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Globalization and Cultural Diversity: 

A Québec Perspective

Let me begin by saying what a pleasure and an honor it is for me to come to UCLA and speak to you today on two issues that are of great interest to me, namely globalization and cultural diversity. Only a few years after its inception under the auspices of the School of Public Policy and Social Research, UCLA's Center for Globalization and Policy Research has already established itself at the vanguard of research in its field. Barely a month ago, we were privileged to have the Dean, Dr. Barbara J. Nelson, come and visit us in Québec for meetings with representatives from  government and academia working on globalization. I met Dean Nelson on that occasion, and wish to reiterate today how impressed I am with the School's pioneering work. I hope that UCLA and Québec universities will be able to forge constructive partnerships in the months ahead.

Prior to addressing the main topic of my presentation, allow me to do a bit of promotional work.  As many of you may know, one major purpose of this visit to California is to officially open the Québec Government office in Los Angeles. Our man in Los Angeles, Mr. Marc T. Boucher, and his team look forward to meeting you and working with you. As Québec native Éric Gagné closes games and gets the job done for the L.A. Dodgers, so will Marc and his staff make sure that your initiatives with Québec partners become reality, and that the Québec-Los Angeles connection remain synonymous with success.

Later today, I will meet with Mayor James Hahn and with Mr. Zev Yaroslavsky, Chair of the L.A. County Board of Supervisors. In a reversal of customary practice, I will present them with the keys to our new offices, as a reminder that our doors shall always be open for Angelinos. 

Let me turn my attention to the issue of globalization and the interesting questions it raises with respect to culture. I know that throughout this academic year, the Center for Globalization and Policy Research has held colloquia discussing globalization from different perspectives. I hope that my presentation, by focusing on the opportunities and challenges globalization poses to cultures and cultural institutions everywhere, will enliven the debate and provide food for thought on the need to preserve and promote cultural diversity in an increasingly integrated international environment.

Part One: Québec and Globalization

The topic of globalization has attracted considerable attention among the academic community, civil society and decision-makers in recent years. Globalization itself, however, when understood as the growing integration on a world scale, thanks to technological innovation, of people, capital, economies and political institutions is anything but a recent phenomenon. Some would argue that it is as old as history itself. Nevertheless, those trends have unmistakably accelerated during the past 20 years.

In that respect, Québec's experience with globalization offers an interesting case study for scholars and diplomats alike. With its historical positioning in international trade networks, along with its small population and domestic market and its technologically advanced economy, Québec has had to look outward for its prosperity and economic development. In fact, exports, 85% of which going to the United States, now account for more than 60% of the Québec GDP.  Seen in that light, Québec's pro-free trade position stems not from sheer ideological creed but from common sense, which is why free trade finds strong, sustained support across party lines and among both business and labor. Hence the instrumental support in Québec for the Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement, for NAFTA and for a future Free Trade Area of the Americas. 

Thanks to this favorable context, exports to the United States have tripled in a decade, and our economic activity in the U.S. has undergone major geographical and product diversification. Once a producer of raw materials, Québec's key exports to America are now in high-tech, value-added industries such as aerospace, biotechnology, software, multimedia and telecommunications. In that respect, globalization among other factors has brought prosperity to Québec, while consolidating the rise of a modern economy bound to be a center of innovation for years to come. That bodes well for the development of trade and research partnerships between Québec and California, as both stand to profit even more from the economic and technological benefits stemming from globalization.

To better grasp Québec's openness to a responsible process of globalization, however, one must not look only at its economic record, but also examine the specificity of its culture, language and society. Like the United States and the rest of Canada, Québec has been a welcoming land for people from over 100 different ethnic groups and languages, each contributing in its own way to the enrichment of our culture and the dynamism of our economic and political life. The Québec success story in that regard differs from the American and Canadian insofar as it is a primarily French-speaking society in an English-speaking North America. This has resulted in a society where French is and has to be the common official language, yet a society which is also protective of the rights of the English-speaking minority, of the "cultural communities" and of the no less than 11 aboriginal nations which live on Québec territory. Squaring that circle may seem difficult, but come see for yourselves, it works!

As a society whose economic and cultural blossoming depends heavily on its ability to reach out and interact with the outside world, Québec has no interest in embracing a fortress mentality on cultural matters. At the crossroads of Europe and America, of tradition and modernity we are in a privileged position to draw inspiration from these great cultural matrixes and to forge our own synthesis, evident in the shows of the Cirque du Soleil, in films like The Red Violin, and in the works of the many dance and theatre companies which have toured California so successfully in recent years.

In short, Québec has managed to reap immense economic, social and cultural benefits from globalization and has been a contributor to some of its key manifestations over the past two decades. In fact, although the Summit of the Americas, held in Québec City in April 2001, did provide us with spectacular images and insights on globalization and its discontents, it also provided us with a tremendous opportunity to reaffirm our commitment to the building of a true hemispheric community. More importantly, the Summit, and the events leading up or taking place parallel to it, inspired a societal debate in Québec on globalization, hemispheric integration and their implications. 

This situation has reinforced our conviction that we must strike a delicate balance between, on the one hand, optimizing the advantages we all draw from economic, political and cultural interaction with the rest of the world and, on the other, preserving the four major languages of the Americas and promoting the culture, the values and the institutions that we can truly call our own and which eventually make this interaction process meaningful. 

Part Two: Globalization and Cultural Diversity

Indeed, in a world that has grown increasingly integrated, culture plays an instrumental part in defining identities, in fostering solidarity, in expressing constructive dissent, in finding ways to manage institutional and social change and in providing a perspective from which we can truly engage in positive interaction both within our respective societies and with the rest of the world. This has become only more so in recent times, for globalization has, in the cultural sphere, created both opportunities and concerns. 

On the one hand, technological improvements in telecommunications, media and computers have immensely contributed to pushing back the frontiers of ignorance and prejudice, and favored the free flow of ideas and information as well as cross-cultural understanding. On the other hand, behind the sheer weight of these substantial advances lurks the danger of what could be called cultural and linguistic homogenization. In other words, as we come to rely increasingly on similar tools for cultural expression and for learning about the world, we risk ending up with the false security of a single worldview representative of no one's experience in particular. 

This type of uniformity can be dangerous in the long run, because of the essential role culture plays, when rooted in human experience, in articulating experiences, opinions, dissents and worldviews. Without this means of expression, notably in the media, the very fabric of pluralistic democracy may be jeopardized as the conditions for extremism and exclusion can be created. While much of our progress as societies is built upon the values that we genuinely share, it is often the differing perspectives that have made such progress possible. In that respect, I strongly feel that the principle of cultural diversity, and the values of tolerance, of openness, of constructive dialogue and freedom of expression which underlie it, provides a necessary complement to globalization if we want the latter to proceed in a sensible and humane way.

Part Three: Cultural Diversity in the Québec Context

From a cultural standpoint, therefore, we will be confronted to a major dilemma in the years ahead. How can we build upon the cultural assets of globalization while preserving culture's fundamental vocation, i.e. the expression of human experience in its multiple manifestations? How can we encourage the promotion of national cultures and identities without hampering their ability to interact with one another? How can we chart a course between the Charybdis of cultural homogenization and the Scylla of cultural protectionism? These questions may seem theoretical, but it is actually critical to find satisfactory and lasting answers to them for they lie at the heart of the cultural dimensions of globalization. Québec's historical experience has predisposed it well to differentiate between integration on the hand, which is an essential element in any open society, and assimilation, which would eventually, for all intents and purposes, spell the end of all cultural differences. In its simplest form, this is the ultimate challenge of globalization that we have to meet together, albeit from different starting points.

Confronted to this challenge, the Québec Government has actively promoted, both at home and on the world stage the principle of cultural diversity. What do we mean by "cultural diversity"? Simply our conviction that cultural goods and services must be treated distinctly from other merchandises, at the WTO or other instances. From our perspective, the concept of "cultural diversity" also conveys the idea that in order to ensure a greater freedom of choice for consumers and to increase interaction between cultures on the world stage, the capacity of states and government to intervene to uphold and promote culture must be recognized internationally. In practical terms, this means that the Québec government maintains the position that its status should be regulated via an international convention or treaty.

Does this mean that we have elected to tread along the politically easy path of protectionism? Absolutely not! From the movies of Frank Capra to those of Steven Spielberg and Martin Scorsese; from the novels of Henry James to those of Carson McCullers and Toni Morrison; or from the plays of Tennessee Williams to those of David Mamet, Québecers, myself included, crave for American culture. But in addition to the American products they know and enjoy, Québecers also wish to see movies, read novels or listen to music made in Québec or any other country in the world. This gives us a chance to express ourselves and our reality while interacting with the rest of the world. Unfortunately, we're only 7,5 million people, but with an extremely dynamic cultural sector which benefits from the active support of the Quebec and Canada  governments and those which have preceded them. 

In short, there is a commercial market both for foreign products and for local products in Québec, but without this kind of government intervention (notably fiscal incentives for cultural productions and the work of agencies similar to the California Arts Council and the National Endowment for the Arts), it would be extremely difficult to make our cultural products come to life, because of the small size of our market, the popularity Québec products within their domestic market notwithstanding. 

Part Four: Toward an International Instrument on Cultural Diversity

Ever since the Québec Government took position in favor of cultural diversity  in 1999, we have successfully promoted the concept in a variety of international forums, to the extent that an international coalition on cultural diversity is gradually emerging. Let me briefly review how the situation has evolved over the past 3 years and what's on the agenda in the coming months.

From a bilateral standpoint, the Québec Government is in close cooperation with the French Government on this issue. The Groupe de travail franco-québécois sur la diversité culturelle has been both a pillar of strength and a fountain of innovation, producing insightful studies and thought-provoking research on cultural diversity and globalization. As minister of State for International Relations, I am also responsible for the creation of a new entity called the Observatory on Globalization. The Observatory has among its mandates the analysis of all social, political and cultural phenomena pertaining to globalization and its implications for Québec society. We are confident that it will help us design responsible policies, notably in the cultural field. 

We have also been quite active at the multilateral level. As you know, Québec is a member of the Francophonie, a multilateral organization of over 50 governments which have French as a common language. The next Summit of the Francophonie, which should be held in Beyrouth in October 2002, will revolve around the theme "Dialogue between Cultures," reminding us of the interactive spirit that is behind the advocacy of cultural diversity.

The idea of cultural diversity and the need to enshrine it in some kind of international instrument has also made significant headway in the International Network on Cultural Policy, which brings together the ministers responsible of the culture portfolio from close to 50 countries. This international network is a coalition of countries like Spain, Brazil, Finland and China, but also from countries of the English-speaking world such as Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and the United Kingdom. I deem it very important that countries from the English-speaking world also embrace cultural diversity, which is all about cultural exchange and interaction, not about cultural protection. 

Another multilateral arena congenial to cultural diversity has been of course the UNESCO, which will ratify, in November 2002, a Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity. 

Beyond the traditional political channels, the idea of cultural diversity is also making significant progress among civil society. In February of this year, the Québec Government participated actively to the World Economic Forum in New York City and to the World Social Forum held in Porto Alegre, Brazil. Both forums provided us with a remarkable opportunity to explain our position on cultural diversity and to forge key partnership with members from the business community and civil society. Personally, I attended the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, where we succeeded in convincing the Forum's participants of the importance of cultural and linguistic diversity, and of the necessity to create an international regulatory instrument to promote them. 

In closing, our action plan could be summarized as thus: 

1- That an international instrument on the diversity of cultural expressions must be established, and endowed with enforcement powers and dispute settlement mechanisms

2- This instrument could become a part of UNESCO, but could also function independently, depending on the feasibility and efficiency of each approach

3- This instrument would seek, as its primary objective, to preserve and promote  the distinctiveness of individual cultures and, by extension, cultural diversity 

4- That the preservation of cultural diversity is a vital component in the promotion and preservation of dynamic public sphere, and of pluralistic democratic values and institutions as a whole

5- That this instrument would enshrine, regulate and therefore legitimize the right of states and governments to actively intervene in the cultural sphere without relying on protectionist practices

6- As only a few states have committed themselves to the liberalization of their cultural sectors and industries, the instrument would provide the necessary guidelines and boundaries to the WTO's jurisdictions, and thus help preserve the distinctive character and unique contribution of cultural goods and services. In that respect, an international instrument on cultural diversity would break the commerce and culture dichotomy, and provide a working mechanism to regulate relations between the two.

Conclusion

While the ongoing process of trade liberalization has yielded great economic benefits, its outcomes in the areas of culture, social policy and the environment remain fraught with uncertainty. 

The second challenge lies in the preservation of the capacity of states and governments to promote distinct forms of cultural expression.

These challenges, which underscore the delicate relationship between culture and globalization, must be met in sensible fashion. In that respect, the creation of an international instrument designed to promote cultural and linguistic diversity would both favor the recognition of the fundamental distinct character of cultural concerns and provide a framework to establish clear and mutually-agreed upon rules of the game for all parties concerned. 

Thus we shall be able to strengthen the core of common human values that we all share, in short, our common humanity, by preserving the capacity of individuals and individual cultures and cultures to blossom and enrich, in their own original way, the human experience.

Thank you very much.

