THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT OF CANADIAN STUDIES

Letters from Denmark:
Thoughts on Canadian Studies

TAKING CANADIAN STUDIES
ABROAD
y experience with Canadian Studies
began with Bryan Adams.

In January 2002, I arrived in Aarhus,
Denmark, as the new visiting lecturer in
Canadian Studies. This was odd for a
couple of reasons:  had just received my
PhD from the University of Western On-
tario, in History, and, to be frank, couldn’t
have located Denmark on a map. In
other words, this was less about seeing
the world or flying the flag than a junior
scholar needing a job. In the department
of English, which hosts the only Centre
for Canadian Studies in Scandinavia (as
well as centres for American and Irish
studies), I was to teach two courses: a
first-year survey of Canadian literature,
and an upper-year course on Canadian
culture. On the first day [ asked the senior
class what they thought of when they
thought of Canada.

The first three answers: wilderness,
hockey, and Bryan Adams. Oh boy, I
thought.

By the end of the semester, the first-
year class had read everything from Da-
vid Thompson’s Narrative of His Explo-
rations in Western America' to Alistair
MacLeod’s short stories. (Astonishingly,
these 19year olds often read a novel a
week—something | have yet to see my
students in Canada do—and in their sec-
ond or third language!) The senior stu-
dents, for their part, began with the impe-
rial language of “The Maple Leaf Forever”
and ended up wrestling with the logic of
CanCon legislation. It was, in retrospect,
a fantastic teaching experience.

Sometimes I felt a little like a school-
teacher in a one-room schoolhouse.
They were all very bright and beautifully
fluent in English, but [ couldn’t assume
any prior knowledge of Canada. Indeed,
this was precisely why Canadian Studies
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appealed to them: like kids around the
world, they were inundated with Ameri-
can popular culture, but Canada re-
mained essentially a blank slate. So each
classwas in part about the text, but more
about the context: the reading served as
an entree to the political, economic, and
social climate of the day. How to teach
The Backwoods of Canada,? for exam-
ple, without explaining the Loyalist mi-
gration, the formation of Upper Canada,
the experience of pioneering? How to
talk about the value of the CBC without
a sense of the living conditions of the
Great Depression on the prairie?

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES
OF THE CANADIAN STUDIES
PROJECT

By the time I left Denmark to travel on a
Eurail Pass—could there be any more
“Canadian” thing to do?—I had come to
several conclusions about Canadian
Studies. My subsequent experiences—
joining the faculty at Dalhousie Univer-
sity, for example—have only reinforced
these.

* One of its greatest strengths is its
multidisciplinarity. Teaching history
through literature was, in part, a
young historian’s way of coping
with material outside her ken (I had
only minored in English as an un-
dergraduate, for Pete’s sake). But, |
believe, it is actually a better way of
understanding place. When writing
my book on Georgian Bay—osten-
sibly an environmental history of a
particular part of Ontario—I didn’t
just bury myself in archival land-use
records; [ wanted to incorporate
poetry and art alongside sessional
papers or park memos, because
each kind of source reflected a dif-
ferent way in which people had
seen or used the landscape. Their
reactions could be imaginative and
romantic at times, pragmatic and
utilitarian at others. This also meant
drawing on the spatial interests of
geographers and planners, the
concepts of place in folklore, ideas
of representation in literature and
art history. Integrating different
disciplines into a single story re-
wards us with a much more com-
plete image of the past and a better
reflection of actual historical experi-
ence.

[ think Canadian Studies operates
in much the same way. We can
circle the subject from different
angles, because we can’t under-
stand Canada or its workings
through only its political structure,
or its ecozones, or its literature. We
are affected by many of its qualities
simultaneously. I think of Douglas
LePan’s description of Shield coun-
try, where “angels alone would see
it whole and one”; stepping out of
disciplinary corridors allows us to
see the whole. At Dalhousie most
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of the courses in “Canadian Stud-
ies” are simply those cross-listed
with other departments, from com-
parative religion to theatre. But I
think this results in the very best
kind of Arts degree, for its breadth
and diversity.

| was reminded of this in August
2006 when Dalhousie played host
to the week-long summer seminar
for the International Council for
Canadian Studies (ICCS). Partici-
pants from Bosnia, Belgium, Mexico,
Israel, Russia, and elsewhere lis-
tened to Lesley Choyce and Hermé-
négilde Chiasson; visited Lunenburg
and Grand Pré; attended sessions
on media at the CBC, on federalism
at Province House, and defence on
HMCS Fredericton (a thrill more for
the hosts, I think, since civilians are
rarely allowed on the base). An
historian’s take on “Atlantic Cana-
da” would have been too limiting,
probably would have talked too
much about fish, and would have
underestimated the role Canada
plays on the world stage today.
While interdisciplinary research
has become the norm (trés fashion-
able in grant applications), other
programs—like Atlantic Canadian
Studies or Acadian Studies, for ex-
ample, here in Nova Scotia—are
defined by cultural realities rather
than political ones. They have not
made the study of the nation-state
redundant. As Philip Buckner once
argued in Acadiensis, we hold mul-
tiple identities, and belong to these
different groups, simultaneously.
Still, T suspect, Canadian Studies
thrives best in the old Laurentian
heartland, less troubled by contra-
dictory regionalisms.

The usual refrain in this country—
trotted out for November 11 or July
1—is that nobody knows or cares
about Canadian history. Somebody
tell that to the Danes. And to the
network of Canadian Studies cen-
tres throughout Europe. I couldn’t
believe the depth of interest in
Canada outside of Canada. The

usual reaction when I told other
Canadians [ went to Aarhus (be-
sides “Where?”) was “Why on earth
would Danes care?” Molson Joe
notwithstanding, our national inse-
curity over our international influ-
ence is at best naive, and at worst,
dangerously limiting. Even the net-
work of international scholarship is
aterrific resource. For example, I'm
part of a research team studying
tourism on the North American
seaboard: a collaboration of Danes,
Canadians, and Americans.

It sounds trite, but an external per-
spective makes you think about
things differently. Immigration had
only ever been an abstract concept
to me; as a fourth-generation Can-
adian, multiculturalism meant a
fifth-grade report on “The Scots in
Canada” or colourful posters from
the federal government. Danes,
however, kept asking me, “Where
are you from?” As an emigrant na-
tion—and one whose monarchy
can trace its lineage to the 10th
century—residence from 1904
didn’t count as ethnic identity. (In
fact, my great-great-grandmother
was born in Nykobing, not two
hours from Aarhus, in 1866.) More
generally, studying Canada in isola-
tion—from the inside, well, in—pre-
vents us from drawing on other
experiences. Denmark, for exam-
ple, borders a much larger country
(one that, in the past two centuries,
has been by turns hostile and ac-
quisitive) and, now, the polyglot
European Union. This proximity
has heightened anxieties about the
survival of Danish language and
culture. As my Danish students

were quick to point out, the paral-
lels between Canada and the United
States, and between Quebec and
English Canada, aren'’t that far off
the mark.

The field isn’t without its limitations.
As the “expert” Canadianist, I
fielded questions on everything
from free trade to Inuit land claims,
and my answers were often over-
simplified and probably ill-informed.
When Danes asked me what Cana-
dians thought about our presence
in Afghanistan, I couldn'’t believe |
was supposed to answer for my
entire country. [ noticed this again
last summer, in the questions posed
by the ICCS participants. Canadian-
ists at home seek out locality and
difference—regional, ethnic, class;
Canadianists abroad try to distill
singular national qualities.

ENTHUSIASM FOR CANADA

And yet, this may turn out to be Canadian
Studies’ secret weapon. To the question
“Has it won the battles it set out to do in
the 1960s and 1970s?”: has it resolved
endemic questions of identity and unity?
No—but working with Canadianists from
abroad ignites my latent patriotism. I
blush to admit this; after all, patriotism is
one of those sentiments that, as academ-
ics, we are supposed to dissect or sup-
press. But their enthusiasm for my
country, for the whole, and for its poten-
tial, is truly infectious.

As a relative newcomer to the field, |
think it needs some advertising. The
Canadian academy is experiencing a
remarkable turnover. (This was the situ-
ation in Denmark, too; I was hired to

bridge the year between the retirement
Letters from Denmark, page 30
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of the program’s founder and the hiring
of its new director.) Just like under-
graduates, young academics need to be
reassured that it is a teachable and a
recognized field of study. The dramatic
opposition to the proposed cuts to fund-
ing for Canadian Studies abroad in the
summer of 2006 was an encouraging

sign: scholars at all stages of their careers
recognize its importance. An artifact of
third-pillar internationalism, perhaps, but
this is one thing from the 1970s that hasn’t
gone out of style. W
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