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Is Canadian Studies a victim of its own 
success? The question is politically 

charged because it implies several things: 
that the objectives originally set for Canad-
ian Studies have been accomplished, that 
the study of Canada is overextended, and 
that overextension impedes a scholarly or 
educational focus on other matters that are 
of supposedly greater import than Canada. 
These assumptions are not new. The idea 
that Canada is important enough to merit 
scholarly attention has always been con-
tested.1 More recently, proponents of 
“North American Studies” have argued that 
Canadian Studies programs need to 
broaden their focus to take account of a 
wider political-economic framework2 while 
the discourse of “globalization” suggests 
that a similarly broader framework and 
international focus are needed in the con-
temporary academy.

The simple question about the scope 
and focus of Canadian Studies as part of 
a post-secondary environment is, in this 
sense, more complicated than it first 
appears because the “Canadianization” 
of the academy carried with it more than 
one objective. It was about scholarly, 
cultural, and educational issues. A con-
sideration of the status of Canadian 
Studies needs to look at these diverse 
aims. It also needs to avoid a “balance 
sheet” approach to the study of Canada. 
Such an approach might conclude that 
some objectives have been met while 
others retain their relevance. I want to 
suggest a different way of looking at Can-
adian Studies. My goal is to suggest two 
different but interrelated points. First, 
what constitutes Canadian Studies today 
is something different than its founda-
tional documents forecast. The study of 
Canada has shifted ground markedly 
over the last generation; Canadianists3 
are not, by and large, working to accom-
plish the aims of a previous generation 
but have established new goals. Second, 
the further development of Canadian 

Studies is hampered by a discourse that 
sets it apart from other possible subjects 
of scholarly attention, such as globaliza-
tion or North American Studies. The 
study of Canada is not a zero sum game. 
Consideration of the practical and actual 
context of, say, globalization enriches 
Canadian Studies, and the study of 
Canada can enrich a consideration of 
globalization. Canada is part of the globe 
(or, part of North America) and to pro-
ceed as if it were not is to make an odd 
counterfactual assumption. It is to assert 
that the Canadian experience can tell us 
nothing about globalization. Such an 
assumption obscures the degree to 
which a consideration of Canada is actu-
ally of use to a range of other peoples 

concerned with a supposedly new and 
global environment.

the oBJeCtiveS oF Canadian 
StUdieS
The development of Canadian Studies 
was part of a longer historical process 
through which Canadians narrated—and 
hence constructed—the ideal of a Can-
adian nation-state with its own history, 
demographics, culture, and political 
processes. The foundational ideals of 
Canadian Studies were overtly political. 
As Tom Symons noted in his influential 
report on Canadian Studies, a core ob-
jective of a Canada-centric curriculum 
was to enhance self-knowledge.4 At 
Mount Allison University, the ideal of 
self-knowledge animated the organiza-
tion of one of Canada’s first interdisci-
plinary Canadian Studies programs in 
1969.5 Established through a combina-
tion of faculty interest and philanthropy, 
Canada-centric courses began to develop 
in increased numbers at Mount Allison 
University in the late 1960s and 1970s. 
Initially, the program involved using a 
combination of discipline-based Canada-
centric courses. Among the first interdis-
ciplinary courses offered was an inter-
mediate-level course that traced the 
“[c]ultural and intellectual development 
of Canada from the Ancient Regime to 
the present.”6 The same approach had 
been earlier highlighted by Dr. G.F.G. 
Stanley, the first director of Mount Alli-
son’s Centre for Canadian Studies. 
Among his intermediate-level history 
courses was a third-year course called 
Canadian Civilization, which examined 
the political as well as intellectual and 
cultural development of Canada.7 In 
these courses, self-knowledge was 
equated with historical knowledge, an 
understanding of the events, processes, 
patterns, and peoples that formed Can-
ada. While the approaches of individual 
instructors undoubtedly varied, the ideal 
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of teaching Canadian Studies as history 
focused on foundational “moments,” 
events, patterns, and key national char-
acteristics and attributes remained cur-
rent through the 1990s.8 It encapsulated 
a generational approach to the study and 
teaching of Canada.

Over the last decade, Canadian histo-
rians, media commentators, and other 
intellectuals continued to argue for the 
importance of this educational objective. 
At times, as in the work of historian J.L. 
Granatstein, this focus was linked di-
rectly to national political life. Canadian 
history education, in Granatstein’s view, 
could—and should—be tied directly to the 
development of a stronger sense of Can-
adian identity in that it stood to provide 
a common narrative that bound citizens 
together in a cohesive national commu-
nity.9 Self-knowledge is an important 
educational objective. Studies of Canad-
ian political knowledge, for example, 
indicate that there is a significant disjunc-
ture between the ways in which Canadi-
ans understand their country and what 
is actually going on in it. This disjuncture 
is particularly pronounced with regard 
to Native issues and has a definite effect 
on voting patterns and the degree to 
which Canadians are receptive to social 
reform measures.10 The problem with 
this approach is that it can subject schol-
arship and education to the politics of 
patriotism. Moreover, national narratives 
are never ideologically neutral. They 
carry with them an often implicit but 
potentially powerful political message 
that serves to both rationalize and justify 
specific conceptions of Canada.11

I suspect that it is this political con-
scription of the scholarly and educa-
tional enterprise that draws the concern 
of those interested in establishing a 
wider context for Canadian Studies. The 
patriotic manipulation of scholarship can 
turn Canadian Studies into a narrowly 
focused pursuit that appears overly con-
cerned with traditional issues. What is 
important to note, however, is that this 
politically oriented conception of Can-
adian Studies is a minority position 
among Canadianists. At the same time 
that Canadian academics, such as Tom 

Symons and others, rationalized Canad-
ian Studies in terms of self-knowledge, 
scholars in a wide range of disciplines 
began a series of critical studies focused 
on the multiple dynamics of inequality 
in Canada’s past and present. Often or-
ganized through new journals—such as 
Labour/Le Travail (which looked at 
processes of class formation, material 
inequality, and social conflict), Studies 
in Political Economy (which published 
studies exploring how processes of state 
formation bolstered capitalist political 
economy), Acadiensis (whose studies 
provided a critical reflection on pro-
cesses of regionalism and stereotypes of 
regional culture), and Canadian Woman 
Studies (which offered a feminist critique 
of Canadian society, culture, and political 
economy)—university-based scholars 
developed a new conception of Canada’s 
national development.12

ReConStRUCting the 
national naRRative
What is this conception? Answers to this 
question are difficult because no single 
narrative emerged from the re-orienta-
tion of Canadianist scholarship that took 
place from the 1970s to the 1990s. In brief, 
however, the ideal of Canada as a unique 
nation conditioned by its own history 
and defined by a series of characteristics 
gave way before a conception of Canada 
in which the Canadian nation-state was 
viewed as a particular project defined by 
socio-economic, political, ethnic, and 
cultural inequalities. Retold, the story of 
Canada is less the story of the evolution 
of a Canadian nation than the story of a 
particular project of nation, realized 
through a process of conflict involving 
subject social groups, marginalized com-
munities, and “historic nations.”13 What 
was important to learn about Canada was 
not just how the country evolved as a 
nation-state but the processes of political 
and economic marginalization, the resis-

tance of marginalized communities that 
made space for themselves in a racist 
society, the ways in which women chal-
lenged sexism, and how the Canadian 
political-economic system reinforced 
socio-economic inequalities across time. 
This narrative moved away from explain-
ing foundations and defining Canadian 
characteristics as part of a process of 
self-knowledge to looking at Canada as 
an unfulfilled national project.

At Mount Allison University, this new 
approach to a consideration of Canada 
developed on two interrelated fronts. 
First, it developed through an expansion 
of interdisciplinary inquiry that interro-
gated “the Canadian experience” from a 
range of different directions and that 
asked questions about the ethics of con-
temporary Canadian life. Second, it de-
veloped through an expansion of special-
ized courses that explored historically 
marginalized peoples in Canada, includ-
ing First Nations, ethno-cultural com-
munities, and women.14

It is this particular line of inquiry that 
merits the attention of those who wonder 
about “overextension” as it provides the 
basis for a reconsideration of what Can-
adian Studies is all about. On this level, 
the study of Canada provides important 
grounds for research into global issues. 
There are, of course, a broad range of 
issues that could be considered from a 
global perspective.15 Some examples 
might include migration, the politics of 
difference, regional development in the 
service of increased socio-economic 
equality, and the politics of state forma-
tion. In each of these instances, experi-
ences in Canada provide an important 
basis for research into processes affect-
ing different parts of the globe. Consider, 
for example, the issue of migration. In-
creased international migration from 
developing to developed countries has 
produced rising ethnic conflict in a range 
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of different locations.16 As a 2001 Inter-
national Labour Office/United Nations 
report noted in its introduction:

The twenty-first century promises 
to be a new age of migration. In-
tensifying international migration 
pressures present many societies 
with major policy dilemmas; 
most countries of the world are 
becoming more multicultural, 
multi-ethnic, multi-religious and 
multi-lingual. These changes 
challenge governments and civil 
society to accommodate and 
gain from this diversity in ways 
which promote peace and re-
spect for human rights.17

From this perspective, what is interesting 
about Canada is the relatively peaceful 
and effective process of political-eco-
nomic integration of ethno-cultural dif-
ference (without a concomitant state-
sponsored assimilation campaign) 
compared with other societies. There 
are, to be sure, problems with Canadian 
multiculturalism.18 Nevertheless, as Will 
Kymlicka has pointed out, the creation 
of multiculturalism marked a different 
and inventive policy response to racism 
in Canada that, when measured against 
its objectives, can be considered more 
than a qualified success.19 Both the suc-
cesses and failures of Canadian multicul-
turalism can, then, be instructive to 
countries addressing increased ethnic 
tensions as a result of migration, or 
other, issues.

Other aspects of Canada’s diverse 
experiences can be instructive too. Ca-
nadianists have appreciable experience 
with issues relating to federalism in mul-
tinational societies, international trade, 
multilateralism on the global stage, eco-
logical mismanagement, and the com-
plex dynamics of accommodation for 
indigenous peoples within the nation-
state. All of these issues are important to 
a consideration of what globalization 
actually means in practice. In theory, 
globalization can mean a wide variety of 

things. It can signify new technologies of 
communication, a “global conscious-
ness,” the development of a “global 
civil society,” or expanding patterns of 
trade.20 In reality, globalization has been 
a messy process involving unequal rela-
tions between states, manipulated pat-
terns of trade, and—perhaps most impor-
tantly—a need to address the realities of 
American power in the world.21 Here, the 
Canadian experience can be particularly 
instructive. Studies of the effects of con-
tinental free trade agreements on the 
Canadian economy show the remark-
ably uneven impacts of these economic 
treaties.22 Canada’s high volume of trade 
and interaction with the United States 
illustrates the dilemmas confronted by 
states looking to access the American 
market and take account of US homeland 
security policy.

Perhaps most importantly, the Canad-
ian example has a particular salience for 
cultural issues. Among the different pos-
sible effects of globalization is an ex-
panded prevalence of American cultural 
products. Canadians have, perhaps, a 
longer experience with American cul-
tural power than any other nation.23 The 
dramatic international diffusion of 
American culture through both new and 
old communications technologies raises 
questions about national cultural au-
tonomy and the abilities of smaller 
countries to preser ve, develop, and 
maintain control of their own cultures.24 
Canada’s complicated and often frag-
mented cultural policy is far from perfect. 
There is good reason to raise questions 
about the ways in which domestic music 
industries have been developed, media 
convergence, the dynamics of federal 
Internet access policy, and a host of 
other matters.25 Even with this in mind, 
Canadian cultural policy provides a se-
ries of important case studies in creative 
and often constructive responses to a 
globalized media. For all its problems 
and for all its limitations, Canadian cul-
tural policy and the artistic, literary, musi-
cal, cinematographic, etc., developments 

that have emerged out of it are impressive 
and illustrate how smaller countries can 
enhance, promote, and protect domestic 
cultures under conditions of an increas-
ingly globalized media and consumer-
ism. The Canadian experience points to, 
and provides examples of, a range of 
policies that are important to the “wider 
context,” such as content regulation, 
non-market media sectors, state support 
for Internet diffusion, and ownership and 
distribution regulations.26 With regard to 
all these points, Canada’s record is 
mixed. Precisely for this reason, they 
should command wider attention.

the RelevanCe oF Canada
In Borderlands, W.H. New reminds us 
that borders are complex things. The 
discourses of North American integra-
tion and globalization suggest that na-
tional borders are becoming less im-
portant. This may be the wrong way to 
look at borders and at the nation-state. 
New suggests that borders ser ve as 
points of negotiation through which na-
tional communities debate their own 
modes of interaction with the wider 
world.27 If this is true, the Canadian 
experience is instructive to a wider con-
text in terms of people, material goods, 
culture, and political processes. Borders 
are not shields that deflect the world and 
force introspection. They are a way in 
which parameters of difference are de-
termined in the 21st century. In this re-
gard, Canada should be thought of not 
as a nation per se, but as a national proj-
ect, the aim of which, on its most basic 
level, is to develop a different type of 
North American society. Said differently, 
the Canadian national project is built 
around the organization of a society that 
does not reject Americanism, American 
values, and globalization, but through its 
border negotiates the degree to which 
these are accepted, modified, reformed, 
or rejected. The Canadian national proj-
ect is, in this sense, intended to preserve 
the ability of Canadians as a national 
community to build a society organized 
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around values different from those of the 
United States.28

The implications of this for Canadian 
Studies are multiple. First, it illustrates the 
ways in which the study of Canada has 
changed over the last generation and 
how new approaches to Canadianist 
research and teaching can be of value in 
a time of “broader” contexts. Where Can-
adian Studies formerly focused on defin-
ing the key attributes of Canada and 
charting its evolution as a nation-state, 
the current focus is to explore the ideas 
and values that animate Canada as a 
national project. There is now a genera-
tion of scholarly literature pointing to the 
different ways in which “the Canadian 
experience” has “played out” for different 
Canadians. Questions relating to dis-
crimination, marginalization, power, and 
diversity are core elements of Canadian 
Studies. In addition, critical attention is 
directed to whether or not Canada lives 
up to its ideals.29 Second, it illustrates how 
the experiences of Canada and Canadi-
ans are not secondary to a consideration 
of a wider context. Nor should they be 
displaced by consideration of other is-
sues. The reverse is true. Consideration 
of Canada can illustrate important dy-
namics associated with globalization, for 
example, and the ways in which public 
policy has responded to new socio-eco-
nomic, demographic, and international 
contexts. Canada should be an important 
consideration for anyone interested in 
population movements, citizenship in 
diverse polities, multinational federalism, 
indigenous peoples, and cultural auton-
omy under conditions of advanced com-
munications technologies.

It is, of course, important that people 
who live and work in Canada know more 
about the country. This is not a national-
ist idea, but a pragmatic and common 
sense contention. Increased formal edu-
cation, studies suggest, promotes higher 
levels of citizenship engagement, which 
(in turn) enhances democracy and ex-
pands popular agency. For this reason 
alone, knowing more about Canada will 
remain important to people living here, 
whether or not they self-identify as Ca-
nadians. And, for this reason alone, it is 

difficult to believe that Canadian Studies 
provides “too much of a good thing.” 
Even if one rejects this argument, the 
idea that the Canadian academy should 
focus on other issues (North America or 
globalization) does not necessarily fol-
low. The idea that one can or should 
assess the one (say, globalization) with-
out a consideration of the other (Cana-
da) is built around a faulty either/or 
premise. I’ve tried to show precisely the 
opposite: a consideration of important, 
say, global, issues should involve a con-
sideration of Canada.

The either/or approach to Canadian 
versus some other studies is under-
scored, I think, by a particularly problem-
atic trend in Canadian Studies: the po-
litical conscription of scholarship and 
education into the service of patriotism. 
This potential danger is best addressed, 
however, not by shifting the focus of our 
work away from Canada but by bringing 
a critical lens to bear on the Canadian 
experience. Canadian Studies was once 
concerned with the nationalist question 
and there are Canadian intellectuals and 
public figures who are still concerned 
about it. Happily, this is not the general 
case. Canadian Studies has already made 
the transition to critical scholarship and 
is already ready for the 21st century.
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