Spencer Ross 
#110026660
HIST 303


Le Devoir: Analysing the Influence of Independent Francophone Media

By Spencer Ross

Student Number 110026660

11 April 2003

HIST 303 History of Quebec

Professor Michel Ducharme

Le Devoir: Analysing the Influence of Independent Francophone Media


In the beginning, francophone media in Quebec originated with the intent of shaping ideologies along the lines of bourgeois values.  One of the first francophone news publications was Le Canadien, founded by Étienne Parent.  In the mid 1800s, it was believed by newspapers such as Le Canadian that industrialized capitalism was the sole means for the economic survival of Quebec.  This was not the case with other newspapers however.  “In the early 1830s, rallies, marches, secret societies, riots, and radical newspapers like La Minerve and the Vindicator made it clear that the struggle of the bourgeoisie in the Assembly had larger revolutionary potential.” 

As Quebec emerged from the era of the global revolutions of the mid-1800s, it started to adopt a more nationalist ideology through the press.  In the beginning of the twentieth century, Quebec nationalism started to take a stronger footing in the francophone community with the introduction of the daily journal, Le Devoir.  Over the last century, Henri Bourassa’s foundation has been an exception to the “norm” of francophone media.  The influence of its principles as a widely read piece of independent journalism has made it the most suitable vehicle for advancing the agenda of Quebec nationalists.

Although editors and their ideologies over the years have changed, the paper’s function has remained the same.  Reasons for Le Devoir’s case exception as a member of francophone media in Quebec was due to several factors.  The first one was the political motives of its founder, Henri Bourassa.  Next, the crises of “La Grande Noirceur” influenced nationalist sentiment to create the Parti Quebecois, which was able to influence Le Devoir to become a tool of disseminating its nationalist agenda.

The result of this shaped the way other francophone media was viewed in its means of gaining nationalist support.  This is inclusive of the most recent sovereignty referendum of 1995 where Lise Bissonnette, editor of Le Devoir wrote:

“Deux referendums sur l’avenir du Québec.  Entre eux, quinze ans d’essais et d’erreurs autour d’une réforme de la fédération canadienne.  Échec et impasse.  Pour certains, la souveraineté est une religion, un devoir qui s’impose au peuple québécois depuis sa naissance.  Pour d’autres,, et nous en sommes, la souveraineté est une conclusion.” 

As shown by Bissonnette, Le Devoir’s exceptional reporting has made it the perfect péquiste propaganda tool.


Print media in Quebec first originated in the 1760s when William Dunlap, brother-in-law of Benjamin Franklin, decided to start pressing a newspaper in both English and French.  The promoter of La Gazette de Québec advertised “qu’un périodique bilingue est le moyen le plus efficace de la langue anglaise et française parmi ces deux nations qui à présent, se sont jantes heureusement dans cette partie du monde.’” 
  Although the number of francophones in Quebec was larger than that of anglophones, it was made evident early on of anglophone desires to accommodate francophone interests.  Perhaps an omen of provincial political misfortune however, the first issue of La Gazette du Québec published the following in its prospectus:

“Nous aurons aussi un soin particulier de cueille les transactions et les occurrences de la mere-patrie, faisant attention à chaque événement remarquable, à chaque débat intéressant, et à tout ouvrage extraordinaire, ainsi qu’au tourque prendrait les affaires, autant qu’on les jugera dignes de l’attention du lecteur comme matière d’amusement, ou qu’elles passent êtres utiles au public en qualité d’habitants d’une colonie anglaise.”


At this point, it could be stated that the intentions of francophone incorporation by anglophones was sincere, but given the fact that Quebec had been ceded to the British not too long before, it could have also been seen as a sign of patronisation.  The assumption that Quebecois would have been welcoming to English press might have been a little aggressively assimilating.


In particular, apathy to anglophone news could be attributed to the lifestyles of Quebecois.  Between 1881 and 1911, most Québécois were involved in either agricultural production or industry.
  Although transportation systems allowed for manoeuvrability within the province, the vast spaces between neighbourhoods could have caused animosity towards dissemination of English news.  As the means of newspaper production and distribution improved in the 1880s, publications like La Presse became a primary means for francophones to obtain their news.


It also became a means for politicians to use newspapers as political vehicles.  “En l’absence de droit écrit, le parti au pouvoir utilise les resources de l’administration comme s’il s’agissait de propriété et octroie les faveurs des deniers publics particulièrement aux personnes et organisations qui lui sont favourables,” Bonville writes.
  Though technically an independent paper from its inception, Le Devoir managed to support its cause to nationalize Quebecois sentiment.


The root of Le Devoir’s agenda stems from its founder, Henri Bourassa, a conservative French-Catholic nationalist.  “His attempt to integrate these principles into a larger Canadian ideal of mutual respect, biculturalism, pan-Canadian nationalism, and Canadian autonomy flew apart during the schools and conscription crises.”
  Following the paths of other nationalists, Bourassa’s cause for a separate nation attacked the core of confederation itself.  The language barriers between anglophone elites and francophone farmers became more frustrating to those who were still opposed to being part of a confederate Canada.  For them, the only means of independence would be complete autonomy from Canada.


Since 1910,the importance of the Church and French-Canada had been paramount to the mission of Le Devoir:

“La défense des Canadiens-français et de leur langue, où qu’ils se trouvent au Canada et aux Etats-Unis, est la condition de la préservation de la race…L’expression « Canadien-français » et l’identité qu’elle sous-tend ont complètement disparu du paysage politique.”


With more than twice as many francophone readers as anglophone readers by 1914, it seemed fitting for Le Devoir to target disenfranchised francophones.
  This was not the case however.  Over a third of the population was reading La Presse instead.
  The success of La Presse could be attributed to newer distribution methods.  “La sollicitation des abonnés, le canvassing comme disent indifféremment éditeurs francophones et anglophones, s’origine systématiquement,” writes Bonville.
  Instead, the appeal of Le Devoir came as a result of its clerical links and desire to not publish advertisements and only report news and political opinions.  Its style was reflected in its “politique rédactionnelle.”


Early on, the purpose of Le Devoir was one that did not hold values of sovereignty at its objective core.  In large part, this was due to Bourassa’s beliefs in pan-Canadianism.  Often, Bourassa found himself torn between the federalists and conservatism and his commitment and involvement in francophone affairs.  “Alors Le Devoir lutte donc pour ces idées-là et, d’une façon plus générale, pour une politique honnête : tout ce que veulent faire des hommes politiques qui ne sort pas de vulgaire partisan, et qui ne pensent pas uniquement en termes de <patronage> et de pouvoir,” said François-Albert Angers, president of La Ligue d’Action nationale.
  Even in his own editorials, Bourassa set out to politically motivate people to believe in his ideals.


Bourassa’s first editorial showed his devotion to “nous énonciateur,” “soutenu par une équipe de journalistes et une entreprise singulière.”
  His editorials often used the pronoun “nous” rather than “je” as a means of showing solidarity among those on the Le Devoir staff.  The opinions expressed in those editorials however, were solely those of Bourassa.


Bourassa’s ideas slowly started to work their way into the academic and intellectual culture as a counterweight to the Duplessis government.  “Le Devoir est en effet un journal lu traditionnellement par les milieux intellectuels.  Cela en a toujours fait une tribune puissante et respectée malgré son faible tirage.”
  Duplessis’ government desparately tried to shut down the political agenda of Le Devoir.  This included threats against the careers of editors André Laurendeau and Jacques Perrault, whose left-wing views were in sharp contrast to Duplessis’ ordered society.  Furthermore, the threats and pressure of Duplessis eventually caused Perrault to commit suicide.  “Il demeure à tout le moins certain que, dans les années cinquante, la vie n’était pas toujours facile pour des gens de gauche comme Perrault.”


The Duplessis years marked an endorsement by Le Devoir of the Lesage government as well, with its openness to allow greater freedom of the press.  In 1958, it was La Presse that chose to be more in line with the Duplessis government, in some ways censoring itself in order to become more of a propaganda tool for Duplessis.  Editorials, news stories, and commentary were all skewed towards this way of thought.


During the 1960s, Le Devoir also saw a share in its readership numbers increasing.  In 1951, 34.7% of Montreal newspapers sold were Le Devoir.  By 1961, 41.2% of Montreal dailies were Le Devoir.  During the same years, almost the same amount of papers were decreased by La Presse.
  Clearly it is evident that the Quebecois were disenfranchised with the Duplessis government and sought Le Devoir out as a means of bolstering anti-governmental values.


In addition, Bonville’s study provides valuable insight as to the focus of media content in major Montreal newspapers between 1945 and 1985.  As Le Devoir became more read among elites and intellectuals, its shift to politics increased its devoted nationalist message.  As evidenced by the following chart, the independent Devoir had a larger political base to draw readers in as the issue of national sovereignty became more prevalent.

	
	1945
	1955
	1965
	1975
	1985

	La Presse
	27.28
	17.03
	21.50
	17.85
	15.39

	Le Devoir
	28.95
	17.29
	31.01
	30.06
	26.14



These statistics show that the political body of Le Devoir rapidly grew over the years, while its major competition, La Presse, decreased in political content.  Furthermore, the average length of each article differed by almost 100 words more in Le Devoir.
  La Presse allied itself more with the Liberals and was directly against the nationalist sentiments printed in Le Devoir.  During the Second World War, La Presse’s alignment with the Liberal Party was clearly evident in its support for Ottawa-London relations.  “Elle visait, cela de soi, le journal Le Devoir et les nationalistes groupés autour d’André Laurendeau qui, au cours de la guerre, s’opposèrent à la participation du Canada au conflit.”

Between the Bourassa and Lévesque governments, a greater issue was raised: how much power did journalists have?  The Duplessis government tried to contain the power of the press and nationalist sentiment but later governments seemed to have more power, giving the francophone press more leverage in their writings.  By the October crisis of 1970, it was Le Devoir and the francophone media that had a difficult relationship with Ottawa however.  In an interview of Jean-Marie Cossette, president of La Société Saint-Jean Baptiste de Montréal, Cosette reiterated Le Devoir’s nationalist agenda against pro-anglophone laws.  “Cela forme des citoyens très patriotes, et on ne peut pas maintenir une force nationale sans être très nationaliste,” he says.  “Ceux qui crient que le nationalisme a donné des exemples lamentables dans les dernières décennies, les révolutions, etc, oublient de mentionner tous ses grands succès et ses réalisations à travers le monde.”

The divisions between the two major francophone dailies became most prevalent in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  As the nationalist message started to intensify and Le Devoir biased itself towards a separate Quebec, La Presse focused more so on federalist ties and its links towards the Liberal Party.  La Presse became one of the largest French-Canadian newspapers when financier Paul Desmarrais bought it in July 1967.  As a major francophone financier, Desmarrais soon found himself conflicted between French interests and Liberalist Anglophone bourgeoisie who seemed to monopolize the press.
  Le Devoir was the exception however, as an independent news source.  In a précis entitled “Le Devoir: curieuse image de notre désarroi,” Jacques Poisson attacked Le Devoir as a newspaper with a focus more towards that of the United States.  Like most criticism of Le Devoir, Poisson’s belief was that Le Devoir was merely nationalized by language, but was otherwise unpluralist.

The mid-1970s were a turning point for Le Devoir however, when Réné Lévesque’s Parti Quebecois was elected, dumping Bourassa’s Liberal government from provincial power.  At the same time, the force of Le Devoir slowly started to erode with the creation of Le Jour.  Yves Michaud, Réné Lévesque, and Jacques Parizeaum as a means of competition with Le Devoir, founded Le Jour, a Quebecois “replica” of Le Monde.  Le Devoir of the 1970s was led by Claude Ryan who maintained the post until he left to assume the presidency of the Quebec Liberal Party in 1978.

Unfortunately, Le Devoir under Ryan’s tenure was an about face to Henri Bourassa’s original ideals for the paper.  Instead of being nationalist during the 1970s, the stance of the paper was more leftist, creating a drop-off of readership.  In addition, the mid-1970s was the period in which several strikes occurred due to problems in the editorial department with nominations of new editors.  Unlike La Presse, whose editors were selected by Desmarrais, Le Devoir, as an independent newspaper, did not follow any such selection process.  As a result of its independency, its financial backing was significantly lower than La Presse although its political outspokenness was not that far off.

Le Devoir’s political outspokenness was at the hands of its editors in particular.  As Gilles Gauthier, professor of information and communications at Laval University writes, “[N]ous soupçonnons qu’il comporte des propriétés pour lesquelles ils parvient, en quelque sorte, à camoufler les arguments de causalité et de conséquence qui malgré tout le fondent et l’animent.”
  In his study of editorial content, Dr. Gauthier assumed there to be five criteria that were used in assessing what editorials were printed: their constitutional opinion, their political agenda, their party leader, their team of candidates, and their governmental links.
  This would explain the shift of the papers editorial policy during the Ryan years.  If we assume that his departure to lead the Liberal Party was a sign of his federalist agenda, it would be apparent that Le Devoir’s editorial content would have been anomalous to those of other editors as well as Bourassa’s founding principles.


The October Crisis of 1970 left Le Devoir in a difficult situation.  Nationalist as it was, it started to show early cracks of Ryan’s federalist sentiments as a result.  Instead, it tried to serve as a “mediator” of sorts between the FLQ and the federal government.  Such a task left Le Devoir in a horrible position as the federal government and Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau were becoming disgusted with the media’s involvement in the crisis.
  La Presse however, was in a different position.  Its mission shifted from primary political commentary to secondary news coverage of domestic political visits and the likes.

These links between party politics and editorial opinions however, were strengthened during the elections of 1994 when editor Lise Bissonnette encouraged readers to vote for the Parti Quebecois.  Interestingly, her stance was the antithesis of Ryan’s.  Bissonnette’s belief was that the election of the PQ would be more beneficial to Quebec social programs and a more active state function.  Rather than emphasize the issue of sovereignty, Bissonnette’s view was that a PQ government would align itself with Quebec interests.  Despite the fact that Poisson charged Le Devoir as being anti-pluralist, an interesting phenomenon was evident in its editorials:

“C’est en l’opposant du Parti québécois et à l’Union nationale que Ryan finit par appuyer le Parti libéral et de même, c’est par comparaison avec le Parti libéral que le Parti québécois se gagne la préférence de Lise Bissonnette.  Bien sûr, la recommandation éditoriale d’élire tel parti politique est toujours fonction de la pluralité des formations qui s’offrent à ce choix.”


Le Devoir’s future as a major independent newspaper is not certain, but its role in Quebec society will forever be marked.  Whether Bourassa’s visionary paper is elitist is not a question.  The principles that Bourassa founded his paper on- the Catholic Church, French-Canadianism, and social honesty- all seem to be elitist principles in themselves.  But it is the editors of Le Devoir that have managed to make the power of Le Devoir greater.  Le Devoir has fought the conglomerations of many other Quebec newspapers, but at the hands of its editorials and analyses of politics.


As for whether Le Devoir has been an advancer of the péquiste agenda, it is not certain.  If we are to make the assertion that the Parti Quebecois and the ideologies of nationalism and sovereignty are three separate entities, then Le Devoir is not such a tool.  Instead, it is Le Devoir as an independent newspaper that has become a tool of political culture and introspection.  “Le Devoir est un cas à part, puisqu’il se définit comme un journal à vocation particulière : les journalistes doivent respectent ses objectifs généraux.” 
  If nothing else, Le Devoir has reinforced Bourassa’s nationalist dream in Quebec, at least until sovereignty is achieved.
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