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Geneviève Richard 
Nature and National Identity: Contradictions in a Canadian Myth 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Canadians have always identified the natural world as an important 
part of their national identity. Through an examination of the way 
nature is painted in the Group of Seven’s work, how corporations 
use nature in advertisements and how government institutions 
commemorate nature on the national currency, the author suggests 
that there is a disconnect between Canadians’ articulated values and 
current environmental policy. This paper examines the contradictions 
and consequences of this gap in Canadian identity through an analysis 
of the images on Canadian national currency and the Molson 
Company’s advertisement “Made in Canada”. While the Royal 
Canadian Mint has recently released a coin celebrating Canada’s 
Boreal forest, destructive economic activity in the Alberta oil sands is 
devastating this environment. These types of activities illustrate the 
contradictions in Canada’s national identity. The consequences of this 
contradiction as explored in this paper are the commodification of 
nature, the erasure of Indigenous peoples’ presence in Canada, as 
well as the Canadian elite increasingly dominating the ownership of 
the means of production.  
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Canadian identity is difficult to identify and many would argue, 
simply does not exist. It would seem, however, that while many 
elements of Canadian identity have held different levels of 
importance at different periods of time, one element has remained 
fairly constant – Canadians’ appreciation of their natural 
environment. Canadians often refer back to their large open 
geography, the untouched northern landscape and the wild and 
dangerous terrain that distinguishes Canada from most other places 
on earth. This year marks 100 years since the founding of Parks 
Canada, which illustrates the importance of the commemoration of 
nature in Canadian society.1  
Paradoxically, Canadians’ value of nature is not reflected in their 
actions and in the way many industries operate in Canada. This leads 
one to question whether or not there are contradictions in Canadian 
identity: why is nature part of Canadian identity if Canadians’ actions 
do not reflect the commemoration and valuing of nature? This paper 
argues that there is inconsistency between Canadians portrayals and 
commemorations of the natural world with current environmental 
policy and the dominance of resource extraction industries in Canada. 
The primary sources analyzed will be the art by the group of seven, 
Canadian currency as well as an advertisement by Molson Canadian. 
These sources were chosen as they all use nature in order to represent 
Canadian identity.  
The paper will first examine how nature has been equated with 
Canadian identity by looking at the Group of Seven’s art, imagery on 
national currency and the use of certain images and symbols in 
corporate advertisements. It will then move into a discussion of the 
contradictory nature of founding Canadian national identity on a high 
regard for the natural world. Finally, it will briefly examine the 
consequences that emerge in an identity crisis – when there exists 
contradictions between the ways in which Canadians view the nation 
and the way they act.  
 

                                                
1 Parks Canada. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://pc.gc.ca/  
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Understanding the Function of Nature in Canadian Identity 
 In the early 20th century, Canada was in a period of redefinition 
as it moved from a frontier nation to a Western industrial nation 
(Mackey, 52). During this transition, Canada began to recognize the 
need to better characterize the nation and form a common sense of 
identity. The Group of Seven played an important role in this process 
as their art sought to embody the Northern wilderness that 
represented Canada. Jody Berland understands the element of 
Northern wilderness as the “only sure token of Canadian identity” as 
it separated Canada from Great Britain and the United States 
(O’Brian et al, 99). The Group of Seven’s paintings were distinctly 
different from traditional European landscapes and therefore, were 
also able to reassert the Canadian identity through art. Mackey 
describes Canadian art during this period as “projecting European 
ideas, values, and tastes” instead of reflecting actual North American 
realities (Mackey, 55). European landscape painting represented 
nature as civilized, tamed and organized. The Group of Seven’s work, 
however, represented an untamed, uninviting and impenetrable 
wilderness (Mackey, 43). As Margaret Atwood describes:  

These paintings are not landscape paintings. Because 
there aren’t any landscapes up there, not in the old, tidy 
European sense, with a gentle hill, a curving river, a 
cottage, a mountain in the background, a golden 
evening sky. Instead there’s a tangle, a receding maze, in 
which you can become lost almost as soon as you step 
off the path. (Atwood, 121). 

 
Therefore, this wild and untamed landscape is equated with Canadian 
identity, because it is understood as a distinguishing characteristic of 
the nation. One need only consider the stark, icy mountains so boldly 
depicted in Lawren Harris’ art or, maybe even more famously, the 
scrawny, tortured pine trees Tom Thomson, forerunner to the 
famous Seven, rendered to appreciate how uniquely Canadian these 
pieces of art were and still are today (see appendix A).  
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 Paul Hjartarson argues that the appeal of the Group of Seven 
was mainly due to the nationalist climate of the 1920s and its 
governing equation between nation and landscape (Hjartarson, 203). 
Moreover, he argues that Canada, as a settler colony, is not able to 
construct a simple concept of the nation “such as those based on a 
linguistic community or racial or religious homogeneity” because it is 
faced with a plurality of cultures and identities (Hjartarson, 208). 
Indeed, Canada is a clear example of the constructedness of nations. 
Canada’s difficulty in constructing a sense of identity was also 
difficult because its “problematic occupation of the country” 
(Hjartarson, 208). Creating an identity surrounding the natural world, 
then, becomes simpler as it did not need to address issues of 
colonization and plurality. Reclaiming nature through art also 
deepened the process of colonization as the Group of Seven 
paintings “constituted a land claim which remains the subject of 
litigation in Canadian courts” (Hjartarson, 214). As Canada slowly 
starting establishing itself in the nineteenth century, Europe was 
experiencing the growth of nationalism, which saw the birth of 
modern Germany and Italy. Canada had no equivalent national 
heritage. If anything, the marriage between traditionally rival cultures 
in Canada, required a different inspiration for this country. 
 Associating Canada with a cold wilderness characterized the 
country as a virile nation; as being stronger than its American 
neighbours to the South due to the harsh winters and as impenetrable 
due to its dangerous and rugged terrain2. This patriarchal association 
meant that the nation represented the “progressive agent of national 
modernity (forward-thrusting, potent and historic) and embodied 
nationalism’s progressive, or evolutionary principle of discontinuity” 
(Hjartarson, 217). Canada was able to create a distinct sense of 
identity as the land was painted as virginal and empty, unlike the 
Landscapes of Europe. Hjartarson argues “the eroticizing of “virgin” 
space also effects a territorial appropriation for if the land is virgin, 

                                                
2 While the use of feminist theory was not part of the methodology outlined in the introduction, the author 
thought it provided important insight in understanding the role of the natural world in constructing the 
nation.  
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colonized peoples cannot claim aboriginal territorial rights, and white 
male patrimony is violently assured as the sexual and military 
insemination of an interior void” (Hjartarson, 213). Building 
Canadian identity as a wilderness landscape celebrated pioneering and 
commemorated the brave settlers who risked everything to create a 
new life on the land (Hjartarson, 217).  
 
Building Canadian Identity – Art, Currency and Advertisements 

Associating the Canadian identity with the land promised a 
mythical unity between all Canadians. Moreover, as Erin Manning 
explains, the conflation of identity and territory ensured a “spiritual 
oneness of nature and self” (Manning, 7). Currently, the natural 
world still plays an important role in Canadian identity and remains 
emblazoned in the Group of Seven’s paintings. They played an 
important role in supporting the myth of “the great white North”, a 
myth that imagines Canada as a land with unmediated landscapes 
peopled by those of strong, pure character” (Manning, 9). Art is an 
important form of conveying national identity as it is often displayed 
in national museums, meant to embody the country’s history and 
culture. While the Group of Seven were meant to represent all of 
Canada in their painting of Canadian landscapes, a gap emerges in 
terms of the content represented. Most of the artists were from 
Ontario and painted Ontarian landscapes, thereby not actually 
representing Canada as a whole. The equation between Canadian 
identity and nature, while initially propagated through art, was further 
reinforced with the establishment of a national currency. 

National currencies are important vehicles of national imagery 
and remain, according to Eric Helleiner, the most universal form of 
public imagery (Helleiner, 1410). Helleiner argues that currencies 
cultivate the allegiance of citizens by “instilling in them a sense of 
collective identity centred around national images of a common past 
and culture”. In the Canadian case, because it is difficult to imagine a 
common past and culture that embodies the shared experience of all 
Canadians, images of the natural world are the most common 
symbols on the coins.  
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Unlike newspapers and schooling, currency is an effective way 
of communicating messages to the poor and illiterate. Images on 
money “were guaranteed a much larger audience than images carried 
by other media because of the pervasiveness of the use of money in 
the kind of market economy that was spreading across all leading 
states in the 19th and 20th centuries” (Helleiner, 1412). Images on 
money are also an effective tool as propaganda because they are 
encountered regularly in a daily routine (Helleiner, 1413).  

As a government institution, The Royal Canadian Mint plays an 
important role in constructing national myths and in enforcing 
Canadian identity. Canadian currency is one of the most useful tools 
in equating Canadian identity with nature, since the permanent 
collection includes images of the beaver, the maple leaf, the polar 
bear, the caribou and the loon. Presently, the Mint is celebrating the 
centennial of Parks Canada and Canada’s ‘legendary’ natural heritage. 
It have created eight new coins to “immortalize Canadians’ pride in 
their natural heritage and capture their trademark passion for the 
great outdoors” (Royal Canadian Mint, 2011). The Loonie honours 
the founding of the Dominion Park Branch in 1911, the Toonie 
celebrates the boreal forest, and the 25-cent coins celebrate three 
animals the Park has been able to rescue from extinction: the Orca, 
the Peregrine Falcon and the Bison.  

The language used by the Royal Canadian Mint in describing 
the coins crystallizes its mission of reinforcing Canadian values and 
identity. In describing the new Loonie, the Mint explains Parks 
Canada’s mandate as “conserving Canada’s unrivalled wilderness for 
Canadians to explore and enjoy” (Royal Canadian Mint, 2011). 
Moreover, the new Loonie is meant to remind Canadians that Parks 
Canada has remained the dedicated steward of Canada’s “vast 
treasures” in that they maintain them for the pleasure of “Canadians, 
the rest of the world and future generations” (Royal Canadian Mint, 
2011). The reinforcement of the importance of the natural world to 
Canadians is made even more obvious in its description of the 
Toonie and the Boreal forest.  
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The Mint explains, “by keeping carbon dioxide – a harmful 
greenhouse gas – from escaping into the atmosphere, our boreal 
forest plays an important role in protecting our global environment 
and preserving habitats for living beings everywhere” (Royal 
Canadian Mint, 2011). The Mint invites all Canadians to “join it in 
celebrating Canada’s legendary nature” (Royal Canadian Mint, 2011). 
With close to fifty million of these coins being released in 2011-2012, 
Canadians will be reminded of the importance of the environment to 
their national identity. 

Emphasizing nature on coins and allowing Canadians to own 
part of their identity represents the commodification of citizenship. 
Government institutions, such as the Mint, create a product that is 
distinctly Canadian and that can be purchased and owned by 
individuals. Government bodies, however, are not the only 
institutions that play a role in constructing and emphasizing the 
identity of the nation. Corporate advertising in Canada has also 
contributed to this national myth. Jonathan Rose argues that 
advertisements create a “harmonious community where one may not 
exist; they paper over regional and linguistic differences to construct 
a hollow nationalism that reduces citizenship to slogans” (Rose, 161). 
Furthermore, Bob Hunter of Greenpeace has referred to the 
importance of ‘mind bombs’, which are “influential, sometimes 
archetypal images that can cut through the hypnotic drone of the 
day-to-day babbling to reach people at a deeper emotional level” 
(Rose, 162). These commercials, however, are misleading as they 
contain no informational value and do not contribute to the public 
debate on national unity. These advertisements marginalise dissenting 
views as they do not engage in a genuine conversation with 
Canadians (Rose, 164). Rather, they tell them what they must 
subscribe to in order to be Canadian. 
 ‘Branding the nation’ has become an important topic of 
discussion in Canada as many companies are currently relying heavily 
on using stereotypes and national symbols to sell their products 
(Nimijean, 2006: 69).  
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Companies such as Roots Canada, Molson Company beer and the 
Hudson’s Bay Company have all created products and advertisements 
that embody what it means to be Canadian. Moreover, they allow 
individuals to purchase a piece of Canadian identity for consumption. 
Catherine Carstairs argues that in the 1980s, Canadian nationalism 
moved towards a consumer-oriented and branded nature (Carstairs, 
235). She explains, “with its liberal use of Canadian symbols – 
beavers, canoes and maple leaves – Roots allowed Canadians to 
purchase identity and proudly display their country’s proud image to 
the rest of the world” (Carstairs, 235). Thus, companies such as 
Roots and Molson have used nature to represent the Canadian 
identity. 

In the 1980s, in order to advertise their European destinations, 
Canadian Airlines, in print advertisement images, showed traditional 
Canadian symbols such as canoes and snowshoes in the middle of 
Paris and London (appendix B). The startling dichotomy between a 
highly urbanized setting and these stereotypical tools of Canadian 
settlers was highly effective. Presently, Molson Company, in their 
recent beer commercial “Made From Canada”, argue that what 
makes Canadians distinct from other nations is the land and the great 
outdoors. They explain: 

When you think about Canadians, you might ask 
yourself, why are we the way we are? Well the answer is 
right under our feet; it’s this land that shapes us. This 
land is unlike any other; we have more square feet of 
awesomeness per person than anywhere else on earth. 
It’s why we flock to lakes, mountains, forests, rivers and 
streams. We know we have the best backyard in the 
world, and we get out there every chance we get. 
Because it’s not just the great outdoors we’re chasing, 
it’s freedom (YouTube, 2010). 

 
Advertisements like “Made in Canada” give Canadians an 
overwhelming sense of pride while also informing Canadians that 
nature is their distinguishing trait.  
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Not only should Canadians pursue the great outdoors, they should be 
pursuing freedom – a fundamental value to Canadian democracy. 
Robert MacGregor explains, “consumers, beer drinkers, and 
advertisement viewers are socially and culturally situated individuals 
seeking to make sense of their lives, identities and relationships” 
(MacGregor, 284). Brett Marchand, Molson President, went so far as 
to say, “beer, hockey and the environment make up Canada’s 
patriotic DNA” (MacGregor, 281). Advertisements such as “Made in 
Canada”, therefore, become a symbolic resource  to better frame 
Canadian identity.  
 This section sought to explain and deconstruct the equation 
between Canadian identity and nature. Through an analysis of the 
ways through which art, government institutions and corporations 
construct the myth of the nation and national identity, the reasons 
why nature was chosen and how it has been depicted are now more 
clear. The next section will seek to analyze the consequences of 
equating nature to Canadian identity. Moreover, it will illustrate the 
“rhetoric reality gaps” inherent to Canadian identity, as the value 
Canadians give to nature is not reflected in their actions and 
treatment of the natural world.  
 
Contradictions Consequences in Equating Nature with Identity 
in Canada: 
 Richard Nimijean, as others,3 argues that there exist many 
contradictions in Canadian identity. Moreover, he explains that there 
is a “growing gap between the values articulated by Canadians and 
their governments and the reality of Canadian public policy and 
public opinion” (2005: 2). In the Canadian context, this fracture is 
especially relevant because of ideological and cultural diversity. While 
one might think that, because nature is a more ‘universal’ Canadian 
value, it would not suffer from this ‘gap’, Nimijean explains that 
‘rhetoric reality gaps’ are even more present within the environmental 
discourse. He explains, “the beauty of the land is a major source of 

                                                
3 See also Van Ham, P. "Place Branding: The State of the Art." The ANNALS of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 616.1 (2008): 126-49. 



NATURE AND NATIONAL IDENTITY: CONTRADICTIONS IN A CANADIAN 
MYTH 
 

  12 

pride for Canadians, yet Canadians are often shocked to discover that 
the United States is often far more effective at environmental 
protection, pollution control, and energy efficiency than Canada” 
(2005: 2). Furthermore he argues that Canadians remain divided on 
key issues and do not support their values (such as the environment). 
These contradictions are  further emphasized through the lens of art, 
government and corporate advertising.  
 While the Group of Seven were successful in painting a nature 
distinct from traditional European conceptions of nature, the way 
they chose to portray Canadian wilderness was problematic. Erin 
Manning argues:  

The landscape as theorized through the tradition of 
landscape art remains a tool for the duplicitous political 
motivations of the West, where the discourse of 
landscape is not only a matter of internal politics of 
national or class ideology but also an international and 
global phenomenon, intimately bound up with the 
discourse of imperialism (2003: 6).  

 
By painting Canadian nature as wild, dangerous and untouched, the 
Group of Seven effectively erased the Aboriginal peoples who 
populate the entire country. While the Group thought they were 
distancing themselves from the colonial nature of Europe and of 
European landscape painting, they deepened the colonial process by 
failing to recognize Indigenous peoples in Canada (Manning, 8). 
Moreover, landscape painting, which once held the promise of 
national unity and identity and that “symbolized unbounded and 
endless appropriation and conquest” was being threatened by 
“imperialism’s environmental short-sightedness” (Manning, 8). 
Manning argues, then, that the landscape is “ironically, often figured 
as an endangered species that is relegated to and kept safe in parks, 
museums and shrinking ‘wilderness areas’” (Manning, 8).  
 While nature is considered to be important to Canadians’ 
shared identity and is promoted by government and corporations, it 
is troubling to see Canada engaging in some of the most 
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environmentally harmful activities on the planet. A recent report 
released by Environmental Defence calls the Alberta Oil Sands the 
most destructive project on Earth (Hatch & Price, 7).  First Nations 
communities downstream have 30% higher cancer rates than the rest 
of Canada, the tailing ponds4 are the largest on earth and are the size 
of half of the island of Manhattan (Hatch & Price, 3). Moreover, the 
Canadian government has just approved more projects that will 
double the size of existing operations. The Canadian government also 
gives tax breaks to some of the worst polluters and has been 
unsuccessful in enforcing environmental regulations (Hatch & Price, 
7).  
 While the Royal Canadian Mint has been emphasizing the 
importance of the Boreal forest to Canada and the rest of the world 
in reducing harmful greenhouse gases, the Alberta Oil Sands are the 
most serious threat in history to the waterways and to the largest 
ecosystem on earth (Hatch & Price, 5). The report explains “the 
pollution pouring into the Athabasca River is already being found far 
downstream in the enormous Peace Athabasca Delta, one of the 
largest freshwater deltas in the world and a region of incredible 
biodiversity” (Hatch & Price, 5). While the Canadian Mint celebrates 
its ‘legendary nature’, it remains generally complacent to the existence 
and proceedings of the most toxic industry on the planet. As experts 
on the Exxon Valdez accident argue, “the Boreal need not wait for a 
tragic accident; the giant slow motion oil spill is already in the 
Canadian waterways and it is getting worse” (Hatch & Price, 5).  
 The contradictions of corporations using nature in their 
advertisements lies in the way they commodify the natural world and 
yet, engage in destructive activities that are harmful to the 
environment. This trend is referred to as “green washing”5 and 
reflects the contradictions that often arise when companies focus on 

                                                
4 A tailing pond is the result of the accumulation of non-valuable materials left over after the process of 
turning the tar-like substance into bitumen. The Oil Sands use water to extract the bitumen, which, after its 
use, fills into large man-made dugouts. Tailings are usually left and not treated or cleaned because they are 
an extra cost to the extraction companies. They are extremely dangerous as the polluted water seeps into 
underground aquifers or finds its way into rivers and pollutes everything downstream.  
5 When green PR and green advertising is used deceptively to give the impression that the company is 
engaged in environmentally sustainable work and has environmentally friendly products.  
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the environment and the natural world. Canadian consumers buy into 
these advertisements because, not only are the companies seen as 
“friendlier to the environment” but they also uphold the national 
myth surrounding the natural world. By law, companies are “not 
required to publish environmental policy statements or to verify that 
these statements are true using third parties” (Ramus, 377). This 
creates a gap between what companies assert and what type of 
activities they are actually engaged in.  
 While the contradictions of equating Canadian identity and 
nature have been explained, the consequences must be briefly 
outlined. Equating the nation with a northern wilderness was, 
according to Hjartarson, inextricably bound up with the rise of the 
tourist economy in Canada and was “commodified by both state and 
private operators”. Canada’s nature has become increasingly 
commodified and can easily be purchased by Canadians. This is most 
obvious in the creation of National Parks, which charge Canadians 
entry fees to enjoy their great outdoors. Stéphanie Héritier argues that 
because nature has always played a significant role in Canadians’ lives, 
the political and symbolic importance of national parks has led to an 
increase in patrimonialization of natural spaces (Héritier, 286).  

Moreover, the consequences of equating Canadian identity to a 
virginal wilderness have an impact on women and on Indigenous 
peoples. Hjartarson argues, “in colonial discourse, women, like 
indigenous peoples, exist in space rather than in time, therefore, they 
are represented as the atavistic and authentic body of national 
tradition, embodying nationalism’s conservative principle of 
continuity” (Hjartarson, 217). Furthermore, equating the nation with 
wilderness landscape allowed the English Canadian elite to redefine 
the field of cultural production in national terms and to “assert 
patriarchal ownership over the means of production” (Hjartarson, 
218). Finally, as previously discussed, framing the nation as an 
unconquerable wilderness obliterates the thousands of years of 
Aboriginal presence, culture and history throughout the Canadian 
territory.  
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Reforging Canadian Identity 
 This article has argued that there exists a contradiction between 
the ways in which Canadians identify themselves to nature and how 
they actually treat it. An illustration of the inherent contradictions in 
this process was provided by an analysis of the ways artists portray 
Canadian nature, the ways government institutions promote and 
commemorate nature and the ways in which corporations use certain 
images to promote the Canadian identity. Moreover, the paper 
outlined some of the consequences this has had on certain individuals 
and on the natural world itself. The “rhetoric reality gaps” that 
emerge in the formation of Canadian identity are extremely 
problematic as they paint a false picture for Canadians and the rest of 
the world of the national myth. Because of the disconnect existing 
between government decisions and corporate actions on the 
environment and the way Canadians value the ‘great outdoors’ it 
seems appropriate to recommend that either Canadians engage in a 
re-thinking of national identity or that current destructive actions are 
remediated. Richard Nimijean argues that values should not shape 
Canadian identity; rather, Canadian ideals should “flow from how 
Canadians manage their society” (Nimijean, 2005: 6). Identity is not a 
static concept; rather it is dynamic and ever changing. As Nimijean 
explains, it is not enough to look at past actions and shape identity 
based on these actions (Nimijean, 2005: 6). By examining current 
policy decisions, Canada has a better chance at forming a national 
identity and not an impossible shared set of values.  
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