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Canada at 150



Nationalism: Benedict Anderson’s 

Imagined Communities (1991)

“the members of 
even the smallest 
nation will never 
know most of their 
fellow-members, 
meet them, or even  
hear of them, yet in 
the minds of each 
lives the image of 
their communion”

The nation "is an 
imagined 
political 
community -- and 
imagined as both 
inherently limited 
and sovereign.”



Canadian Literature at 50: the 1920s

 decade of high nationalism

post WWI pride + economic boom

 wide variety of literature

 traditional to modern to popular and pulp

 worried about colonial British & neo-colonial US influences

cultural nationalists assert role of Canadian culture, 

especially literature, as sign of a “mature” nation

 series of manifestoes on the future of Canadian Literature 

 “angry young men” debating nationalism vs. 

cosmopolitanism (later terms: internationalism, globalization)



Canadian Literature at 50: 

nativists vs. cosmopolitans
 Lionel Stevenson’s 1924 

“Manifesto for a National 
Literature,” pub. by  
Canadian Authors’ 
Association (CAA) 
Canadian Bookman
magazine

 Canada emerging from 
British colonialism into “a 
new dispensation,” in 
which “all institutions are 
insecure and established 
traditions are cracking”  

 contrasts American 
literature about “cities and 
factories and immigrating 
swarms” to potential for 
Canadian literature to 
open themselves to the 
“natural influences” of 
their nation

 in Canada “the primordial 
forces are still dominant” 
(similar to nationalism in 
painting of The Group of 
Seven)



Tom Thomson, Jack Pine (1917)



Canadian Literature at 50: 

nativists vs. cosmopolitans

 Leo Kennedy’s “The 
Future of Canadian 
Literature”(1929) 
attacks CAA as 
nativist & argues for 
cosmopolitan 
poetry as sign of 
new Canadian 
literary maturity

 Future of Canadian 
Literature not with 
established CAA 
authors but with 
young radicals

“They will approach the task of 

expression fortified by new ideas 

and original conceptions; they will 

learn the lesson of all precursors, 

discovering in a western grain field, 

a Quebec maison, or in a Montreal 

nightclub, a spirit and a 

consciousness distinctly Canadian”



Bestselling “Literary” Canadian 

Fiction : 1920s

 prairie realism (settler 

society + modern 

sexuality)

 historical romance/family 

saga

 children’s serial fiction



Canadian Literature at 100: 

the 1960s
 Centennial = another opportunity to take stock

 1960s & 70s another high point of Canadian cultural 

nationalism

 new generation of “angry young men” AND now women! 

Margaret Atwood, Michael Ondaatje, Leonard Cohen, 

Margaret Avison, bp Nichol

 writers pursuing own interests & influences, shift towards 

psychological realism rather than social realism

 less concern with judging aesthetic or literary quality, more 

with developing homegrown literary publishing and 

providing Can Lit to public & education system



Canadian Literature at 100: 

3 Major Landmarks

1. Massey Commission Report

2. Literary History of Canada: Canadian Literature in 

English, edited by Carl Klinck published 1965

3. McClelland and Stewart’s New Canadian Library 

series, edited by Malcolm Ross



Massey Commission Report

 Official name: Royal Commission on National Development 

in the Arts, Letters and Sciences

 Canadian culture was challenged by “vast distances, a 

scattered population, our youth as a nation, [and] easy 

dependence on a huge and generous neighbour.” 

 Report released 1951 recommended federal funding of arts 

and founding of National Library of Canada (now Library 

and Archives Canada) and Canada Council for the Arts



1. Excerpt from the Canadian 

Encyclopedia

“Over time, the Commission’s view of culture — with its 

emphasis on refinement, education and taste — has come 

to appear dated and somewhat elitist. As well, little was 

recommended in the way of promoting and preserving 

Indigenous art and culture. Nonetheless, the Massey 

Report is considered a landmark moment in Canada’s 

cultural history.”



2. A Literary History of Canada, 

ed. Carl Klinck (1965)

 landmark reference work actually has generous 

definition of literary culture (Klinck includes travel, 

science, and historical writing)

 famous conclusion by Northrop Frye, republished in 

his essay collection The Bush Garden

 claimed as first comprehensive outline of Canadian 

Literature, famous question: “where is here?”

 key concept = “the garrison mentality”



Lower 

Fort 

Garry, 

c.1848

(Library and Archives Canada, C-001629) 



Canadian literature = survival in a hostile 
landscape

we (settler Canadians) build walls against it, 
hide behind them

produces garrisons of the mind = conservatism, 
upholding status quo

been repeatedly challenged as too selective, 
over-generalizing, perpetuating national 
mythologies



3. New Canadian Library (1958-)
Ed. Malcolm Ross, Pub. McClelland and Stewart

 Mass market 

paperbacks 

for popular 

market & 

classrooms

 Covers 

reveal 

publishers’ 

goals re. Can 

Lit



Canadian Literature at 150: 

2017

 literature = crossroads 

rather than landscape

culture = constructed 

rather than organic, 

natural 

 reconciliation = untold 

stories must be heard as 

much as told

“the ideas about Canadian 

nationalism promoted by 

writers such as Margaret 

Atwood and Northrop Frye 

are deeply infused with 

Romantic ideas that link 

the nation to nature and to 

the landscape in 

particular”

-- Diana Brydon



Question

What genres of fiction do you 

like to read most?



CBC Canada Reads Finalists 2016 

& 2017

•speculative fiction & fantasy = 4/10

•immigrant/diasporic fiction = 2/10 

•Indigenous fiction = 2/10

•non-fiction = 1/10

•psychological realism = 1/10



Can Lit @ 150: Prominent Genres

speculative fiction

Station Eleven, The Handmaid’s Tale

historical fiction

The Book of Negroes

autobiofiction

Ru, Kuessipan

ecofiction: 

A Tale for the Time Being

Indigenous restorying

The Break



Speculative fiction

“it invents nothing we 

haven’t already 

invented or started to 

invent” 

– Margaret Atwood



 “A novel in which the action takes place during a 

specific historical period well before the time of writing

(often one or two generations before, sometimes 

several centuries), and in which some attempt is made 

to depict accurately the customs and mentality of the 

period. The central character—real or imagined—is 

usually subject to divided loyalties within a larger 

historic conflict of which readers know the outcome.”



Historical Fiction at forefront of 

Can Lit from 1970s-present



Lawrence Hill, The Book of Negroes
Canada at crossroads of African diaspora

“But I have long loved the written word, 

and come to see in it the power of the 

sleeping lion. This is my name. This is 

who I am. This is how I got here. In the 

absence of an audience, I will write down 

my story so that it waits like a restful 

beast with lungs breathing and heart 

beating.” 



autofiction

 Combination of life writing (autobiography and/or biography) and 

fiction

 Blurs lines between truth & fiction, public & private

 Poses philosophical questions abut identity,the self, nature of truth, 

etc.

 Related to other auto/biographical forms, eg. Journals, diaries, 

epistolary novel, memoirs

 Especially popular in French Canadian writing: short, meditative, 

poetic novels based on writer’s experiences



Kim Thuy, Ru
Canada as destination for refugees

“My parents often remind my brothers and me that 

they won’t have any money for us to inherit, but I 

think they’ve already passed on to us the wealth of 

their memories, allowing us to grasp the beauty of 

a flowering wisteria, the delicacy of a word, the 

power of wonder. Even more, they’ve given us feet 

for walking to our dreams, to infinity. Which may be 

enough baggage to continue our journey on our 

own. Otherwise, we would pointlessly clutter our 

path with possessions to transport, to insure, to 

take care of.” 



Naomi Fontaine, Kuessipan
Retelling myth of the Canadian North through Inuit stories

“If you keep on going, there will be 

sand beneath your feet. You'll taste the 

salty air. The sun will start to go down. 

The sky will put on a show. Let the 

waves give rhythm to your senses. You 

will be comforted. Just walk through 

those spruce trees. Then you'll see the 

bay, the beach with its soft sand, the 

aluminum smelter, the islands, the 

river as wide as the sea. The ocean, 

where you came from.”



Ecofiction
See:Jim Dwyer, Where the Wild Books Are: A Field Guide to 

Ecofiction

 nonhuman environment is 

present not merely as a 

framing device but as a 

presence that begins to 

suggest that human history is 

implicated in natural history

 The human interest is not 

understood to be the only 

legitimate interest

 Human accountability to the 

environment is part of the text's 

ethical orientation

 Some sense of the environment 

as a process rather than as a 

constant or a given is at least 

implicit in the text



Ruth Ozeki, A Tale for the Time-Being
Tsunami, Great Pacific Garbage Patch link people of the 

Pacific, from BC coast to Japan

New York Times reviewer:

“Dualities, overlaps, time shifts and coincidences 

are the currents that move “A Tale for the Time 

Being” along: This is a book that does not give up 

its multiple meanings easily, gently but insistently 

instructing the reader to progress slowly in order to 

contemplate the porous membrane that separates 

fact from fiction, self from circumstance, past from 

present.”



Indigenous Restorying
Unsettling the Settler Within  by Paulette Regan (2010)

 Regan calls for an intercultural process of “unsettling” the powerful 

mythologies of Canada as a peaceful nation that erases its violent settler 

colonial past and racist present 

 only then can settlers participate in Indigenous “restorying” of the past

 involves truth-telling on all sides as process of reconciliation, so storytelling is 

crucial



Katherena Vermette, The Break

“I write from what inspires me, people and things out in the 

world or other writing that I hear and read. When I start 

something, I write from passion and inspiration. I have ideas 

and see what they want to be. Some things are so clearly 

poems. They beat like songs and have an undeniable rhythm. 

In them, I hear storytellers I have heard and drum beats that I 

know. Other things are stories, or characters who scream loud 

and want to be heard. And some things are in between or 

neither. I like to listen to what something wants to be first. The 

writer Richard Van Camp calls these "gifts" and they are. We 

are blessed to be able to receive them.”

-Vermette at CBC website



Canada at 150: 

#Resistance150



Canada at 15,000…


