BATTLE FOR RESOURCES

The ongoing crisis of Canadian Studies

It is difficult to see Canadian Studies as a
victim of its own success when one ob-
server noted that most programs existed
in an atmosphere of “unloved obscurity”!
and the dean of Canadian Studies, T.H.
Symons, described it as a discipline in a
“holding pattern” and de facto decline.’
Like the country it studies, the discipline
has changed considerably over the years.
However, change does not mean success.
Not only does the discipline still need to
address historic challenges: new threats
are on the horizon.

CANADIAN STUDIES SUCCESSES
The most notable change since the
seminal report To Know Ourselves® is a
much stronger sense of national identity,
at least in English Canada. Young Can-
adians, the children of the Charter of
Rights and Freedoms, are fiercely and
confidently Canadian, do not want
Canada to become more like the United
States, and embrace and celebrate diver-
sity. This occasionally (with the help of
the courts) forces governments to go
beyond the rhetorical celebration of a
distinct Canada and implement changes
that reflect the desires of Canadians. The
long battle to achieve equal marriage
rights for gay and lesbian Canadians is a
prime example.

The ongoing success of several small
but flourishing centres of Canadian Stud-
ies across the country reflects the fact
that young Canadians want to know
more about their country. The graduate
program at the School of Canadian Stud-
ies at Carleton, which was the university’s
first graduate program, is celebrating its
50th anniversary in 2007. The Carleton-
Trent joint PhD program in Canadian
Studies symbolizes the academic matu-
rity of the discipline.

This is the major success of the Cana-
dianization movement—a growing Can-
adian presence in our universities and a
methodology for explaining an ever-
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changing country. The academic rigour
of Canadianists, both in Canada and
abroad, is impressive. Contemporary
scholarship, in accordance with Symons’
view that Canadian Studies should help
us understand—and not celebrate—Can-
ada, is impressive. Canadianists have
responded to the challenge laid out by
Robert Campbell® that the core mytholo-
gies that inform the Canadian identity
must be examined critically, for they of-
ten do not reflect the Canadian reality.

MUST NATIONAL IDENTITY BE
HOMOGENEOUS?

Sowhy am [ concerned? First, the strong
sense of national identity, rooted in di-
versity, is too often conflated with a ho-
mogeneous national identity. While we
celebrate diversity as a core Canadian
value, governments and individuals dis-
play considerably less desire to practise

diversity. Polls show that official bilin-
gualism is unpopular, and there are low
levels of support for the institutional
recognition of Québécois distinctive-
ness; despite official multiculturalism,
there remains unease about immigration
and the integration of immigrants into
Canada; and despite recognition of his-
torical wrongs, there is less appetite to
address the concerns of Aboriginal
peoples in Canada. The Leger Marketing
report® on racial intolerance is a sobering
reminder that discrimination is an ongo-
ing reality of Canada, challenging the
core values of the Canadian identity.
Growing up in the post-Charter ideal-
ized Canada, it can be difficult for young
Canadians to appreciate how the country
has changed and the issues that continue
to challenge the country. Too often, is-
sues like racism or gender inequality are
simply seen as part of the past. My expe-
riences in the classroom reveal that there
is a thirst for knowledge about Canada.
However, while some students are sur-
prised to discover that Canada often does
not live up to its ideals, they are uncom-
fortable with a critical analysis of Canada,
equating it with negative criticism.

UNCRITICAL PATRIOTISM

The rise of Canadian Studies, and the
work of groups like the Dominion Insti-
tute, has not increased the self-knowl-
edge of Canadians; indeed, Canadians
appear to know less about their country
than Americans do about theirs.” Despite
higher levels of education, low levels of
civic literacy are moving youth away from
traditional forms of nationalism and mak-
ing them more conservative.® There is
no doubt a connection to a disengage-
ment from politics and lower rates of
participation,’ as politics becomes less
of an avenue for addressing social
change. Some young Canadians, like a
significant minority of American stu-
dents, appear to be “uncritical patriots”
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who accept articulated senses of iden-
tity and refuse to question or to accept
criticism of their country. This is linked
to alack of political involvement and low
levels of political knowledge. "

This uncritical patriotism lets our
politicians off the hook. It becomes
easier to articulate Canadian distinctive-
ness rather than invest in those public
policies and programs, reflective of the
desire of Canadians, that make Canada
distinct. “Brand politics” celebrating
Canada thus contributes to the para-
doxical nature of the Canadian identity:
the need to proclaim difference while
Canadian society becomes less distinc-
tive. Consequently, Canada experiences
numerous rhetoric-reality gaps between
articulated ideals and actual experienc-
es." It suggests that one of the driving
characteristics of the Canadian Studies
enterprise, namely, its activist nature, has
not been fully realized.

This points to the need for a strength-
ened Canadian Studies enterprise; how-
ever, the discipline remains under attack
in universities and poorly supported in
the kindergarten, primary, and second-
ary school systems. This makes it more
difficult to increase young Canadians’
knowledge of Canada. In Ontario, for
example, Canadian Studies is not a
“teachable” subject for students attend-
ing teacher’s college. We are therefore
directly undermining our efforts to have
young people learn more about Canada,
as students interested in teaching shy
away from Canadian Studies. This re-
duces the number of people who can
teach Canada in a complex manner to
young people and promotes uncritical
patriotism.

SCARCE RESOURCES

Meanwhile, Canadian Studies university
programs are small, lack dedicated fac-
ulty and resources, and, in the battle for
scarce resources, remain under threat.
Administrators must choose between
yielding to fiscal pressures and support-
ing an important yet increasingly margin-
alized discipline. Universities historically
supported programs despite small num-
bers because they accepted the argu-

ment that a unique discipline was needed
to explain Canada. However, will this
continue in an era of tight budgets? For
example, when the University of Alberta
proposed closing its Canadian Studies
program in 2001, this reasoning was
turned on its head, as the dean of Arts
noted that students could learn about
Canada in many other disciplines."

And what about students? Will gradu-
ates of the Carleton-Trent doctoral pro-
gram, a success story to be sure, be able
to secure academic employment? With
few Canadian Studies positions in Can-
adian universities, academic job pros-
pects are bleak. Will university depart-
ments organized along traditional disci-
plinary lines be willing to hire those with
newly minted doctorates in an interdis-
ciplinary field?

Given the lack of a national learned
association for Canadian Studies, Cana-
dianists (mostly trained in the traditional
disciplines) still need to work in their old
fields if they wish to do academic work
in Canada.® This absence has increased
the importance of the international Can-
adian Studies community. The federal
Canadian Studies program stimulated
the international blossoming of the dis-
cipline and has been a salvation for Ca-
nadianists in Canada."

LINKING CANADIAN STUDIES
RESEARCH TO GOVERNMENT
PRIORITIES

However, this program is now undergo-
ing a review, with a proposal that funding
for Canadian Studies activities abroad be

more closely linked to government pri-
orities.”” While the program review states
that non-strategic areas relating to culture
should not feel threatened, one may ask
why it is necessary to prioritize areas of
study that correlate to government pri-
orities. Perhaps this is a battle of bureau-
cratic self-preservation, sending signals
to government decision makers that the
program is a worthy investment.

If implemented, the proposal would
disrupt the delicate balance between
academic freedom and government sup-
port for broad public diplomacy efforts.
This makes international scholars and
their associations an unwilling tool of
Canadian foreign policy, as their work
would be funded according to criteria
aimed at promoting Canadian interests
first, not advancing scholarship. Indeed,
the South African Association of Canad-
ian Studies (2007) stated that “the de-
tailed policy priorities, as described,
would tie us to Canadian foreign policy
in a way that would be unacceptable;
endanger our position as an independent
academic body; and implicitly compel
us to adopt priorities which we do not
share.”’s

International Canadian Studies asso-
ciations are quite dependent on Canad-
ian federal government support. The
proposal jeopardizes programs and risks
diminishing interest from scholars out-
side of the strategic areas, since many
international Canadianists study arts and
culture. Moreover, many scholars inter-
ested in Canada lack institutional support
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and if funding from Canada is less read-
ily available, then such scholars may stop
studying or teaching Canada. The reori-
entation could actually undermine the
government’s efforts to create a positive
image of Canada.

So where does this leave Canadian
Studies? There is little domestic support
from the federal and provincial govern-
ments. Universities are at best indifferent.
Internationally, the discipline will suffer
a major blow if the strategic orientation
is adopted. Can a renewed sense of na-
tional pride and identity and a rhetoric
of distinctiveness supplant the ongoing
precarious support for a discipline that
explores and explains a constantly
changing country? Unfortunately, the
prognosis does not look good, unless
action is taken. W
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