
 In The Diviners Margaret Laurence uses the recurring metaphor of writing to not only 

frame the structure of her novel, but also as a thematic symbol of the preservation of history. 

Using the minor charters of Christie Logan and Jules Tonnerre, the preservation of heritage is 

inseparable from the act of writing. Christie’s drunken, Scottish zealotry, and the stories he tells 

to Morag, all harken back to a time of glory, an ancient pride.When Jules sings his song of Louis 

Riel to little Pique it is a rare and beautiful moment of a man handing heritage down to a child, 

with the torch-lit hope of seeing the past sustain itself into the future. In what is a relevant and 

timely Canadian issue, Laurence gives life, recognizable and believable character, to the question 

of diverse heritage and the mosaic which is Canadian identity. The Canadian Multiculturalism 

Act, passed in 1985, was a great step in the retention of the rights of minor ethnic groups, such as 

First Nations Peoples, and built up promotion and perseverance as the framework of the 

Country’s approach to multicultural legislature. However, with the recent political tension in the 

country concerning the ongoing Idle No More movement, the disparities between the promises 

made by the Canadian Multiculturalism Act and the reality with which Native groups are faced 

make it is clear that there is still much to be done in terms of education, support, and protection 

of Canada’s rich and varied cultural components. Canada is a jigsaw puzzle with no corners, 

where individuals, carrying with them the autobiographies of their heritage, all have equal 

opportunity to become part of the ever growing picture. Sadly, the Harper government seems 

more willing to attempt the puzzle while kneeling on the carpet: the shag providing just enough 

give to bend and force the cardboard tabs when they don’t seem to fit.  

 Christie Logan, Morag’s adopted father, is a hard working man who “swear[s] by the 

ridge of  tears and the valour of [his] ancestors” (Laurence 44), and the whiskey in his bottle. 



Christie is a proud man, despite his station in life, despite the ridicule he suffers daily from the 

townsfolk. He works as their garbage man, and smells the part, pulling long hot days in the 

dump, what he calls the Nuisance Grounds. There is an obvious social aversion to this type of 

employment; it seen as dirty or disgusting . And yet, Christie seems to take a twisted pride in it, 1

calling out at one point, like a manic preacher, “that by their bloody goddamn fucking garbage 

shall ye christly well know them” (Laurence 44). It is difficult for the reader to discern what 

Christie’s honest feelings are concerning his social station; his bravado faced indifference is 

undermined by the drunken confessions he makes, such as the dispirited acknowledgment that 

“it’s here we live, not there, and the glory has passed away, and likely never was in the first 

place” (Laurence 55).  

 As if living on crutches, Christie Logan relies on the stories of his ancestors to sustain a 

sense of self-pride. He tells them to Morag with alcoholic giddiness, with a voice one can 

imagine repeatedly rising in volume no matter how many times Prin asks him to quiet down. In 

the present instance, Christie expounds on a great Socttish war in which his ancestors fought: 

“the black days of the battle, when the clans stood together for the last time” (Laurence 55). He 

proclaims his ancestry: “born a Highlander, in Eastern Ross, of the North Logans” (Laurence 

54), and keeps a copy of The Clans and Tartans of Scotland close on hand, in the kitchen 

sideboard. Normally a quiet and isolated man (probably due to the nature of his work) Christie 

gains strength from these stories, strength to endure a modern world sinking in depression, a 

world which is not welcoming to a shell shocked soldier who “was shook up pretty 

bad” (Laurence 52). History has to be preserved by Christie Logan, if only for Christie Logan’s 

 Christie tells Morag that “they think I’m muck” (Laurence 44).1



sake. It is the last source of pride remaining to a proud man:  a man who, virtue of his station and 

his valorous past, would be defeated without the stories and writings of his people. It is ancestry, 

heritage, which gives Christie the strength to “say unto you, Morag, girl, I open my shirt to the 

cold winds of their voices, yea, and to the ice of their everlasting eye. They don’t touch me, 

Morag. For my kin and clan are as good as theirs any day of the week, any week of the month, 

any month of the year, any year of the century and any century of all time” (Laurence 54).  

 Jules Tonnerre, much like Christie, occupies a lowly place in society. He is a rambling 

man, a singer songwriter, drifting from Manawaka to Toronto, playing “country and western, 

mostly”, admitting of his songs that “Lotta them are crap” (Laurence 310). Jules is the son of an 

incredibly impoverished Metis family, Morag’s first love and only lasting love, the father of her 

little daughter, Pique. Jules relies on writing to communicate “what he could never bring himself 

to say in ordinary speech” (Laurence 405). Writing his own songs offers Jules a cathartic method 

of preserving his Aboriginal heritage, of cementing his Canadian identity. To this end he writes 

folk songs which reiterate and enliven the struggles First Nation people’s faced at the hands of 

white Canadians, a struggle which they cannot outlive, personified by the story of Louis Riel and 

his ancestor, Metis warrior Jules Tonnerre. He sings that “They took their rifles into their hands/

They fought to keep their father’s land” (Laurence 403), telling a much different version of the 

story than one which would be told by Ottawa. The victors, Jules knows, are the ones who 

survive long enough to write the history books. So the importance of his writing here is obvious; 

he preserves the truth of that battle, of those times, as it relates to his own people; a truth which, 

even in the modern world, exists as a flag left flying on the wasteland. He represents Aboriginal 



history, turning to writing to preserve the oft-forgotten reality of his Peoples which abides 

beyond mere stories which, over time, fade to myth.  

 Jules sings this song to Pique, when she is only a child, while he stays with Morag for 

two months in her house by the river. This is the keenest example in the novel of a minor 

character relying on writing for the preservation of history. Jules recreates the essence of his 

culture as songs, sings them so that they can be heard by the next generation. For Jules, it is not a 

question of working through his personal place in history, it is a question of sharing it, promoting 

it through song, and, most importantly, passing it down to his daughter that she might be aware 

of the slighted glory of her ancestors. 

 How has the Canadian government approached the issue of the vanishing history of 

minorities within this country? In 1985 Brian Mulroney passed the Canadian Multiculturalism 

Act as the framework of the government’s intended course of action. In the preamble of the Act, 

it states that “the Constitution of Canada recognizes rights of the Aboriginal Peoples of Canada”, 

revealing that the preservation of multiculturalism has been a Canadian ideal since the nation’s 

split from the British Empire and the onset of Canadian cultural independence. It also reads that 

the Canadian Multiculturalism Act is “designed to preserve and enhance the multicultural 

heritage of  Canadians”. Multiculturalism then, as designated by this legislation, is inseparable 

from the concept of Canadian identity. In Section 3.2 (b) of the Act is states that the desire of the 

Canadian government is to “promote policies, programs and practices that enhance the ability of 

all individuals and communities of all origins to contribute to the continuing evolution of 

Canada”. This is an honourable statement, and seemingly an effective course of action, one that 



does not separate the multiculturalism inherent in these communities from their potential shaping 

of a communal Canadian identity.  

 The recent tension between the Canadian government and Aboriginal Peoples (unified 

again under the banner of the ongoing Idle No More protest) reveal that the effectiveness of the 

Canadian Multiculturalism Act falls far short of its promise. After Stephen Harper pushed Bill 

C-45 (which allowed the Federal Government to industrialize sovereign First Nations land) into 

the House of Commons the Canadian Aboriginal population formed Idle No More as a grass-

roots movement against the exploitation of the environment and the taking advantage of their 

Peoples. The results of this protest have been less than satisfactory, despite hunger strikes by 

noted Aboriginal leaders, as seen in the development, North of the 49, by Quebec Hydro. 

 “These are some of the homelands of the last surviving indigenous hunting cultures in 

North America” (Latham) which capitalist development has thrown into jeopardy. But how bad 

is it, really? Shouldn’t there be a compromise between ancient Aboriginal tradition (sanctified 

lands) and the modern reality of commercial expansion faced by nations seeking to cement their 

position as financial leaders in the over saturated International community? We do not live off of 

the land anymore; the land lives or dies by us. These Quebec minority “communities have deep, 

living ties to places that will be erased by flooding, to forests that will be devastated, and to the 

populations of animals and fish that have sustained them for generations. In preparation of 

flooding, the bones of their ancestors have been dug up from their burial places and placed in 

boxes” (Latham). The above litany is a far cry from the preservation and enhancement of 

aboriginal culture promised by the Canadian Government. They have been forced to dig up their 

ancestors lest they be, ironically, desecrated.  



 With the turning of time war between indigenous population and white settlers has been 

reduced to history books and displayed on the walls of vacant museums of memory. And yet, the 

need for preservation, for nationally acknowledged importance to be placed on aboriginal culture 

has never been more pressing. As the fallout of the industrial revolution has shown, a fallout the 

post modern world still lives in, reaping meagre crops from shallow soil, unbridled capitalism is 

infinitely more dangerous to ethnic identity than any musket ball. Despite the fact that Idle No 

More has “electrified indigenous dissent across Canada” (Latham) it has not slowed the progress 

of Quebec Hydro, who continue “clearing swaths of forest for the corridor” (Latham). Is the 

Harper Government deaf to the voices of the Aboriginals, ignorant that their claim to sovereign 

land is intrinsically linked to their concept of self identity? If legislation has failed the 

multicultural identity of Canada, if industry is willing to flood graveyards, what will the future of 

multiculturalism in Canada look like? It seems a bleak one, and yet The Diviners gives hope. 

Where the Government has failed, where protest has failed, Laurence’s metaphor of writing as a 

way of preserving history, can succeed. For as long as there are Canadian Aboriginals there will 

be stories to tell, and songs to sing, and singers to sing them, and perhaps they can continue 

existing in the old way: through word of mouth, finger on fret and pen on paper.  

  !


