined subjects drew larger representations of the present than the calm,
controlled, and responsible subjects” (235). This study serves as a good example of one
that was designed in an attempt to learn about “lived time” rather than objectivist time,
yet remains fairly abstract, relying on a carefully devised task whose conditions would
not likely occur outside of the laboratory.
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avoids the thorny matter of deciding which stories are “primarily” concerned with time,
every story knows something about time (111).

Flaherty’s book, A Watched Pot: How We Experience Time, discloses a less
explicit but equally revealing reliance on narrative as a site of temporal meaning. To
understand why people sometimes experience objectively identical durations as
compressed or protracted, Flaherty analyzes recorded anecdotes from athletes, students,
police officers, victims of concentration camps, people who have seen UFOs, and so on,
all containing references to perceived duration. A nautical rescue crew member, for
instance, describes parachuting into the sea at night as a 30-second event that “seemed
like an eternity” (72). Interestingly, though, some of Flaherty’s chosen narratives are
taken from works of fiction — Virginia Woolf describes how Orlando perceives each
present moment to be coloured by the past; Joseph Heller describes the experience of
boredom in Catch-22 — and Flaherty treats these passages identically to the personal
anecdotes, drawing lessons about “human beings” from the experiences of fictional
characters (74). The broad theory that Flaherty develops on the experience of duration
seeks to explain the real people along with the invented ones.

So, the general trajectory of psychological research appears to lead in two
directions: towards an improved understanding of the cognitive processes underlying the
experience of duration, the mechanics of memory-formation, and differences in time
orientation; and towards an acknowledgement that other avenues of inquiry, such as those
provided by art and literature, are necessary to understand the broader associative

qualities of temporal existence. I offer this look at psychological research not because the
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study of literature requires justification from other disciplines — the indispensability of
literature for understanding time becomes clear when discussed independently from
science — but as an example of the necessity of multidisciplinary approaches to any broad
question of human meaning, and also to indicate how the vocabulary of literary criticism
can be of use not only in reading fiction, but in reading our own everyday, psychological,
or philosophical experiences of time. For instance, in his study of how fiction teaches us
in particular about our everyday awareness of the future as a time that will later become
the past, Mark Currie notes that “the reading of fictional narratives is a kind of
preparation for and repetition of the continuous anticipation that takes place in non-
fictional life” (6). Narratology, then, equips us to understand the “anticipation of
retrospection” as a temporal structure “at the heart of narrative, both in its mode of
fictional storytelling and as a more general mode of making sense of the world” (29).
While literary analysis has its limits in that it is unlikely to produce controlled, easily
quantifiable data separating the experience of duration from other variables, it offers
complementary, and in some cases unparalleled insight into the inherently temporal
nature of subjectivity, and makes visible the powerful links between temporality and
other domains of human concern.

Paul Ricoeur writes that “[t]he modern novel [...] has constituted for at least three
centuries now a prodigious workshop for experiments in the domains of composition and
the expression of time” (2: 8), and that, going beyond chronological time, “fiction has its
own resources for inventing temporal measurements proper to it” (2: 25). These

resources, which [ will examine in more detail soon, Ricoeur sees as necessary in order to
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“encounter expectations in the reader concerning time that are infinitely more subtle than
rectilinear succession” (2: 25). While the limitations that [ see in psychological research
have mainly to do with the inability of science to articulate some of the more personal
and imaginative aspects of lived experiences of time, Ricoeur believes that the central
aporia of a purely psychological or phenomenological approach — he groups the two
together since they both approach time “by way of the mind” (3: 14) — is its failure to
take into account those aspects of time revealed by cosmological inquiry. At the same
time, a purely physical or cosmological approach is blind to the psychological realities of
time experience. Inevitably, Ricoeur writes, “we cannot think about cosmological time
(the instant) without surreptitiously appealing to phenomenological time and vice versa”
(3: 96). The resulting impasse, “that a psychological theory and a cosmological theory
mutually occlude each other to the very extent they imply each other” (3: 14), can be
responded to only through narrative, which contains the means to complete “a
refiguration of temporal experience” (3: 3). The central thesis of Ricoeur’s seminal three-
volume work, Time and Narrative, is that “time becomes human time to the extent that it
is organized after the manner of a narrative” (1: 3).

Whether we find psychological research to be limited because it is too human-
centred (unable to account for cosmological time), or not human-centred enough (unable
to account for individual or imaginative experiences), narrative appears necessary to give
voice to the complexities of human temporal experience. “That’s what fiction is about,
isn’t it,” asks Yann Martel; “the selective transforming of reality? The twisting of it to

bring out its essence?” (Life vi). With reference to certain Canadian literary texts, [ would
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like to discuss how literature can work to articulate and interrogate personal experiences
of time, first by highlighting some of the important issues at stake in understanding the

subjectivity of temporality, and the temporality of subjectivity.

Articulating Subjective Temporality

Perhaps the most profound aspects of temporality facing individual people are
causality and mortality. While nations and cultural collectives are inevitably temporary
entities subject to the apparent one-way trip along time’s arrow, the constraints of time
upon individuals tend to be more immediate and visible."* For a living being, time is
always bound up with mortality, not only in the sense that all people live for a period of
time and then die, but also in the sense that all change, all movement through time, is
both birth and death; every moment in time brings about the demise of certain
circumstances that held true in the previous moment along with the creation of new
circumstances. The Death card in a Tarot deck emphasizes this association. The card
depicts the skeletal personified figure of Death amidst dying people from all levels of
social status; the significance of the card for divination, though, has less to do with literal
death than with the imminence of change, with transition and transformation. Even a

change for the better involves a kind of death. As Margaret Atwood’s sardonic oracle

' The constraints of mortality on cultural collectives may become particularly
pronounced during times of war, revolution, or genocide. The Quebec motto Je me
souviens is especially eloquent in articulating a sense of triumph over cultural mortality.
For further discussion of the relationship between catastrophic events and cultural models
of time, see Chapter Five.
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says in her “Circe/Mud Poems,” “To know the future / there must be a death. / Hand me
the axe” (You Are Happy 66).

In his poetry volume The Watchmaker’s Table, Brian Bartlett gives voice to the
frustrations involved in time’s dominion over human affairs. In “Damn Clock,” he writes
of “a loud clock / a clock that beat out time like a migraine / pulse [...] counting out
seconds / like bent galley slaves” (112). “I banished it to the hall closet,” he says. “I did
not want silence / punctuated so, did not want my morning / measured out by a
metronome, cut up into its / 14,440 seconds.” And yet, that night the clock returns; it is
“stationed / on the bathroom counter,” and by the following morning it sits on the kitchen
windowsill “while the day chant[s] / its soundless mantra.” His unsuccessful attempt to
rid himself of the “damn clock™ echoes Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth, who cries “Out,
damned spot!” while furiously scrubbing her hands (Macbeth 5.1.33). Just as the
irreversibility of murder creates the impression for Lady Macbeth of permanent
bloodstains, the inevitable presence of time means that Bartlett’s clock will always be
close at hand. Locking a timepiece in the hall closet has no hope of stopping the day’s
soundless mantra. In “Travels of the Watch,” Bartlett writes,

Even the watch
grows tired of time and wishes it could
unstrap itself,
cast itself off,
sustained by some other heartbeat. (110)
The uneasy coexistence of scientific and subjective time — the ticking watch and

the ticking heart — is the central theme of W.H. New’s long poem Along a Snake Fence

Riding, which, according to New’s note to the reader, contains the voices of “the
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Newtonian Clock (which is constant throughout), and six others” (6). The six “others,”
which appear to be human characters (though the wording above suggests that they may
also be clocks of a kind) speak in numbered sections “which appear non-sequentially, by
association—Tlike the process of memory or recognition—as the book moves forward into
story” (6)." The result is a pastiche of voices and narrative fragments; while the
Newtonian Clock chants short rhythmic phrases in block capital letters on the bottom of
each page, the human voices along the top of the page speak in no clear order, often on
unrelated topics. There are several ways of reading the book: starting on the first page,
one can read the human fragment and the Newtonian fragment, then turn to the second
page and so on until the end; or, one can read across the top of each page to hear the
human voices without interruption, then return to the beginning and set out again with the
Newtonian voice; or, making note of the relative positions of the 66 nonsequential
numbered sections, one can flip maddeningly forwards and backwards in an attempt to
sequentialize the narrative.

However one turns the pages, various revelations about the human experience of
time come to light. The nonsequential sections, by mirroring the workings of “memory or
recognition,” indicate that subjective time operates in a fundamentally different way from
the regular forward beat of absolute clock time. An epigraph taken from Australian writer
Tim Winton’s short story “Aquifer” articulates a possible basis for this theme: “When a

wave breaks, the water is not moving. The swell has travelled great distances but only the

' The six voices are perhaps reminiscent of the “characters” in Luigi Pirandello’s 1922
play Six Characters in Search of an Author, which interrogates the concepts of art, life,
authority, and relativistic experience. The play begins and ends with characters looking at
their watches, arguing over the appropriate action for the present time of day.
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energy is moving, not the water. Perhaps time moves through us and not us through it . . .
the past is in us, and not behind us. Things are never over” (qtd. in New 7). This reading
sees consciousness as the medium within which time takes shape; the associative quality
of memory serves to produce ripples of temporality in different directions, so that a
person’s experience of the present moment is always coloured by the simultaneous
presence of certain pasts. Time in this sense is a product of subjectivity more than it is a
separate dimension of the world, an echo of Flaherty’s view that “human beings make
time by sifting the fragmentary dynamics of experience through the reflexive ‘unity of

299

consciousness’” (2). The associations that subjective experience creates between different
moments of time function in a similar way to metaphorical thought processes by which
counterlogical relationships are formed between different domains of reality; the jumps
between nonsequential moments in the story are a form of metaphor. As one of New’s
voices says in section 39 (in between sections 10 and 23):

collections, right? match covers, baseball

cards, unclear photographs and stone eggs—

souvenirs, yes—of living, or having lived—

old books and older tales:

it is the difference, the space between,

that shapes the telling (17)

Seeing time as a series of metaphors highlights the creative potential involved in
the subjective experience of time, but New is careful to draw attention as well to the
constraints inherent in the inevitable forging of sometimes unwelcome relationships
between the past and the present. One such image describes the prying apart of a section

of the serpentine fence bordering a field:

tricky, using a crowbar on the line:
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easy enough to pry the wood apart, but then—

then can strike back, flick splinters, hit

hard, bloody, full in the teeth:

like no, like laughter, like

murder in trees (18)
While New foregrounds the nonsequential, associative qualities of subjective time to a
remarkable extent, this type of temporal relationship-making plays an important role in
countless works of literature. For novelists, it is often standard practice to begin a story
with a protagonist who exists in the “present,” but soon takes the reader deep into her
personal past through associative recollections, gradually following chosen events back
up to the present moment which is then understood fully in relation to its formative
histories.'® This method of storytelling not only mirrors the subjective process by which
the present is always already shaped by an awareness of the past, but also articulates the
restrictions that time’s flow has placed upon the character, and often emphasizes the
triumph associated with overcoming, or at least accepting, the past.

Whether the subjective process of association-making between past and present is

creative or restrictive, it results in the same narrativizing tendency that is at work in

historical narratives. Recalling Hayden White’s comment that historical narratives are in

' In an interview, Joseph Boyden notes that while early drafts of his novel Three Day
Road were narrated chronologically, he found this ordering of events unsatisfying: “[I]t
struck me that I was applying a Western style of storytelling to an Aboriginal story. And
so I thought about what is important to the Cree and Ojibwe. Life evolves around a circle.
The earth, the sun, the moon are all round, and we live our days according to their
dictation. The seasons travel through spring, summer, autumn, winter, and back to spring
again. [...] And so I decided to begin this story near the chronological end and then trace
through the circle around to where I started” (344). The fact that the same circular
narrative technique is actually common to novelists of many different cultural
backgrounds suggests both that the associative ordering of subjective time is universal,
and that indigenous and western forms of ordering experience may reveal deeper
similarities than are usually acknowledged. I explore this overlap further in Chapter Four.
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fact “symbolic structures, extended metaphors, that ‘liken’ the events reported in them to
some form with which we have already become familiar in our literary culture” (91),
New’s description of the past as a “makeshift territory, / the one we learned later / to call
time—" (22) frames subjective time, like historical narrative, as a product of fluid
symbols shaped and selected retroactively (even if the “retro” in question is no further
than the slippery instant when the present becomes the past). New’s “Narrator,” another
distinct voice whose sections of text are independent from the numbered sections, likens
the emphases and filtering processes that produce a sense of temporality, of chronology,
to a perpetual sorting act that consciousness imposes upon the continuous “now” of direct
experience:

we write chronologies, we do not live them,
except in the family photographs we carry with us:

[...]

how much we took for granted:

after, and therefore owing to: one of time’s grammars—

yet only the moment NOW /ives in the mind:

image, and image—pulsing—

no then intrudes, no after later before,

they’re for the sorting bin:

for instance, not the hour fixed at 3:59,

but opening the glass door on the grandfather clock,

no-one else around, to touch the tick of the pendulum— (63)
But while the image of the grandfather clock suggests that sensory experience takes place
now in the instantaneous present, and that more formalized measurements articulate the
sorting of sequence and causality, the Narrator goes on to create the impression that

experiencing and sorting processes in fact interpenetrate one another. Subjectivity is the

process by which “we gather possibilities” and
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compose them into maps of time

(before-and-after when), collapse them into story

(Where once because a traveller began)—

concurrence: sorting then

while hearing the clock tick now into the

next dance on: watching the rocks and eddying pools,

while listening close to the river— (113)

Like the juxtaposition of associative human voices with the regular Newtonian voice, the
apparently dual roles — experiencer of now and sorter of then — assigned to both
subjective time and clock time indicate that the two modes of temporal experience are
inevitably intertwined and perform complementary if not overlapping functions.
Subjective experiences of time involve taking sequential regularity into account, while
the Newtonian voice notices that time is not rigid and singular. “TIME / STRETCHES /
TIME SHRINKS,” it says (35); and later it seems unable to fix temporality into any one
register, asking not just what time, but “WHICH TIME / SUMMERTIME /
WINTERTIME / WHICH TIME / DINNERTIME / WHICH TIME” (109).

The interrelatedness of clock time and personal time is perhaps most profoundly
realized insofar as even the ostensibly inhuman objectivity of absolute time is tied to the
mortality of the human beings who measure it. Early mechanical clocks emphasized this
association using images of Death. Prague’s famous astronomical clock, which was built
in various stages starting from the fourteenth century, includes an elaborate mechanized

figure of Death. At the top of every hour Death tolls his bell and nods over his hourglass,

reminding those assembled in the town square that their own hours are counted.
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Prague’s astronomical clock (photo: P. Huebener)

The Newtonian voice in Along a Snake Fence Riding articulates this connection:

IN LESS THAN
NO TIME

THE TICK OF
CLOCK TIME
THE TICKING
LIFETIME

THE TIME OF A
CLOCK TIME
THE TIME OF
LIFE (13)

Describing time as having not only “HANDS” and a “FACE” but also “LIPS,”
“TONGUE,” and “TEETH,” the Newtonian voice uses the phrase “CONSUMING
TIME” (88), a wording that describes time as that which consumes life, but also describes

the definitive act of lived experience as one of using up moments of time. The line recalls
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Cronus, the Greek god of time who devours his children. It also echoes Milton’s phrase
“eating death” in Paradise Lost (9.792), used at the moment when Eve eats the fruit; the
words describe her consuming of that which will bring death into the world, and describe
death as that which consumes. In New’s case, the ostensible separation, but continuous
intertwining, of absolute time and the personal experience of time suggests that while the
two may appear to carry out separate existences one cannot exist without the other;
throughout Along a Snake Fence Riding neither the human voices nor the Newtonian
voice ever speak without the other also speaking on the same page. Psychologist Klaus F.
Reigel uses the term “dialectical time” to describe the same principle. He argues that like
a polyphonic musical composition, dialectical time “indicates that any experience of time
involves the interaction of at least two event-sequences, for example, the phenomena
observed and the measurement taken” (101).

Ricoeur argues that the opposition between clock time and “internal time” must
not be seen as a simplistic binary, since the relations between the two are multiplicitous.
“The variations on the theme of this relation,” he writes, “lead fiction well beyond the
abstract opposition we have just referred to and make of it, for the reader, a powerful
means of detecting the infinitely varied way of combining the perspectives of time that
speculation by itself fails to mediate” (2: 108). This powerful perspective afforded by
fiction (fiction here being a broad enough term to include poetry) is made clear in Along
a Snake Fence Riding by the very form of the text; while the human and Newtonian
voices never speak alone, the Narrator-with-a-capital-N is given the occasional solo

performance without the simultaneous presence of other voices on the same page, and it
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often takes the relationship between personal and absolute time as its subject. “It was
there with us, of course, all along,” the Narrator says, “the time of the clocks: / we saw
the hands passing in front of our eyes” (31). The tendency of clock time to distract human
beings from the nonsequential fluidity of lived experience even while it reveals truths
about the nature of temporality is captured in the phrase “passing in front of our eyes,”
which suggests both an obscuring and a clearing of vision.

“We entered a time shop once,” the Narrator continues, “[...] recognized the faces
on the wall” (31). Northrop Frye argues that “we can objectify our own existence in time
and space only by looking at the face of a clock or at our own face in a mirror” (Words
267); the anthropomorphization of a clock’s “face” here turns the mechanical-temporal
measuring tool into a mirror in which humanity is revealed. In his commentary on the
concept of “the Face” as a human element bestowed onto an otherwise faceless “other,”
Don McKay understands the gesture as “an address to the other with an
acknowledgement of our human-centredness built in, a salutary and humbling reminder”
(Vis a Vis 99). The idea of clocks having faces is double-edged in that it projects a human
quality onto the objective measurement of absolute time, yet also accurately
acknowledges that a human-based and metaphorical understanding of time’s workings is
inevitable. Perhaps the reading of clocks should, like nature poetry, “not be taken to be
avoiding anthropocentrism, but to be enacting it, thoughtfully” (McKay, Vis a Vis 29). In
any case, New’s Narrator’s ability to speak alone on such matters without the page being
divided into polyphonic fragments implies that while the human and Newtonian voices

depend on one another for their own existence, the ideal of Story carries its own weight
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in the articulation of temporality.

The importance of story for articulating human-scale temporalities is tied up with
contested notions of individual subjectivity itself; along with the very concept of
“individual,” “personal,” or “subjective” experiences of time, New’s suggestion that
human (we might say, internal) and absolute (external) temporalities are inseparable
brings to mind broader questions about what constitutes an individual. Recent decades
have seen an increase in understandings of identity that shift focus away from
essentialized characteristics and towards temporality and relationships, as with ecological
theorist Neil Evernden’s suggestion that “we might more closely approximate the facts of
existence by regarding ourselves less as objects than as sets of relationships, or as
processes in time” (40). An individual, he argues, “is not a thing at all, but a sequence of
ways of relating: a panorama of views of the world” (133). Likewise, studies of human
identity as a dialogical phenomenon — as a persistently transforming product of ongoing
interactions, or dialogue, with other people — such as those proposed by Mikhail Bakhtin
and Charles Taylor, emphasize the ways in which identity is a function of negotiation, of
relationships that unfold over time. If cognitive and physical existence emerge out of
continuous interactions with other human beings and one’s surroundings, then there is a
real sense in which a person is made of the moments in which she exists.

Interdisciplinary critic Craig Ireland is wary of theories of identity formation
which imply that relational or experiential subjectivity is a universal human trait. Rather,
he argues that the prevalence of experience as a site of temporal meaning for identity

formation is the product of a particular historical and socioeconomic context tied to the
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rise of cultural modernity. The modern era casts aside rigid eschatological temporality
and privileges an evolving sense of “change through unexpectedness” involving “the
reintegration of the unexpected within renewed but modified narratives of the self” (129).
Ireland’s study adds a welcome historical complexity to theories of relational identity-
formation, though questions remain about the degree to which cultural chronotopes can
radically reorient experiences of time and self. Still, two significant lessons emerge from
Ireland’s work. First, we see an indication that a conceptual separation of cultural from
personal chronotopes, as well as cultural and personal identity, may not be possible. The
experience of temporality, like other forms of meaning-making, is continuously
negotiated between individual practice and social modes, which are themselves subject to
those aspects of time that lie beyond human control. While studies of personal
temporality can be revealing, it is neither possible nor desirable to envision a clear
distinction between personal and social experience. Second, Ireland reveals that insofar
as experience figures in self-formation, some concept of temporality is necessary in order
to articulate both the occurrence of experience and its effected shifts in identity. And the
very act of connecting the present conceptually with the past and the future requires, or
creates, the concept of narrative. Experience, Ireland writes, “can be said to be both the
occasion for and the result of narrative emplotment” (134), a bidirectional connection
that echoes Ricoeur’s commentary and returns us to a consideration of the intimate
relationship between temporal experience and narrative, a connection that New, Ireland,

and Ricoeur are by no means alone in identifying.
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Narrative and Temporality

Because an understanding of time’s passage and its meaning for human life
requires the use of narrative concepts like sequence, duration, and consequence, story is a
tool for making time comprehensible. Christopher Dewdney, like Ireland, connects
temporal experience with identity, writing, “although we only really exist in the present,
all of the experience that forms our identity comes from the past, which is why time and
memory have such an intimate relationship. We can’t be who we are unless we remember
who we were” (134). The process of memory-making itself, involving a drawing of
connections between different moments in time, shares its essence with that of
narrativity, so that the formation of identity — whether based on memories of personal
experience or memories of eschatological mythology — is inseparable from the
articulation of narrative. Don McKay’s definition of memory as “the momentary
domestication of time” (Deactivated 30) emphasizes how the conversion of pure duration
into particular comprehensible sequences is a broad human necessity for understanding
both ourselves and our world. If we wish to understand how time operates not only on the
level of “the individual” in a conceptual sense, but for particular individuals, we can
listen to the stories that people tell about their own lives; we can become students of
personal historiography, of the personalized domestication of time. As Rudy Wiebe’s
fictionalized RCMP officer Spike Millen says about the notoriously silent man known as
the Mad Trapper, “He’s got a lifetime inside himself; hidden from us” (129). Bringing a

human life-time to light requires the telling of stories.
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Of course, we are limited by time, space, and opportunity in the life stories we are
able to hear, and even those personal narratives that we do come across are limited by the
circumstances of fact and perspective. Describing the novel as “a complex gloss upon the

299

word ‘meanwhile’” (25), Benedict Anderson explains that readers of a work of fiction
understand more about the characters’ temporally overlapping actions than the characters
themselves, who “may be largely unaware of one another” (26). Readers of fiction take
on a degree of omniscience in their relation to the story, accessing truths about what it
means to bear witness to human existence that may not be available to individuals who
speak from a limited point of view. While factual forms can produce a similar effect —
Anderson likens a newspaper to “a novel whose author has abandoned any thought of a
coherent plot” (33) — they remain in the grasp of actual occurrences and partial
knowledge. Ricoeur writes that “from the epic to the novel, by way of tragedy and the
ancient and modern forms of comedy, the time of fictional narrative has been freed from
the constraints requiring it to be referred back to the time of the universe,” a freedom that
results in “the independence of fiction in exploring the resources of phenomenological
time that are left unexploited or are inhibited by historical narrative” (3: 128).

The ability of art to escape the constraints of factuality is of course not particular
to literature; Christiane Pflug’s 1966 painting Kitchen Door with Ursula exemplifies the
capacity of art to highlight the associative aspects of human temporality, to tell a very
human story even in a single image. The portrayal of a neighbourhood in wintertime seen

from the inside of a house is made counterlogical by the reflection of a spring scene in

the glass door. The simultaneous presence of objectively discrete temporal moments
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speaks to the inevitable circumvention in the human mind of the absolute flow of time —
whether through memory, longing, or imagination — as well as the ability of art to
“mirror” subjectivity. In other words, the painting does not misrepresent reality so much
as it truthfully reflects subjective experience. Pflug said of her work, “I would like to

reach a certain clarity which does not exist in life” (qtd. in Newlands 247).

Christiane Pflug, Kitchen Door with Ursula (Newlands 247)

Dewdney writes, “It is our ability to time-travel like this, within our minds, that

makes us the creatures we are. Without this ability there would be no art, no dreams, no
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cities or buildings” (27). Literature and other arts allow us not only to “talk” to one
another across time and space, but also to use what Ricoeur calls “imaginative variations”
(2: 101) to probe the meaning of time’s role in human affairs without the restrictions
associated with the historiographic sorting of actual events. Just as Flaherty’s matter-of-
fact treatment of passages of fiction in his study of the experience of duration reminds us
that character is a deeply ingrained metaphor for identity, we can also say that plot is a
metaphor for temporality, and like all metaphors it allows us to draw connections that
speak to the associative linkages of the mind. Literary representations of personal
temporality consistently reveal various facets of individual experiences of time,
sometimes overlapping with the categorizations identified in psychological research;
these include the weight of the past or the future in ordering the articulation of present
experience, the conceptual gravity of particular remembered moments, the perception of
differences in the rate or shape of time’s flow, the process of negotiation between
personal and social temporalities, the importance of the choice between different tenses,
and the physical existence of narrative within the actual passage of time.

In her short story “Tricks,” Alice Munro comments memorably on the ways in
which personal temporalities can flow at different rates as people experience what we
might call time dilation effects around events of great personal gravity. She also
highlights how this process is inextricably connected to narrative. The story follows the
life of Robin, who lives in an Ontario town looking after an older sister who, due to
severe childhood asthma, is “stunted halfway between childhood and female maturity”

(Runaway 237). Once each year, Robin takes the train to Stratford, attends a matinee
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performance of Shakespearean theatre, eats a sandwich, and then catches the train back
home. “That was all,” we are told. “Yet those few hours filled her with an assurance that
the life she was going back to, which seemed so makeshift and unsatisfactory, was only
temporary and could easily be put up with” (239). The centrality of time to the story is
hinted at in these descriptions, but becomes more explicit when Robin meets Daniel, who
lives in Stratford and runs a small clock repair shop. He invites Robin in for dinner,
where she finds that “the place was full of clocks. Dark wood and light wood, painted
figures and gilded domes. They sat on shelves and on the floor and even on the counter
across which business could be transacted. Beyond that, some sat on benches with their
insides exposed” (244). Like the ubiquity of time-reckoning in human life — within the
“shelves” of memory, upon the “floor” of foundational cultural assumptions or
consciousness itself, along the support structures of everyday transactions — Daniel’s
clocks fill every corner of the shop.

And yet, the fact that some of the clocks have their broken insides exposed
suggests, like W.H. New’s poetry, that the human attempt to regulate time as an
undifferentiated progress of objectively measured minutes sometimes fails. The image
ambiguously suggests that objectivist constructions of time sometimes cease to function,
and that this failure prompts us to crack open and examine the faulty workings upon
which we have grown to rely; or that the act of such examination itself disrupts the
systematic measurement of time. Daniel inhabits the precarious, even ominous position
of the quantum physicist who eliminates the potential movements of a subatomic particle

simply through the act of observing it, or that of the biologist who, intending to learn how
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an animal works, begins dissection only to find himself observing a nonfunctioning
animal. The very possibility of a breakdown in the objective measure of time suggests
that time involves processes that cannot be converted into a string of sequential digits and
still retain their identity. Specifically, the human experience of time does not follow an
undifferentiated flow of minutes and hours, but rather holds particular moments as
significant; only a mock person, like the painted figures on the clocks, would fail to
experience time’s subjective dimensions. (Are the “figures” toy people, or numerical
digits? The ambiguity is telling.) A crucial or watershed moment — Dewdney uses the
term “cardinal memory” (133) — is one in which the clock of subjective experience stops,
and upon which a person’s ongoing present experience centres itself. For Robin, her
meeting with Daniel is such a moment. She promises to meet him again the following
year, and returns home to continue her life. Now, however, “he remained with her. The
thought of him was there when she woke up, and in lulls at work. [...] She had something
now to carry around with her all the time” (254-55).

The following summer Robin returns to Stratford for a performance of 4s You
Like It. She leaves the play early, preoccupied with the thought that “within a few
minutes now, her life would be changed” (258). Arriving at the shop, she sees Daniel
through the door, but he appears perturbed, looking away from her and “around the shop
[...] at the array of clocks, as if they might give him some information or some support”
(259). Finally he shuts the door in front of her without a word. Robin returns home in
tears, vowing never to go to Stratford again.

The second part of the story picks up Robin’s life forty years later; she is near
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retirement, working in a local psychiatric ward. She is struck one day to recognize a
sleeping elderly patient as Daniel, but upon reading his admittance information she learns
that he is Alexander, Daniel’s twin. Alexander, she reads, “apparently has been deaf-mute
since birth or from illness shortly after,” and had been under Daniel’s care until the
latter’s recent death (267). “1.Q. never determined,” the admittance sheet reveals, “but he
was trained to work at clock repairs” (267). Robin realizes that the man who spurned her
forty years ago was not Daniel at all, but his twin. “Shakespeare should have prepared
her,” Munro’s narrator says. “Twins are often the reason for mix-ups and disasters in
Shakespeare” (268). Reflecting back on the disastrous moment in the clock shop, Robin
thinks: “It was all spoiled in one day, in a couple of minutes, not by fits and starts,
struggles, hopes and losses, in the long-drawn-out way that such things are more often
spoiled” (268). “She wished she could tell somebody,” the story ends. “Him” (269).

The danger of mistaken identities, though, is just one of the lessons Robin had the
chance to learn from Shakespeare. In Act Two of As You Like It, Jaques tells about his
encounter with the fool, Touchstone, who

drew a dial from his poke,

And, looking on it with lack-lustre eye

Says very wisely ‘It is ten o’clock.’

‘Thus may we see,” quoth he, ‘how the world wags.

"Tis but an hour ago since it was nine,

And after one hour more "twill be eleven.

And so, from hour to hour we ripe and ripe,

And then from hour to hour we rot and rot;
And thereby hangs a tale.” (2.7.20-28)"

'7 Commentators have pointed out that Touchstone can be interpreted to pun “hour” with
“whore,” and to imply “penis” with the slang “tale” (“tail”’), adding a typically (for him)
vulgar tone to the speech (see Brissenden’s comments in Shakespeare p.144). Whether
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As Touchstone realizes, the existence of story itself critically depends on a
conceptualization of time, and of how past events relate to future events. His conclusion
about his clock’s reckoning of passing time — “thereby hangs a tale” — is a vital one for
Munro, whose writing here implies that time is the mechanism through which story
functions.

Beyond Touchstone’s suggestion that time can be interpreted variously as a
measure of ripening or of rotting, the slipperiness of time is a prominent theme as well
for other characters in As You Like It, who discuss the relationships between objective
clock time and subjective perceived time. As Rosalind points out to Orlando, “Time
travels in divers paces / with divers persons” (3.2.290-91). Just as story (or “tale”)
functions differently for different people, or even for the same person at different
moments, time itself travels in different ways. If time is the mechanism of story, there is
also a sense in which story is the mechanism of time; the particular experiences that carry
weight within a life-narrative give shape to the perceived flow of time, and this shape is
often twisted back upon itself as the present cannot escape the pull of past events. The
physical relativity of time made famous through Einstein’s assertion that “every reference
body has its own particular time” — that the universe contains no single correct clock, but
“as many clocks as we like” (qtd. in Kern 19) — finds its human counterpart in the notion
that the variations of subjective temporality are as infinite and as relative as the variations

of personal stories.

the topic of the speech is read as the transmission of venereal disease through prostitution
or the more innocent “rot” of natural human aging, the importance of time’s passage to
human experience remains central.
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For Robin, the disastrous encounter with Daniel’s twin — those couple of minutes
that spoil everything — overrides the initial meeting to become the new and permanent
watershed moment in her life, and the crux of her life story for the next forty years. In the
end she is more similar than she realizes to her sister, now thematically her twin, who is
“stunted halfway” along the progress of her life. It is fully appropriate that Robin’s
fateful moment takes place in a clock shop among the broken-down and exposed
mechanisms for reckoning time, and it is no coincidence that her brief attempt, after first
meeting Daniel, to teach herself clock construction, is a failure (254). She is unable to
take charge of her experience of time, to restart her subjective clock, and this temporal
blockage becomes the central concern around which her life narrative is organized.
Margaret Laurence has said that an author’s treatments of time and narrative voice are
“inextricably bound together,” that it is effectively “the character who chooses which
parts of the personal past, the family past and the ancestral past have to be revealed in
order for the present to be realized and the future to happen” (126, 130), a view that
coincides with Ricoeur’s belief that “there are as many temporal ‘experiences’ as poets,
even as poems” (2: 81). What is true of any narrator, then, is particularly true of Robin:
her experience of time is her story.

Likewise, Alexander’s experience of time is his story, or lack thereof. Ricoeur’s
thesis that “time becomes human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of
a narrative” (1: 3) — that human time “is nothing other than narrated time” (3: 102) —is
relevant here in its implication that the failure to construct a narrative coincides with the

failure to conceptualize time in a human way. While skilled at understanding clock
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mechanics, Alexander has no language through which to construct a life narrative in
subjective terms and is unable to tell his own story, looking instead ineffectually to the
clocks in the workshop for whatever support they may be able to give him. While his
own sense of time remains difficult to assess because Munro’s narration never enters his
perspective, his final pose, as he sleeps in the psychiatric hospital bed, suggests that he is
ultimately unreceptive to time’s subjective dimensions. He appears very much like we
would imagine the clocks’ painted figures, frozen with his mouth open but speaking no
words (264), a stark reminder of Ricoeur’s comment that narrative itself is “a guarding of
time, insofar as there can be no thought about time without narrated time” (3: 241).
Robin’s final wish in the story, to be able to “tell somebody,” suggests, too, that the
desire to narrate and share experience is a human response to, and an attempt to reshape,
personal time dilation. Her wish is fulfilled insofar as Munro narrates the story on her
behalf, while Alexander’s temporality remains unnarrativized and not fully human.

The use of a pivotal moment — usually a negative one, such as Robin’s encounter
with Daniel’s twin — as the defining feature of a character’s life story is common in
literature, reflecting broadly perceived anxieties about the perpetual influence of past
events. Munro’s short story “Post and Beam” offers a similarly vivid portrayal of such
anxiety when the character Lorna convinces herself that her older sister has likely
committed suicide. This is “the time before,” she tells herself. But once she finds the dead
body everything will be “the time after” (Hateship 212). In another story, “Trespasses,”
prickly burrs that stick to Lauren’s ankles while she helps to bury her adopted sister’s

ashes — an event mired in secrecy and trauma — become a metaphor for thorny pasts that
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cannot be detached. She tries to pull the burrs from her legs, only to find them stuck to
some of her fingers, and then more fingers. “She was so sick of these burrs that she
wanted to beat her hands and yell out loud, but she knew that the only thing she could do
was just sit and wait” (Runaway 235). Occasionally, though, Munro grants her characters
some leeway in shaping the past to fit their needs, articulating the useful imaginative
potential of the ability to reconceptualize the flow of time from past to future and back
again. In “What is Remembered,” the protagonist Meriel remembers only particular
aspects of her one-time lover, realizing years later that if she had been unable to suppress
her suspicion of his infidelity, “Her life might have been different” (Hateship 244). She
begins now to remember him in this new light, wondering “if he’d stay that way, or if she
had some new role waiting for him, some use still to put him to in her mind, during the
time ahead” (245).

The oppressive weight of the past in the ongoing formation of identity is a central
motif as well in Dionne Brand’s body of work. Describing the life of slave plantation
workers in In Another Place, Not Here, she writes: “And the living, they lived in the past
or had no past but a present that was filled, peopled with the past. No matter their whims
and flights into the future some old face or old look, some old pain would appear” (44).
Any woman, she writes, is “full of all the things that had happened to her [...]. One way
or the other, a woman was always pregnant” (233). In What We All Long For, Brand
describes the grief of a couple who lost their young son while fleeing Vietnam several
decades earlier. The remaining daughters become reminders “of their parents’ past, their

other life; the life that was cut in half one night on a boat to Hong Kong” (59). Cam, the
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mother, rarely sleeps, obsessively imagining “over again and again the scene at the bay
when they both lost sight of Quy [...], trying to alter the sequence of events so that she
would arrive at herself in the present with her family and her mind intact. [...] Why
couldn’t she reclaim the time?” (113). In her poetry collection Land to Light On, Brand
describes being pulled over, along with two other black friends, by a police officer whose
gaze constrains them, forcing their pasts upon them, fastening their identities as members
of a subjugated race: “The snow-blue laser of a cop’s eyes fixes us / in this unbearable
archaeology” (73). For people of African descent in the Americas, “History is already
seated in the chair in the empty room when one arrives” (Map 25).

These examples suggest that a past event can be a defining feature of a person’s
identity because she perceives it to be so, or because it is imposed as such by some form
of authority. While either possibility could be construed as a failure of dialogic identity-
making, the two can more usefully be articulated in terms of dialogism by saying that the
past event or characteristic continues to make its presence felt in perpetuity; the past
event remains a present participant in the ongoing dialogue through which identity is
constructed. Ricoeur expands this idea by quoting Saint Augustine’s description of a
threefold present: “The present of past things is the memory; the present of present things
is direct perception [...]; and the present of future things is expectation” (1: 11)."* And as
Ricoeur later goes on to suggest with reference to Heidegger, the profound unity of the

past, the present, and the future in human experience may “require that the very terms

'8 Freud’s concept of melancholia, of the persistent shadow of a lost love object over a
person’s ego, is another way to articulate the negative aspects of “the present of past
things.”
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‘future,” ‘past,” and ‘present’ be abandoned, terms that Augustine never felt obliged to
question, out of respect for ordinary language, despite his audacity in speaking of the
present of the future, the present of the past, and the present of the present” (3: 68)."° Like
Augustine, Heidegger, and Ricoeur, literature often seeks to articulate the deep,
inevitable connections in human experience between the past, the present, and the future,
all of which points to an apparent limitation in psychological treatises that understand
time perspectives to be malleable. While Zimbardo and Boyd find inspiration in
Holocaust survivors such as Edie Eger, a woman who emphasizes the positive aspects of
her past and “exude[s] a joy for life” (90), there is a danger in framing Eger’s approach as
a model for all to follow. The time-perspective reconstruction therapy that Zimbardo and
Boyd advocate has very real practical benefits because perspectives can indeed be
adaptable, but understanding Eger’s story as “a testament to the power that each of us has
to reconstruct and reinterpret the past” (91) risks casting Brand’s “unbearable
archaeology” as a form of psychopathology, a deficiency on the part of the sufferer,

. . : 20
rather than an exemplary articulation of human experience.

9% ¢

' While justification exists for abandoning the terms “past,” “present,” and “future,” the
words carry enough of a practical distinction that their continued use is in little doubt.
Heidegger’s difficult quest to construct new language that better represents
phenomenological experience results, Ricoeur says, in the belief that “[t]emporality is
then the articulated unity of coming-towards, having-been, and making-present, which
are thereby given to be thought of together” (3: 70). This alternative vocabulary appears
to maintain a threefold temporal distinction, yet privileges the present as the
phenomenological vantage point for human experience.

*% As Freud’s diagnosis of melancholia suggests, social codes exist that prescribe general
durations of time appropriate for mourning. Robert Levine notes that a typical sanctioned
bereavement period for widows in the United States in the 1920s was three years, but by
the late twentieth century most corporations allowed three days (144). Traditional
Mi’kmaq wakes, on the other hand, are structured by event time rather than external
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We also see, particularly in Land to Light On, an example of the potential conflict
between personal and broader cultural conceptualizations of time-reckoning, since
perception (the present), along with memory and expectation (the past and future), can be
shaped by unequal social interactions. Daniel Coleman describes this as a negotiation of
chronotopes: “We construct chronotopes in an ongoing dialogue between individual and
collective experience, and much of our personal sense of belonging has to do with the fit
between our individual time-space maps and those of the communities in which we live”
(“Contented” 231). Not only can grand cultural concepts like linear progress fail to hold
for all members of society, but even for individuals who in some respects subscribe to
them these narratives will almost certainly fail to articulate particular aspects of the actual
lived experience of time. Likewise, therapeutic forms of temporal reconstruction must
negotiate not only the rehearsed timelines belonging to the individuals in question, but
also the social concepts of time aligned with cultural hierarchies of privilege.

Two different images of circularity are useful in understanding the relationship
between time and narrative. First, a concentric image of time like the one that Coleman
associates with indigenous temporality can indicate how stories as well as time build
outwards in layers so that the past forms “the centre of ongoing life” (“Contented” 235).

Second, the relationship between time and narrative involves a type of circular logic in

measurement, and while “the wake can be clearly divided into gathering time, prayer
time, singing time, intermission, and mealtime [...] none of these times are directly
related to clock time. The mourners simply move from one time to another by mutual
consensus. When do they begin and end each episode? When the time is ripe and no
sooner” (Levine 92). Brand’s poetry, meanwhile, describes a trauma that, while ancient,
is continuously recreated and cannot be put to rest. Much of the difficulty discussed in
Chapter One about public apologies and the duration of social responsibility to the past
has to do with the precarious balance between public and personal experiences of trauma.
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that each appears necessary to formulate the other. This problem is a central focus for
Ricoeur, whose claim that time becomes human time through narrative is mirrored by the
claim that “narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of
temporal experience” (1: 3). He argues that this relationship is best understood not as a
vicious circle, but rather as “an endless spiral that would carry the meditation past the
same point a number of times, but at different altitudes” (1: 72). The coherence of
temporality and narrative build continuously upon one another. Recalling the entry for
“time” in the Canadian Oxford Dictionary discussed in Chapter One — “the indefinite and
continuous duration of existence seen as a series of events progressing from the past
through the present into the future” — we may notice a striking similarity to the definition
of “narrative” as “a spoken or written account of connected events in order of

happening.”!

Both processes involve the defining of relationships between events, the
seeing as of particular moments; the significant difference appears to be that we do not
expect time to have an ending (though, as I will discuss in Chapter Five, apocalyptic
stories may envision the end of a particular social model of time). I have already
suggested that the politics of time are too often neglected in cultural studies, but given the
inseparability of time from narrative it is also surprising that temporal power is not more
commonly seen as a foundational rubric in literary analysis. While narratological studies

have developed a vocabulary for identifying the temporal dimensions of narrative and

plot, such studies tend to emphasize the technical or philosophical aspects of narrative

2 Ricoeur’s definition of narrative emphasizes the same characteristics but centres on the
importance of story-creation rather than the potentially simpler accounting of connected
events. For him, the necessary condition of narrative is that it “tells a story, otherwise it
would not be a narrative” (2: 82).
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temporality rather than the politics of conflicting chronotopes and social-temporal power
relations that inevitably exist in linguistic articulations. Not all language is narrative in
the sense of a portrayal of sequence in the service of a story, but necessary to all language
is the same sense of temporal coherence that lends narrative its character, even to the
point that the letters of a printed word tell the “story” of that word. J.M. Coetzee’s
statement that the novel, like history, is “an exercise in making the past coherent” (qtd. in
Weir 1), can be expanded to say that language is at least partially an exercise in making
time coherent, and the character of this coherence has to do with the particular
relationships at stake during the linguistic act. As I will continue to show in the next
chapters, because articulations of time inevitably speak to power relations, political
insights are central to the literary applications of critical time studies. Of particular
interest in bridging the gap between studies of narrative temporality and studies of social-
temporal power structures are texts that deliberately trouble, resist, and reshape
traditional forms of narrative and plot. In Chapter Three I will examine how experimental
works by Daphne Marlatt, Kristjana Gunnars, and Yann Martel articulate and resist
gender-based hierarchies of social power through such formal manipulation.

Literary authors, of course, tend to be highly cognizant of the politics of narrative
not only within large formal conventions but also within the minutiae of language, and it
is worth highlighting a few examples of how power relations can be shaped by temporal
indicators as innocuous as verb tenses. Ricoeur notes that the structuring of verb tenses
“varies from one language to another,” forming intricate cultural apparatuses that “cannot

be derived from the phenomenological experience of time and from its intuitive
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distinction between present, past, and future” (2: 62). While the tense system of a given
language “allow[s] the structuring of the time appropriate for the activity of narrative
configuration” (2: 73), it also prescribes and delineates this time. But even though authors
are bound to the restrictions of linguistic temporal indicators, they can construct
narratives that reflexively question these restrictions or foreground the assumed
connotations of different verb forms.

In another of her short stories, “Powers,” Alice Munro describes a conversation
between Nancy, whose husband Wilf is suffering from dementia, and her estranged friend
Tessa. Tessa mentions a deceased mutual friend, whose death comes as a surprise to
Nancy:

“Ollie? You mean Ollie’s dead?” [...]

“I thought you would’ve known. Didn’t Wilf know?”

“Doesn’t Wilf know,” said Nancy in an automatic way, defending her

husband by placing him amongst the living. (Runaway 308)

Brad Fraser’s character Shannon, in his play Poor Super Man, also attaches the weight of
life and death to verb tenses. As Shannon nears death, succumbing to AIDS and cancer,
she says, “I’ve already started thinking of myself in the past tense. [...] Everything’s
then. Nothing’s now” (159). For the narrator in Yann Martel’s Self, events of great
personal significance refuse to be relegated to the past tense, signaling their undying
importance: “In my memory the past and present tenses do not measure out temporal
sequence, but emotional weight. What I cannot forget repeats itself in the present tense”
(267). Margaret Atwood, meanwhile, in her short story “The Age of Lead,” recounts her

character Jane’s confusion over a television documentary about the Franklin Expedition

to the supposed Northwest Passage. John Torrington, a victim of the doomed expedition,
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has been excavated from the ice after 150 years, looking nearly the same as when he was
buried. Atwood writes: “The man they’ve dug up and melted was a young man. Or still
is: it’s difficult to know what tense should be applied to him, he is so insistently present”
(Wilderness 183). By choosing one verb tense over another, a speaker can accommodate
a subject within the ongoing present, or slot it, him, or her categorically into the past, to
be entrapped in the deathly realm that Atwood refers to as “previous layers of time”
(Negotiating 178). While I hold that thematic concerns of contested temporalities in
literature are vital for reflecting cultural-temporal issues, Karen Newman, Jay Clayton,
and Marianne Hirsch go so far as to argue in Time and the Literary that “[t]he systematic
grammatical contrasts that express time in language are perhaps the most fundamental
way the literary continues to structure thinking about time” (1).

Other components of language shape the human experience of temporality in less
obvious ways, and important differences exist in this regard between different languages.
Commenting on their own English translations of two Mi’kmagq stories that had been
recorded in their original language in the nineteenth century, Elizabeth Paul and Peter
Sanger note:

there is one great absence in the English translations which cannot be

remedied by literality or any other solution. Mi’kmaq categorizes nouns

not only by gender and number but also in terms of animate and

inanimate. Animate nouns include growing trees, stars, household goods

and hunting weapons. The consequent play within the Mi’kmaq language

of life and death cannot be reproduced by the neutrality of tree, star and

arrow in English. (64)

Dewdney agrees that while verbs “mediate the influence of time on our lives,” English

nouns “are almost entirely timeless, except when they refer to elements of time such as
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sundials, hours, schedules or seasons” (95). Taiaiake Alfred, following Leroy Little Bear,
identifies a similar differentiation as a systemic one within larger language groups.
European languages, he says, “centre on nouns and are concerned with naming things,
ascribing traits, and making judgments. Onkwehonwe [i.e. indigenous] languages are
structured on verbs; they communicate through descriptions of movement and activity”
(32). Alfred concludes that “the European way is to see the world organized in a system
of names and titles that formalize their being. Onkwehonwe recall relationships and
responsibilities through languages that symbolize doing” (32).>* While such a broad
generalization is troubling — is there really a “European way”? — it is intriguing to
consider the ways in which the English language can serve to essentialize subjects, to
regard people or other things as static in time rather than as ongoing processes being
continuously enacted.

Such tendencies have been countered somewhat by the theories of relational
identity discussed earlier, which hold that identity is not essential and stable but rather
performed and negotiated — not permanent but momentary. Charles Taylor describes this
as the “fundamentally dialogical character” of human life (102). He writes: “My
discovering my own identity doesn’t mean that I work it out in isolation, but that |
negotiate it through dialogue, partly overt, partly internal, with others. [...] My own
identity crucially depends on my dialogical relations with others” (111). This approach

focuses more on theoretical knowledge than it does on the structure of English itself, but

** Alfred Metallic, the first PhD candidate at York University to write and defend his
dissertation in an indigenous language, similarly observes that “in the Mi’gmaw
language, the action comes first, then the person. It’s the opposite with the English
language” (qtd. in McLean).
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it resists the idea of the world as a formalized system of names and titles, investing
instead in the transformative power of ongoing relationships.

However, theories of dialogical identity notwithstanding, the weight of often
traumatic histories in literature indicates that while the past may be partially revisable in
the sense that ongoing experiences allow for altered perspectives on past events,
pervasive understandings of identity remain ensnared by essentialization, centering on
past events and “permanent” characteristics such as race or gender. Entire novels may
follow a character’s struggle to “move on” from the continuous present of an unwanted
past, and even when such a story ends, as is often the case, with some degree of success,

the intensity of the struggle itself signals the oppressive weight of essentialized pasts.

There is one more way, beyond the selective portrayal of non-present events
through time, in which narrative embodies temporality: the cognitive processes of
reading, writing, and storytelling require us to interact with time by engaging in a
physical process that takes place in and through time as the words occur in sequence. The
sense of temporal differentiation and continuity that is necessary to reading, to forming
cognitive relationships between one word and the next, mirrors the sense of temporal
sequence by which we construct a sense of personal coherence through time. As Ricoeur
asks, “What justifies our taking the subject of an action, so designated by his, her, or its
proper name, as the same throughout a life that stretches from birth to death? The answer
has to be narrative. [...] Without the recourse to narration, the problem of personal

identity would in fact be condemned to an antinomy with no solution” (3: 246). The
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perception of any constant relationship is possible only through the perception of
continuity, the perception that past events are related to present and future events, and
that one moment in time can be understood in terms of another. The word “continuous”
etymologically means “hold together,” and it is through the impression of a continuous
world that particular moments in time, like individual words or people, hold meaning.
The act of reading, then, allows us to rehearse, anticipate, and question the processes by
which we understand our very subjectivity. As we comprehend thousands of words
temporally from beginning to end in order to construct a reading of a character in a novel,
we gain a sense of the precariousness and necessity of the construction of a life project.
The necessity of temporal engagement during reading — the fact that reading a
book takes time — not only “joins immediacy and the instantaneous with their opposite,
duration and critique” (Newman, Clayton, and Hirsch 1), but contributes to the customary
description of books as a type of sanctuary, with all the positive and negative associations
that go along with the idea of escape. Poetry, a literary form whose meticulous placement
of words tends to require extraordinarily slow readings, has a dual reputation as both the
exemplary literary form and the most difficult, self-indulgent one. “[T]he song,” writes
Roy Kiyooka — and we can read this as a reference to poetry itself — “is / about tortoise //
and not the hare” (7). In other words, the very slowness that complex texts require is
necessary to the benefits of engaged reading. Ecocritic Greg Garrard laments the
tendency of university course reading lists to squeeze as many books as possible into a
term, writing that “like a high-speed train through gorgeous countryside, a novel a week

turns the lovely hinterland of literature into a meaningless blur. [...] Slow reading, like
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slow food, is about savouring rather than gobbling.” And Daniel Coleman elaborates on
the necessity of slowness, explaining that “[t]he conversion of thoughtful citizens into
impatient consumers requires that we live in constant distraction, that our restlessness be
fuelled by a sense of present dissatisfaction and endlessly deferred fulfillment” (Bed 26).
Reading, therefore, “is counter-cultural mainly because it requires quiet time, being slow
and meditative, and it is active rather than passive, being imaginative and dialogical.
These qualities run in the opposite direction from the one in which Western commodity
culture is heading” (26). If commodity culture is tied to neoliberal individualism — to the
elision of social commitments and the reduction of empathic recognition of other forms
of subjectivity in favour of a purely competitive marketplace — then literature’s
thoughtful engagement with and implicit validation of alternative subjective temporalities
offers a powerful form of resistance. Such engagement, surely, can and must take
considerable time; like storytelling itself it must be an ongoing process that is continually
reenacted. Putting time aside specifically for reading is often difficult, but is facilitated by
designating particular places for reading — libraries, bookshops, even a chair. Richard
Bachmann, the longtime owner of A Different Drummer bookstore in Burlington,
Ontario, says that “in addition to selling books, we’re here to slow the world down.
Books — like thinking, like love — require time and attention. That is why, as we
frequently hear, the bookshop is considered to be a place of refuge” (qtd. in Strecker 7).
Gaspereau Press co-founder Andrew Steeves expands the politics of book
temporality to the business side when he denounces the wastefulness involved in large-

scale book publication. Massive inventories are overproduced and widely distributed
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amongst wholesalers with the result that many books are printed, shipped, and then
pulped without ever being read. “These problems are hidden from the consumer, of
course,” he explains, “who only knows that they can order a book through a major online
storefront and get it quickly. What they don’t understand is that the distribution and
wholesale system of mainstream publishing privileges the instant gratification of the
consumer over sustainable economics and ecology.” While Gaspereau’s smaller scale
means that books are assembled as needed and are not always immediately available for
customers, Steeves argues that “our manufacturing process ought [to] match the cultural
and intellectual integrity of our wares.” The publishing industry’s direct reliance on dead
trees and fossil fuels is shifting to complicity in the manufacturing of disposable
electronic devices as text is increasingly digitized, but whatever form this shift takes, the
slowness of reading, the separation of contemplative interpretive practice from the
continuous buzz of electronic media, may become increasingly difficult to achieve. To
remain critically engaged readers — interpreters, in the broad sense — we must learn and

relearn how to make time just for reading.

I will close this chapter with a final case study. Catherine Bush’s novel Minus
Time (1993) offers a nuanced investigation of the interactions between several of the
issues important to the discussion of time, subjectivity, and narrative: the ways in which

personal identity is shaped by past events; the fragmentation and internal conflict to
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which an individual’s sense of time is often susceptible; the problematic negotiation
between personal and collective chronotopes and the impossibility of separating one from
the other; the difficult but important feat of aligning one’s temporal maps with those of
one’s family and peer groups; and the consequences of conflicting visions of temporality
for people and the rest of the biosphere.

The novel tells the story of Helen Urie, a young adult in Toronto whose mother
Barbara is famous not only for being a Canadian female astronaut, but for attempting to
set a new record for the amount of time spent living in space. The title Minus Time refers
to the anxious duration of the countdown before the space shuttle launch (as in the phrase
“T minus three minutes”), but also takes on a figurative association with the intense
temporal anxiety and sense of loss surrounding Helen’s realization that her mother “had
left the planet and they had no idea when she was coming back again. [...] The time and
space that lay between was not traversable. She was speeding into the future” (6).
Looking up at the overwhelming Florida sky into which the spacecraft has disappeared,
Helen experiences a mixture of elation and panic: “She had concentrated so hard on the
launch and now she’d surged beyond it. In that instant, everything had changed. Her life,
too, split into before the launch and after. She wanted to reach for the sky and howl out
loud like a wolf — what now?” (6). The liftoff itself becomes a watershed moment of the
kind articulated in many works of literature, figuratively launching the emotional arc of
the story. Helen feels that “Something had been set in motion. Everything needed to be
redefined” (22); she becomes transfixed, wondering “How could you anticipate any of

this, the sameness and the chasm from the moment before?” (92). For critic John E.
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MacKinnon, the novel’s title refers to “an interval in Helen’s life” that holds “her future
in abeyance, as if suspending her in time” (107).

This sense of trauma causes Helen to look for meaning in the events leading up to
and following the launch, and to single out those whom she sees as complicit in forming
the temporal chasm. She comes to identify as antagonists everything from her mother,
whose life ambition to become an astronaut has interfered with her ability to spend time
with her children; to her father, who copes with family stresses by spending years in
distant countries helping the victims of natural disasters; to the alienating socio-
technological infrastructure that carries her mother indefinitely into space even while
gradually poisoning her home through chemical spills, species loss, and interpersonal
fragmentation. “You’ve got these video screens all around you,” Helen’s brother Paul
explains about watching the shuttle launch, “and the launchpad almost looks like it’s
balanced right on top of the digital clock on the ground in front of you, the clock that
shows the countdown. It is scary, in a way” (41). As a metaphor for pervasive
technoscience, the countdown clock forms the unstable ground upon which the key
moments of the family’s lives precariously sit. The clock’s starts, stops, pace, and
authority are outside the family’s control, yet it governs the creation of personal temporal
chasms and leads seemingly towards widespread ecological apocalypse. Helen decides to
collaborate with Elena, an animal rights activist who wants to construct a “huge clock or
some kind of timer that would count out each time another species disappeared” (214), a
project that emblematizes the fraught relationship between technoscientific tools and the

actual people whose use of such tools both causes and condemns ecological destruction.
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In a sense, the alienating aspects of technology and mass media create a degree of
precarious solidarity among the individuals who jointly feel a sense of impending chaos
and personal insignificance. The Urie family collectively becomes an object of scrutiny
in television and newspaper stories when a press release confirms Barbara’s selection for
space flight, but almost immediately a catastrophic earthquake hits the Los Angeles area,
marking the end of the Uries’ public significance. Helen arrives home to find that “a
small pile of newspapers with articles about my mother in them lay at the foot of the
stairs: out of date. We were old news already; gone” (132). She realizes that the
earthquake had happened at the same time that she had been meeting secretively with her
boyfriend at a golf course: “How little time it took: I’d been lying on the ground with
Trig. You could count in seconds while the walls fell down” (133). The scene reveals
how a distant event of great social magnitude can occur within a small and seemingly
unrelated subjective moment, only to come crashing home through technological media,
affecting daily life even for people far removed from the catastrophe. Events of great
personal magnitude, though — a memorable afternoon with a lover, or a traumatic family
dispute — have no temporal reverberations on the broader social stage. And even those
events such as earthquakes that become social watershed moments are soon enough
forgotten by the mass media, leaving people who are personally connected to the event to
struggle through their own long-term recovery process. “Cities take years to rebuild after
earthquakes,” Helen’s father David explains in a letter. “As soon as they re out of the
news, everyone forgets” (187, original emphasis).

So while the consequences of technologically mediated temporality may affect
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everyone, they do not do so even-handedly; and contested temporalities within familial
groups are susceptible to similar imbalances. Despite being subjected to the same brief
media spotlight as the rest of her family, Helen’s feeling of alienation from her parents
continues to grow: “Time itself seemed suddenly compressed and uncontrollable. Faster,
faster. Didn’t everyone feel it? Was I the only one whose stomach was being turned
inside out?” (137). She accuses her mother of having “hurled us with you into the
dangerous future” (178). Paul describes their relationship with their perpetually absent
father as an asymptotic line graph: “It’s like these waves on a graph and they keep getting
closer and closer as they run toward infinity but they never touch. That’s what it feels
like” (231). Shocked by her father’s brief return into her life, Helen likens the experience
to “stepping without warning into some realm of imaginary time” (187). The space
agency, meanwhile, warns Helen that because astronauts and their families inevitably
change over the duration of their separation, she should expect a traumatic experience
when her mother eventually returns to earth: “Only it wasn’t exactly a return: The woman
who left did not come back. Those she’d left behind were not the people who came to
greet her” (322).

The tension culminates in Helen’s angry confrontation with her mother — a
conversation which is both intensely personal and mediated by the technology of the
space station videophone hookup. “You want to prove that people can live in space [...],”
Helen says. “We always had to live with the expectation of people leaving, and you left.
You both did” (274). When Barbara insists that it will remain “possible to be close to

you, even from here,” Helen replies, “What if I don’t see the future the way you do? [...]
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I do have some sense of the future — but what if I see it being here, right here? [...] We
have to change things here, the whole way we think about things here. I don’t think it’s
good to act as if everything might get better by being someplace else” (276). Growing
desperate, Barbara says “I would give you a whole new world if I could,” but Helen
shouts back, “I don’t want a whole new world [...]. Don’t you see? I want this one. |
want a future here” (277). For Helen, the anxieties of increasing technological alienation,
looming ecological collapse, skewed social chronotopes that treat individual people as
momentary objects of interest, and discordant familial visions of temporality have
culminated in a personal temporal crisis. Attempting later on to catch a glimpse of the
space station as its orbit passes above her, Helen walks “through a wilderness of satellite
beams and radio waves, somewhere beyond Sudbury, through a world that seemed to her
like a map of voices in the darkness, lost voices [...]. Time itself seemed vaporous,
lapping in small waves around her” (326).

Despite this sense of conflict and fragmentation, the concluding scenes of the
novel emphasize the potential for stability, reconciliation, and solidarity. This shift occurs
partially on a personal level, as Helen locates a stable sense of self emerging from her
own past, a past that trails behind her “like comet trails, vaporous and filled with detritus.
In the present, receding into the future, she still multiplied and divided, seeing through
several eyes, longing for too many things at once, but in the past she was singular; her
past made her singular, it was hers and no one else’s, and whatever else happened, she
still carried it with her, like a portable home” (308). But the most meaningful shifts

towards solace occur on a social level within Helen’s immediate family, and Bush
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accomplishes this transition through images of synchronization. Growing accustomed to
her father’s presence after his unexpected return, Helen feels that “already something like
habit was binding itself between them, dissolving the time that separated them into
almost nothing” (282). Sharing an intimate moment with her lover, Foster, Helen’s “skin
grew as springy as moss, as if touch itself could redefine the two of them, hurl them into
the present, clear some space and time for them” (313). Barbara makes the metaphor
explicit when she asks Helen to look up towards the night sky that evening and locate the
space station, promising to return the gesture: “Whatever happens, I’ll look down tonight.
Your night. We’ll synchronize our watches” (334). The intentional unification of the
watches marks a deep alignment in temporality and purpose, even while the phrase “Your
night” acknowledges that the two people inevitably remain partially absorbed in
asynchronous registers of time. The fact that they can experience precisely the same
minute even while occupying different portions of the day-night cycle — a cycle so
disrupted by space travel that Barbara experiences sixteen sunrises each day (55) —
indicates that temporalities, like other aspects of identity, are always partial, and that
meaningful alignments can occur even while some aspects of temporal identity remain
divergent. Borrowing the term “synchronous nonsynchronicity” from Ernst Bloch, Rita
Felski suggests that the phrase may offer “the most promising way of approaching the
cultural politics of time. Quite simply, it acknowledges that we inhabit both the same
time and different times: individuals coexist at the same historical moment, yet often
make sense of this moment in strikingly disparate ways” (3). The concept of synchronous

nonsynchronicity is central to understanding Helen’s experience and her musing that “It
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was as if they were all still walking through their own version of minus time, toward the
moment of cumulative choice” (334).%

The final scene has Helen arriving at the lake that has been selected as the family
meeting point, while Barbara floats overhead: “The dark lake and dark sky shone before
her like a doorway, shimmering in time. [...] 4 small step into tomorrow” (338). Paul and
David arrive to join her, and the novel ends: “She held out her hands to them, and stepped
through the doorway” (338). The triumph suggested in the story’s conclusion is a result
of all four family members finally inhabiting the same subjective moment, sharing a
sense of companionship, purpose, and movement into the future. While temporal
alignment on a broad social scale remains elusive, synchronization is achieved, even if
only momentarily, within the familial circle. While Minus Time contends with temporal
relativity in ways that were unforeseen in past eras, the novel supports Ricoeur’s view
that “the major contribution of fiction to philosophy does not lie in the range of solutions
it proposes for the discordance between the time of the world and lived time but in the
exploration of the nonlinear features of phenomenological time that historical time
conceals” (3: 132). More than this, the novel articulates how phenomenological time and

historical time themselves are internally contested and unstable, bearing witness to the

> Commenting on the iconic sound of Big Ben in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway,
Ricoeur asks whether we can say of the characters, at the moment the clock strikes, “that
the hour is the same for all? Yes, from outside; no, from inside. Only fiction, precisely,
can explore and bring to language this divorce between worldviews and their
irreconcilable perspectives on time, a divorce that undermines public time” (2: 107). As
Bush’s novel shows, though, the proliferation of global travel and digital communication
makes apparent the fact that people inhabit different hours even from the “outside.” The
divorce between personal temporalities is compounded by the relativity of time itself, and
while the visible impact of such relativity on human affairs is a fairly recent
development, fiction’s toolbox appears up to the task of articulating these complications.
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difficulty, and the importance, of enacting fleeting moments of synchronization.

From the Cultural to the Personal and Back Again

Through investigating some of the issues at stake in personal temporalities, | have argued
that because a sense of narrative is necessary for conceptualizing both time and identity,
literary arts are particularly well-suited to serve as exemplary modes for thinking about
how time configures, and is configured by, subjectivity. At the same time, the examples
that I have discussed here indicate that in trying to understand how individuals
experience time we are led inevitably back to considerations of social relations and
cultural power configurations. The next chapter will survey Canadian works of literature
to examine how experiences of time are connected to particular socially defined

categories of identity formation.
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Chapter Three: Structuring Time Around Categories of Identity
“They weren’t the same people who had
taken that train to Toronto fifteen years ago.
Well, no one ever is, but they weren’t those
two people much more so than they’d
imagined. They weren’t the people they
were going to be or had set out to be, the
people they had envisioned. Look, okay,
they hadn’t envisioned. Who does, except
rich people?”

Dionne Brand (Long For 264)

“Unrolling the past through her mind, she
knew very well how much of her life had
been a matter of waiting upon others,
waiting for their decisions, adapting to their

plans and days.”

Rachel Wyatt (104)

“Over the millennia,” writes Christopher Dewdney, “our penchant for technology and
abstract thought has helped us to construct an empire of time, a chronological culture
within which our lives are scheduled and measured out” (15). While Dewdney’s
reference to “our” chronological culture appears to reflect a singular social entity, his use
of the phrase “empire of time” also hints at the unequal and divisive nature of normative
temporality; like all empires, an empire of time inevitably contains deeply entrenched
biases and power divisions. I have discussed some of the ways in which human culture
colonizes time, and in particular the ways in which the European colonization of Canada
involves the construction and perpetuation of ideological frameworks whose foundational

principles are just as much temporal as they are spatial. I have also looked at how
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personal experiences of time both depart from, and remain inevitably tied to, broader
chronological cultures. What I would like to do now is examine how particular works of
literature take up the complex relationships between personal and social temporalities in
Canada. Diverse literary texts in Canada make abundantly clear that while broad cultural
chronotopes indeed shape the scheduling and measuring out of individual lives, this
shaping process functions differently for different people. I suggest that these differences
can productively be understood in terms of several categories of subject positions; in
particular, I will examine how the relationships between time and power in Canada
revolve around the categories of age, class, gender, sexuality, race, and, in the next
chapter, indigeneity.

Categorization always comes at the risk of oversimplification, and my approach
involves at least two limitations. First, the categories that [ have chosen are by no means
the only subject positions by which individuals or groups may identify themselves or be
identified by others. People may belong to, negotiate, or resist being associated with
many categorizations of identity, including religion, physical appearance, occupation or
organizational membership, city or region, consumer habits, various types of kinship ties,
different forms of ableness, and so on. Because I cannot hope to account for all the
complexities of subjectivity, I have tried to identify those categories that appear most
prominently, or are represented as having the greatest importance for social existence, in
Canadian texts. A second limitation of my method is that, by discussing each text under a
particular heading — race, class, and so on — I risk creating the impression that each work

speaks to just one category of social existence. The texts that I am discussing are works
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of great complexity, and it would be a disservice to reduce them to the confines of a
single rubric. While the purpose of dividing my analysis into categories is to identify
prominent areas of concern, and to try to understand why particular subject positions
appear again and again as sites of preoccupation, I will attempt to do justice to the fact
that these works could be discussed within alternative or multiple frameworks; in some
cases I will examine how different categories like race and class can overlap, and at times
I will discuss a particular text under more than one heading. To emphasize the
importance of seeing different categories of identity as correlated, before breaking
Canadian literary representations of time into prominent clusters I will offer one case
study to indicate how a single work of literature can speak to temporal experiences
associated with many different subject positions.

Marie Clements’s play Burning Vision (2003) is a polyphonic, fragmented story
that examines the social disruptions surrounding radium mining and atomic weapons
manufacturing. Women who are hired to paint glowing radium faces on military
equipment dials encounter unexpected health consequences, as do the Dene and white
men who are hired to mine the radium from the ground in the Northwest Territories,
having been told that the radium will be used to cure cancer. The atomic bombs called
Fat Man and Little Boy are personified, respectively, as an atomic test dummy and a
“beautiful Native boy,” the latter also representing “the darkest uranium found at the
center of the earth” (13). The different characters exist in different time periods — the late
nineteenth century, the 1930s, the Second World War, the Cold War era — yet are present

during the same scenes, and at certain moments actually interact with one another,
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blurring past and present, race and class, language and origin, into the common frame of
shared consequences.

In the first scene, a “scared and huddled” Little Boy speaks to competing claims
of firstness and priority, while uranium prospectors close in on him:

Every child is scared of the dark, not because it is dark but because they
know sooner, or later, they will be discovered. It is only a matter of time...

The radio footsteps and laboured breath get closer.

... before someone discovers you and claims you for themselves. Claims
you are you because they found you. Claims you are theirs because they
were the first to find you, and lay claims on you ...

The radio footsteps and laboured breath get closer and closer. The
two beams of light circle towards him.

... Not knowing you’ve known yourself for thousands of years. Not
knowing you are not the monster. (20-21, ellipses in original)

Rose, a Métis woman, experiences a similar conflict between contested temporalities
when her white father, frustrated by her opinions, “gave me the blue eye and said,
“Things are different in the Old country.” My mother would say, ‘We are the old
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country’” (26). By having Dene and Métis characters broaden the temporal frame in the
above scenes, Clements questions colonial claims to primacy. At the same time, though,
the Dene widow of a uranium ore carrier indicates that her social conceptualization of
time has been severely disrupted by the colonial logic of progress and capitalism. She
recalls her husband explaining that he must take the uranium job, because “Times are
changing my girl. Times are changing and we have to change with them or be left behind.
It is for our family” (71). The widow laments the loss of her earlier life, in which time

was measured by a different framework: “We used to be able to tell where we were by

the seasons, the way the sun placed itself or didn’t, the migration patterns of the caribou.
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Time” (44).

Temporal disruption and subalternity are not limited to Dene or Métis characters.
Captain Mike, the Icelandic captain of a barge that transports radium towards the atomic
bomb research facilities, complains, “Why’d I have to work in da only goddamn part of
da country where da daylight hours in da day is da hol’ goddamn day and nit. Twenty-
four goddamn hours a day we gotta keep dis boat goin’ and dose poor assholes gotta haul
dose sacks. I’m sittin’ in da pilot house of dis goddamn Radium Prince and if we don’t go
nowhere in a goddamn hurry we won’t be goin’ anywhere goddamn soon” (81). The
“captain” turns out to be a working class labourer just like the miners, a slave to the time
clock which takes cruel advantage of the long periods of Arctic daylight, and whose
confused but irrefutable logic is reflected in the temporal incoherence of the last sentence.

Fat Man, the American bomb test dummy who speaks with the voice of normative
power, advocates a fast pace of atomic weapons deployment even though the process will
mean the destruction of his own house in the test site: “We don’t want studies. We want
tests. We don’t want thinking, we want reaction. Highly skilled unthinking reaction” (29).
“I mean let’s get real,” he adds, “it’s just about making yourself feel better in the now”
(34). This short-term-oriented temporality — Philip Zimbardo would call it present
hedonism — accompanies an anxiety-ridden survivalist mentality that casts the earlier
discussion of firstness under an even more ominous light. “If you can imagine the end of
the world,” Fat Man says, “you can imagine making the world end for someone else first”
(84). As the representative of hegemonic power, Fat Man is the only character in the play

who appears to have control over the management of time, and he manipulates
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temporality to his own ruthless and short-sighted advantage.

For Frances, the radium painter, the sense of time running out is captured by the
clock dials that she paints “so that men at war can see the face of their watches when it’s
dark” (92). She places the radium-painted clocks in a circle so that “they all begin to tick
loudly. | The sound of a heart beating” (109). “Tick ... tick ... tick ...” she says. “Time
can be ugly but your face is beautiful. I made you beautiful and what will you do for
me?” (110). Clements’s historical timeline at the beginning of the script makes clear what
the clocks will do; from 1925 to 1930, “Radium watch-dial painters, all women, were
encouraged by their employers to lick their paint brushes to give them a sharp point for
better application of the luminous paint. The ingestion of radium resulted in severe
anemia, ‘radium’ jaw and bone cancer” (16). While the beautiful clock faces obscure the
injustices surrounding their creation, a foreboding sense of inevitability emerges as
Frances ineffectually asks the clocks to “Slow down ... please slow down” (112).

In this final scene of the play, the stage notes indicate that the course of events
“starts out slowly and begins to escalate in fear as characters and worlds collide” (109).
The sounds of the radium clocks ticking, the miners’ Geiger counters clicking as they
approach the radium, an atomic bomb radar target beeping as it draws near, and the
beating human heart, all overlap until “A huge white light whites out their world into
blackness” (119). The scene indicates that each character is both cause and victim of
impending apocalypse; the various subject positions to which we might assign the
characters — Dene, Métis, white, male, female, working class, privileged, child, adult,

nineteenth-century or Cold War era, in the centre of America or geographically

111



PhD Thesis — P. Huebener; McMaster — English and Cultural Studies

marginalized from power — are represented as intensely important in the determination of
agency, yet also blend into a single scene, a single temporal moment of common failure
and consequence. As the Dene See-er says, “Can you look through time and see the
future? Can you hear through the walls of the world? Maybe we are all talking at the
same time because we are answering each other over time and space. Like a wave that
washes over everything and doesn’t care how long it takes to get there because it always
ends up on the same shore” (75). The categories by which we divide people into groups
are indeed vital for understanding the flow of power and temporal agency, yet can never
be absolute divisions in the ongoing shared conversation of social existence and

mortality.

Age

Age is an important rubric for understanding people’s relationship to time in two
senses: it can classify the phases of an individual’s life measured in numerical years or
social status categories from infancy to old age, or it can refer to the social era in which a
person exists, whether a longer-term category like “the industrial age” or a shorter-term
one like “the 1950s” or “the Trudeau years.” Both types of age affect a person’s
experiences of time, but caution is necessary in understanding these effects since both
types of age are frequently subjected to temporal stereotyping (“Old people live in the

past”; “Nineteenth-century life was primitive).” Identifying the personal aspects of age

** The notion that certain cultures are more “developed” than others is closely related to
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as “an undertheorized site of difference in cultural studies,” Amelia DeFalco points out
that “if aging can be regarded as a manifestation of human time, narrative and aging are
intrinsically, if not constitutively, bound” (xv, 13). She argues that the importance of age
for thinking through identity and time becomes especially pronounced in narratives of old
age, since the “uncanniness of aging into old age can teach us that the self is always other
than it was, other, even, than it is” (19). Margaret Laurence’s protagonist Hagar in The
Stone Angel, for instance, enacts a typical “life review” narrative centred on the attempt
to reconcile an entire lifetime of subjective experiences into a coherent whole, but
“[d]espite her desire to discover, even enforce, a singular, authentic identity, divergent,
even contradictory narratives thwart her efforts, exposing the mutability and multiplicity
concomitant with temporal identity” (DeFalco 30). Old age serves to heighten the
complex and shifting ties between time, subjectivity, and narrative that I discussed in
Chapter Two. And while DeFalco focuses mainly on questions of subjective experience,
her study also usefully highlights the politics of “popular media representational
practices, in which aging functions as a dangerous villain that must be battled at every
opportunity, with the various providers of anti-aging products and services promising
effective weapons of defense” (xii-xiii). The desire to stop time, a desire sold through the
commercial idealization of youth, simultaneously marginalizes and profits from old age.
On the other end of the spectrum, important insights into the social politics of

normative temporality become visible in narratives of youth. Philip Zimbardo and John

concepts of age, leading to cases where dominant representations tend to infantilize or
portray as antiquated people belonging to “backward” cultures. I will discuss contested
ideas of social and biological maturity in this chapter’s section on race, as well as in
Chapter Four.
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Boyd point out that many children’s stories serve as time socialization stories, since the
process of aging from childhood into adulthood is figured socially as the acquisition of
time management skills and future orientation. “The Three Little Pigs” is “a story about
the need to prepare for the future,” since only the third pig has the foresight to build a
durable house (44), while Peter Pan “is a story about the magic of the present and a boy
who refuses to grow up. By not growing up, Peter avoids the future orientation that is
necessary to cope with the demands and responsibilities of adulthood. [...] In the end,
Peter’s refusal to grow up prevents him from leading a normal life” (45-46). While the
category of children’s literature is a contested one, certain youth-centred works of
Canadian literature have indeed taken future orientation as a dominant theme. Robert
Munsch'’s classic Love You Forever (1986) follows the life of a child from the
troublemaking of toddlerhood all the way to the adult responsibilities of caregiving for an
elderly parent and raising a baby of the next generation. The book is a profound
demonstration of the notions that aging and death occur naturally through time, that
human life renews itself through slow generational cycles, and that familial relationships
must be nurtured for an entire lifetime. Like many similar works, though, Love You
Forever also takes genuine delight in the immediate present-oriented joys of childhood,
prompting a sort of pre-emptive nostalgia at the thought that adult maturity risks
dampening such pleasures.

L.M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables (1908) provides insight into the role
of normative temporality in a particular cultural age — Maritime settler culture at the turn

of the twentieth century — but speaks especially to the social roles assigned to, and
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sometimes resisted by, people of different chronological ages from youth to adulthood.
The book tells the story of the orphan Anne Shirley’s adoption into a Prince Edward
Island family, and her subsequent rocky but progressive indoctrination into normative
early twentieth-century social existence. Montgomery makes clear from the outset that
one of the most vital conceptual frameworks existing in the village of Avonlea is the
normative temporal framework that structures and reinforces patterns of work, religion,
ethics, and relationships. The first chapter opens with a description of Rachel Lynde, a
busybody Avonlea matriarch who immediately discerns that something unusual is
happening at Green Gables, the Cuthbert homestead, because “Matthew Cuthbert ought
to have been sowing his [turnip seed...]. And yet here was Matthew Cuthbert, at half-past
three on the afternoon of a busy day, placidly driving over the hollow and up the hill” (2).
The cause of this interruption to Matthew’s usual timetable is Anne’s arrival at the train
station, and Anne soon reveals herself to be at odds with many foundational principles of
social decorum, a conflict repeatedly expressed in temporal terms.

Montgomery uses Anne’s relationship with Marilla Cuthbert in particular to
construct a distinction between the child’s emphasis on idle dreaming and imagination,
and the adult world of schedules and timetables. The distinction appears clearly upon
Anne’s waking up after her first night at Green Gables:

Anne dropped on her knees and gazed out into the June morning,

her eyes glistening with delight. Oh, wasn’t it beautiful? Wasn’t it a lovely

place? Suppose she wasn’t really going to stay here! She would imagine

she was. There was scope for imagination here. [...]

She knelt there, lost to everything but the loveliness around her,
until she was startled by a hand on her shoulder. Marilla had come in

unheard by the small dreamer.
“It’s time you were dressed,” she said curtly. (30-31)
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The Green Gables house contains, among the other usual fixtures, a “clock shelf” (139),
and the centrality of clock time to Avonlea life forms a gravity that repeatedly pulls the
young Anne back to earth from her “raptured voyages of exploration [...] made in the
odd half hours which she was allowed for play” (63). Marilla continuously reminds Anne
of her temporal obligations, warning that “You’re not going to play all the time nor most
of it. You’ll have your work to do and it’ll have to be done first” (89). When Anne is late
to return home after playing with her friend Diana “more than half an hour more’n I gave
her leave to” (90), Marilla is emphatic about enforcing the rule of clock time:
“Just look at the clock, if you please, Anne. What time did I tell
you to come in?”
“Two o’clock—but isn’t it splendid about the picnic, Marilla?
Please can I go? Oh, I’ve never been to a picnic—I’ve dreamed of picnics,
but I’ve never—"
“Yes, I told you to come at two o’clock. And it’s a quarter to three.
I’d like to know why you didn’t obey me, Anne.”
“Why, I meant to, Marilla, as much as could be. But you have no
idea how fascinating Idlewild is. And then, of course, I had to tell
Matthew about the picnic. Matthew is such a sympathetic listener. Please
can [ go?”
“You’ll have to learn to resist the fascination of Idle-whatever-you-
call-it. When I tell you to come in at a certain time [ mean that time and
not half an hour later. And you needn’t stop to discourse with sympathetic
listeners on your way, either.” (90-91)
Anne, in Marilla’s view, “never think[s] once about the time or her duties. [...] She may
be bright and sweet enough, but her head is full of nonsense and there’s never any
knowing what shape it’ll break out in next” (214). Anne likewise has difficulty with the
concept of school hours, and her teacher reprimands her for tardiness (114). The clock

becomes a particularly potent enemy when, after Anne accidentally inebriates Diana,

Diana’s mother forbids their friendship. Diana comes to say a final goodbye, her mother
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having said “I was only to stay ten minutes and she’s timing me by the clock.” “‘Ten
minutes isn’t very long to say an eternal farewell in,” said Anne tearfully” (131).

As the story progresses and Anne grows from the age of eleven into her teens, she
begins to undergo a subtle transformation, gradually internalizing the normative
principles of temporality. “I had such an interesting talk with Mrs. Allan about besetting
sins last Sunday afternoon,” Anne tells Marilla. “There are just a few things it’s proper to
talk about on Sundays and that is one of them” (207). After her first trip to a larger town,
she decides “that I wasn’t born for city life and that I was glad of it. It’s nice to be eating
ice cream at brilliant restaurants at eleven o’clock at night once in awhile; but as a regular
thing I’d rather be in the east gable at eleven, sound asleep” (235). Returning to Green
Gables, she declares, “it’s so good to be back [...]. I could kiss everything, even to the
clock” (237). She begins to repeat the teachings that have been impressed upon her,
commenting that she and Diana

feel that we are so much older than we used to be that it isn’t becoming to

talk of childish matters. It’s such a solemn thing to be almost fourteen,

Marilla. Miss Stacy took all us girls who are in our teens down to the

brook last Wednesday, and talked to us about it. She said we couldn’t be

too careful what habits we formed and what ideals we acquired in our

teens, because by the time we were twenty our characters would be

developed and the foundation laid for our whole future life. (239-40)

While Anne had initially operated under a form of event time in which present
experiences carried total significance, she has gradually learned to adopt the principles of
clock time and the related concepts of punctuality, scheduling, and future orientation.

Zimbardo and Boyd note that while every human baby is a “present-oriented hedonist,”

education in general “makes a student more future-oriented. Schools teach delay of
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gratification, goal-setting, cost-benefit analysis, and abstract thought” (99, 141).
Zimbardo and Boyd are well aware, too, that this programmatic structuring is designed
largely to inculcate respect for authority as well as the “remarkable tolerance for
monotony and boredom” necessary for holding repetitive jobs (141, 288). School
presents standard weekdays and long working hours as pre-existing and inevitable.

By this point in the novel, Marilla and Mrs. Rachel begin to approve of Anne’s
behaviour, declaring her for the first time to be “a real smart girl,” “real steady and
reliable now” (248). Anne sounds more and more like Marilla herself, remarking that
“There’s so much to learn and do and think that there isn’t time for big words. [...] The
story club isn’t in existence any longer. We hadn’t time for it” (255). She dedicates
herself to studying for her secondary school entrance exams, thinking seriously about her
future life and career options.

One of the novel’s more surprising features is that at the same time that Anne
begins largely to accept normative adult temporality, chinks of imaginative
contemplation begin to appear in Marilla’s psychological armour of temporal discipline.
“Dear me,” Marilla says to Matthew after witnessing one of Anne’s typical early excited
monologues, “it’s only three weeks since she came, and it seems as if she’d been here
always. I can’t imagine the place without her” (89). A few years later, we are told that
Marilla “felt a queer regret over Anne’s inches. The child she had learned to love had
vanished somehow and here was this tall, serious-eyed girl of fifteen” (252). Marilla
finally admits her feelings to Anne, crying out, “I was wishing you could have stayed a

little girl” (276). By entertaining thoughts of imagined and emotionally driven timelines,
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Marilla echoes the child’s inventive, often counterlogical framing of the world. To an
extent Montgomery is taking advantage of ageist stereotyping to tug at her readers’
heartstrings, yet Anne’s gradual temporal socialization reflects the importance of deeply
rooted social values necessary for workaday settler existence, even while the possibility
of escape from the confines of wholly practical temporality — an escape associated with
not-yet-fully-socialized youthfulness — offers a gentle critique, suggesting that the adult
world of clocks and schedules can never be totalizing, and that seeing it as such risks
denying certain facets of human emotional existence.

A century later, we find that the distinction between youthful imaginative freedom
and adult scheduling and timetabling remains firmly entrenched, and that the
socialization of young people into normative temporality remains a process of vital
importance to society, yet one that is often tinged with regret over, as Anne would say,
reduced scope for imagination. Rachel Wyatt’s novel Time’s Reach offers a look at an
early twenty-first century version of childhood temporal socialization, when Greg, the
protagonist’s grandson, overhears his parents arguing, and worries that his life may be
split traumatically into two recurring temporal fragments. If his parents separate, he will
have to “live like half his friends: Couldn’t do my homework, the books are at my dad’s
place. I’'m with my mom Wednesday to Saturday. Those guys survived but their lives
were cut in half” (166).

Perhaps the most memorable commentary on the confluence of personal age and
cultural age is Douglas Coupland’s 1991 novel Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated

Culture, which popularized the term Generation X as a name for the post-baby-boom
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generation born in the 1960s and 70s. The main characters, Andy, Dag, and Claire, are
three friends approaching the age of 30, living in the late 1980s or early 90s. As they
share stories about their lives they reveal a deep sense of malaise, “futurelessness” (86),
and resentment towards their parents’ generation. Andy opens the novel by recalling a
solar eclipse that he witnessed as a child. The sight of the sun being extinguished, an
interruption of its predictable daily path that fills him with “a mood of darkness and
inevitability and fascination” (3), becomes a metaphor for the perceived lack of future
prospects for young adults of his age. Like Andy, Dag both envies and despises the baby
boomers, accusing his “embittered ex-hippie boss, Martin” of having won his million-
dollar home “in a genetic lottery [...] sheerly by dint of your having been born at the
right time in history” (20, 21). When Dag vandalizes a car whose bumper sticker reads
“WE’RE SPENDING OUR CHILDREN’S INHERRITANCE” [sic], Andy supposes that Dag “was
bored and cranky after eight hours of working his McJob (‘Low pay, low prestige, low
benefits, low future’)” (5).

While the three friends appear to feel that things may improve in some vaguely-
imagined future — they tell themselves “that the only time worth living in is the past and
that the only time that may ever be interesting again is the future” (41) — they also suffer
from a sense of impending doom, characterized in particular by fears of nuclear war and
toxic environments. One result of their malaise is a susceptibility to “terminal
wanderlust,” described as “a condition common to people of transient middle-class
upbringings. Unable to feel rooted in any one environment, they move continually in the

hopes of finding an idealized sense of community in the next location” (171). Sure
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enough, the final chapter sees Andy leaving his temporary apartment in California to
follow his friends in their attempt to start a hotel business in Mexico. While an earlier
chapter describing an imagined nuclear doomsday scenario had been titled “December
31, 19997 (61), the final chapter is titled “Jan. 01, 2000 (175), suggesting the possibility
of new beginnings after a traumatic endpoint. Andy stops at the side of the road to see a
burned field promising renewed growth, “now that so many new and wonderful tropisms
had been activated by fire” (177). Yet this hopeful ending gives way to a darker appendix
called “Numbers,” in which Coupland offers sobering statistics on the precarious future
of Social Security benefits, the increasing percentage of income required for a down
payment on a first home in the 1980s compared to the 1960s, and so on (181-82).
Generation X has been celebrated for offering a clear picture of a generation that
is often considered to be highly distinct from the baby boomers, yet Coupland later
resisted the use of the titular phrase, apparently growing uncomfortable with the
delineation of generational categories altogether. Upon the publication in 2009 of
Generation A, anovel that uses the same broad structure as Generation X but follows the
lives of early twenty-first century youths, Coupland claimed in an interview that “Neither
of the books is about a generation per se, as they are more tombstones to the notion of
generations” (“Generation A”). The concept of generation here becomes a cultural
construction along the lines of race, in that it names categories that are not objectively
distinct but are subject to shifting and contradictory social forces. Does Generation X end
with people born after the mid-1970s, or does it include those born up until the early

1980s? Has the twenty-first century created a culture where, as New York Times writer
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Brad Stone suggests, “the ever-accelerating pace of technological change may be minting
a series of mini-generation gaps, with each group of children uniquely influenced by the
tech tools available in their formative stages of development”? Contested generational
definitions abound, with partially overlapping categories vying for popularity including
the Net Generation, the iGeneration, Generation Next, the Millenials, Generation Y,
Generation Z, and so on. One can see how the very concept of generations is limited by a
lack of objective delineation, and is limiting in the conceptual boundaries it risks
imposing on individuals. Paul Ricoeur notes that theoretical understandings of
generational divisions have centred on locating particular influences and events to which
all members of a generation are thought to have been exposed, or on identifying, as Karl
Mannheim does, “disinclinations as well as propensities to act, feel, and think in a certain
way” (Ricoeur 3: 111). Ricoeur is quick to point out that such theories remain troubled by
the fact that all contemporary persons “are not submitted to the same influences nor do
they all exercise the same influence” (3: 111).

Still, the cultural events and changing technologies that inspire generational terms
are very real, and social factors such as economic depressions, wars, and changing
demographics have often led to changes in cultural habits of all kinds. Even Anne
Shirley, whose story Montgomery continued to tell through various sequels, sees her own
children encounter very different circumstances from those of her youth. In Rilla of
Ingleside (1920), Anne’s daughter Rilla watches anxiously while her brothers and her
love interest leave to fight in the Great War, a far cry from the young Anne’s

preoccupation with picnics and schoolroom insults. Gorman and Wessman note that

122



PhD Thesis — P. Huebener; McMaster — English and Cultural Studies

“[t]he problem of separating age-related variance from generation-related variance is
especially critical in time research. [...] Thus, a statement of the form ‘Elderly people are
less oriented toward the future and more oriented toward the past than younger people’
may have to be modified by considerations of when the people were ‘elderly’ or ‘young’”
(234). Perhaps, like racial categories, generational divisions should be understood as
constructs that do not represent essential differences, but do correspond with actual
sociological consequences, both in the sense that they label patterns of cultural thought,
and that for better or worse they create perceptual distinctions that cause people to see
themselves and others in a certain way.

As far as the study of temporality in Canada is concerned, the potential exists to
organize an entire such project by cultural ages, tracing how social constructions of time
shift along the chronological route from pre-colonization to World War I to the era of
official multiculturalism. I have not used a chronological model as my primary system of
classification for several reasons. First, a purely chronological study of time in Canada
would in some ways mirror the work of countless historical studies, and I wish to show
that the critical study of temporality — which investigates relationships between power
structures and experiences of time — is distinct from historiography, which investigates
the representation of historical events and therefore emphasizes shifting power relations
over the actual course of time. Second, a study that uses chronological divisions as its
primary model would risk suggesting that populations are best understood as being split
categorically into different time periods, and that some sense of progress emerges along

this timeline, when in fact many experiences associated with social constructions of
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temporality resonate across long periods of time. Finally, such a study would risk

obscuring the importance of various other subject positions, to which I will now turn.

Class

Various scholars have observed that hierarchies of income and social status
correlate with differences in the experience of temporality, such that materially
impoverished people are perceived to have less influence over their own use of time, and
to be more present-oriented than future-oriented. In The Spectrum of Social Time (1964),
French sociologist Georges Gurvitch writes, “The social classes are exceedingly complex
and are of major importance as social frameworks for the study of the multiple
manifestations of social time and their hierarchized time scales. More ostensibly than any
other partial collective unity, each class possesses its own dynamic and its own time
scale” (87). He argues that the “bourgeois ideology of progress” creates the illusion of
time “leaping forward,” but that because “the bourgeois class must, in order to persist,
partially subordinate the proletarian and peasant classes,” any supposed social advance
“is realized only for a narrow, privileged stratum. The other classes have to wait patiently
for a long period of time for the questionable benefits of this advance” (94-95). Jeremy
Rifkin makes the related observation — perhaps a self-evident one given the prevalence of
the “time is money” metaphor — that “in industrial cultures, the poor are temporally poor
as well as materially poor” (qtd. in Levine 188).

Scholars have disagreed, though, over what lines of causality may exist in the
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relationship between class and temporality. Gurvitch writes, “let us say bluntly, the
passive masses are not capable of becoming conscious of time in the proper meaning of
the term, nor do they make the least attempt to master their time. They produce a specific
time and move in this time, but they do not take account of the time in which they live”
(59). And Edward Banfield similarly finds fault with the poor: “Extreme present-
orientedness, not lack of income or wealth, is the principal cause of poverty in the sense
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of ‘the culture of poverty’” (qtd. in Levine 188). William Friedman comments on
psychological studies which have found that “income was strongly related to temporal
attitudes. People with the lowest incomes showed the highest levels of Present Hedonism
and Present Fatalism, whereas the high-income respondents believed most strongly that
the future statements were characteristic of them” (115). Friedman is cautious, though,
about locating causality in this relationship, writing with a more neutral tone than
Banfield that “perseverance and planning are clearly associated with higher levels of
achievement in our society, whereas a sense of the futility of trying to influence the future
and a greater commitment to short-term rewards are characteristic of poorer people”
(115). Friedman is much more willing than Gurvitch and Banfield to admit that broad
social distinctions cannot hold in all ca