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DEJA Vu ALL OVER?

•

The celebrations after the election
ofthe Parti quebecois on the evening
of September 12 in Quebec City
were modest, but the impact of the
victory of the sovereigntist forces
was nonetheless significant. After a
very long and strenuous campaign,
and in spite of systematic attacks on
the main element of its program ­
sovereignty - Quebeckers had
given the Parti quebecois a mandate
to govern Quebec and had accepted
that a process be set in motion to
allow Quebeckers to decide on their
political future. Thus, on September
12, sovereigntists won a third con­
secutive battle against federalist
forces in less than three years, dem­
onstrating an ongoing coherent pat­
tern of political behaviour among

by Daniel Latouche

The 1994 Quebec referendum cam­
paign is barely a month old and there
is still hope for a democratic, en­
lightening, and civilized debate on
paper, at least, but only if we get rid
of a number of cliches. Cliches, it
would seem, never die, they just
accumulate. They also move around
faster today as a result of the elec­
tronic highway.

Quebeckers since the demise of the
Meech Lake Accord in June 1990.

This pattern should have had some
sobering effect on the federalists
forces, but the triumphant attitude of
the federal and Quebec Liberal par­
ties and their leaders sheds some
light on how they perceive the issue
of Quebec's political future. There
seems to be a strong and overwhelm­
ing belief that Quebeckers are plan­
ning to reject sovereignty in the forth­
comingreferendum; aconviction that
they, as other Canadians, want to get
the national unity issue behind them
as quickly as possible. There seems
to be a prevailing sentiment among

Continued, see "Toward
Sovereignty" on page 2.

THE MOTHER OF ALL CLICHES

If a prize were to be awarded to the
most pernicious of all cliches, one
candidate stands in a class by itself.
It usually runs like this: "The only
way Mr. Parizeau and his separatists
can win their referendum is through

Continued, see "Deja Vu All
Over?" on page 3.
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"Toward Sovereignty,"
continued from page 1.

federalists that in the final analysis,
Quebeckers will prefer Canada at
any cost. This tranquil assurance is
very misleading and brings to mind a
similar attitude adopted by Brian
Mulroney and Robert Bourassa, who
seemed convinced at the end of the
process that led the Charlottetown
consensus that Quebeckers would,
when faced with adecision that could
imperil Canada's future - that is,
the rejection of the proposed accord,
necessarily opt for Canada. Let us
not forget that Quebeckers clearly
and overwhelmingly rejected the
Charlottetown accord for reasons of
substance rather than process or per­
sonalities, and did not choose Canada
for the sake of choosing Canada.

Sovereigntists do not build on the
basis of such tranquil assurance.
They have fought, and won their
three last battles at the ground level.
They have significantly strengthened
their organizations and are now
empowered to deal with the up­
coming challenge, winning the ref­
erendum on sovereignty. Among
other advantages, the sovereigntists
can now claim, one should not un­
derestimate the fact that almost two­
thirds (65 percent or 130 out of200)
of the elected representatives from
Quebec in Canada's House of Com­
mons and Quebec's National As­
sembly are now sovereigntists and
these representatives will exert, on
an individual basis, significant in­
fluence during the referendum de­
bate. It should also be remembered
that the Bloc quebecois can, with
even more legitimacy since Sep­
tember 12, continue to speak for
sovereignty and show, in its role as
a defender ofQuebec's interests, the
deficiencies and shortcomings ofthe
existing federal system for Quebec,
as well as the detrimental effects for
Quebec 'of the centralizing propos­
als of reform in the areas of social
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security, health, and taxation that
Jean Chretien' sLiberal government
is planning to have Parliament adopt
in the near future. And most of all, it
can now be affirmed that sovereign­
tists possess an even more powerful
tool to meet the challenge - that is,
a government in Quebec City that
will provide them with important
resources to achieve the primary goal
ofthe Parti quebecois - sovereignty
for Quebec.

And there should be no mistake
that these tools and resources will be
used to engineer a winning strategy
for the referendum. The policies and
legislation ofthe PQ will be aimed at
demonstrating that good government
can be provided for Quebeckers, but
that better government could be
achieved ifQuebec were a sovereign
country. The debate on sovereignty
within Quebec will be channelled in
part through a constitutional com­
mission that will encourage all
Quebeckers, toutes origines con­
fondues, to reflect on the kind of
country they should give themselves
and will lead to a positive and en­
riching effort in constitution-mak­
ing, in contrast to the confrontational
and fruitless constitutional negotia­
tions held between Quebec and the
rest ofCanadaover the past 30 years.
The referendum question and the
timing of the referendum will re­
main a prerogative of the Quebec
government, with the supportofother
sovereigntist forces, and the "win"
factor will be a key element in any
decision on these two important ele­
ments of the strategy. But the strat­
egy will certainly also entail bring­
ing together and closely linking all
groups and opinion leaders that fa­
vour sovereignty for Quebec, form­
ing a sort of "rainbow coalition."
One can expect to see in this coali­
tion sovereigntists of both the Parti
and Bloc quebecois, as well as other
groups such as trade unions, cultural
groups, and organizations represent­
ing women, students, and seniors.

Sovereigntists will not be lulled
into a false sense of security, think­
ing that their federalist opponents
do not have a strategy of their own.
It is well known that the federalists
have plenty of resources at their
disposal and that they are willing, as
in 1980, to entertain fears and distort
realities in the period leading up to
the referendum and during the refer­
endum campaign itself. But unlike
the debate in 1980, federalists have
little or nothing to offer on the sub­
stantive issue of Quebec's political
future. No promise of renewed fed­
eralism will be made to Quebeckers,
or will be taken seriously by them.
The post-1982 status quo, reducing
Quebec's status to one playeramong
11, 13, or more, will be the only
feasible alternative to sovereignty.
Also, when compared with i980,
the federalist forces will have very
few credible leaders to talk about
the future ofQuebec within Canada.
Their governments and parties will
not be able to afford to buy
Quebeckers' votes without putting
in jeopardy the fragile economy of
Canada or alienating their respec­
tive constituencies.

Many pundits have suggested that
on September 12, Quebeckers
showed once again how strategic
they can be when it comes to voting
and creatingdelicatebalances among
political parties and options. If
Quebeckers are as wise as the com­
mentators argue, they could show
similarwisdom when the time comes
to vote in the referendum on sover­
eignty. And wisdom might not be in
this situation to opt for the post­
1982 status quo. They might well
choose "Option Quebec" and prove
that the election of a Parti quebecois
government on September 12 was
another step toward sovereignty.
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