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Abstract 
A Comparative Turn in Canadian Studies?* 

 
If Canadian Studies as a focus of study was launched in the 1970s in Canadian 

institutions primarily with the intent to promote the study of Canada, and consequently a 
sense of national pride, its importance on the international scene, as demonstrated by the 
many international associations, programmes and conferences, suggests that the future of 
the field may lie in its appeal outside the nation. Of particular interest, therefore, are 
programmes that marry both national and international interest in Canadian Studies by 
adopting a comparative perspective. Using recent developments in approaches to area and 
single-country studies in political science as an case study, we identify a parallel 
comparative turn in Canadian Studies. We contend that this development holds 
considerable promise for the future of the field, particularly when the comparisons 
involve Canada and the US. The remainder of the paper describes an on-going attempt to 
realize the full promise of this transformation in the field of Canadian Studies undertaken 
by Brock University and the University at Buffalo – The State University of New York. 
The Canadian Studies programmes in these universities have come together to create a 
joint Canada-US course in Canadian Studies that embraces at its core a comparative 
perspective on Canada and the Canada-US relationship by involving both US and 
Canadian students in the study of Canada. This course forms part of a more far-reaching 
collaboration across the Canada-US border between the two institutions. Though we are 
in the early stages of this collaboration, we offer in this paper an appreciation of the 
strengths – and challenges – of developing a collaborative and comparative perspective 
on Canadian Studies. 
 
 
 
*  An earlier version of this paper was presented at a conference entitled “Canadian 
Studies: The State of the Art,” Centre for Canadian Studies, Mount Allison University, 
Sackville, NB, February 12-14, 2009. Listing of authors is alphabetical. We are grateful 
to conference participants, and to Daniel Abele, for helpful comments. 
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 A cloud of uncertainty and self-doubt seems to hover over the field of Canadian 
Studies. After its founding as a field of inquiry in the 1970s at a number of universities in 
Canada and abroad, Canadian Studies now seems to face an uncertain future.  Most 
Canadian universities do not have stand alone Canadian Studies programmes and in some 
of those that do like the University of Calgary, enrollments have either shrunk or 
remained stagnant (Dickin, 2007: 5). Similar problems have arisen abroad, affecting even 
some of the flagship Canadian Studies programmes like the one at the University of 
Vermont.  Reflecting budgetary constraints, shifting administrative priorities, and 
declining numbers of majors, the venerable Vermont programme has been significantly 
downsized in recent years (“Canadian Studies Under Threat at Vermont University,” 
2008).  Adding to the uncertainty is the recent shift in the Canadian government’s support 
for the study of Canada in other countries. Announcing the new “Understanding Canada” 
initiative that will fund Canadian Studies activities abroad as part of the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and International Trade’s “Advantage Canada” programme, a news 
release stated that the programme “…favours a more strategic approach towards open 
diplomacy and a greater relevance in regards to Government priorities while maintaining 
Canadianists’ academic freedom. (DEFAIT Launches ‘Understanding Canada’ 
Programme, 2008).”  So it appears as though the funding that some have argued was 
instrumental in establishing and institutionalizing Canadian Studies as a discipline 
(Nimijean, 2007: 14) will now be subordinated to the government’s foreign policy 
priorities, thereby compounding the sense of unease about the future of this field of study.   

 
There are many plausible explanations for the unease felt by many about the state 

of  Canadian Studies as a field of inquiry. Witnessing the growth since the 1970s of 
Canadianists in mainstream academic disciplines in Canada and abroad, some argue that 
the field is a victim of its own success in that Canada is now widely studied in academe 
(Nossal, 2000; though see Coates, 2007). Some argue that the spread of interdisciplinarity 
among scholars in mainstream departments has also diminished the need for a discipline 
specifically devoted to the wholistic study of geographic areas like Canada. Still others 
point to the fragility of many Canadian Studies academic programmes that do not have 
dedicated academic staff. In those cases, the vitality of the programme depends heavily 
on the commitment of faculty themselves to the enterprise (Coates, 2007: 7; Symons, 
2000). Related to this is the retirement of the “first generation” of academic leaders in the 
field, leaving the challenge of replacing them with younger faculty of comparable 
commitment to the discipline (Coates, 2007: 3; Rooth, ed., 2007: 78).  Funds to support 
the enterprise are increasingly hard to come by, and university financial constraints often 
mean that academic units situated outside the security of conventional disciplines – and 
that therefore may not be ranked by programme assessments - are particularly vulnerable.  
 
 Among the factors frequently cited as a possible weakness in the state of 
Canadian Studies is the growing tendency to incorporate Canadian materials in a larger 
comparative context (Rooth, 2007: 78). The implication in such claims might either be 
that the focus on Canada is being diluted by the inclusion of other cases besides Canada, 
or possibly that the analytic approach in a comparative analysis including Canada might 
be less likely to be interdisciplinary. Regardless of the implicit criticism of the 
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comparative approach, such a shift has been identified as taking place in the Canadian 
Studies community in the United States (Archibald, 2005). Drawing in part from a case 
study of recent developments in the discipline of political science, we argue in this paper 
that far from hindering the growth of Canadian Studies, this comparative turn in 
Canadian Studies builds on sound intellectual foundations and therefore holds promise 
for the future of this endeavour.  Far from threatening the future of this field, moving in a 
comparative direction may in fact put it on a firmer foundation. We turn in the third 
section to a discussion of a joint Brock University – University at Buffalo (SUNY) 
collaboration on Canadian studies that incorporates a significant comparative component 
at its core. We conclude with a brief discussion of the opportunities and significance of 
such initiatives for the Canadian Studies community, and for the future of the discipline. 
 
A Comparative Turn in Canadian Studies?  
 

Canadian Studies as an academic discipline finds its roots in the renewed search 
for a national identity among English Canadians, and in a reaction against American 
infiltration of the country’s higher education system during the years when it expanded 
rapidly in the 1960s. The growing self-awareness contributed to a broader concern among 
Anglophone academics to identify and promote through teaching and research uniquely 
Canadian themes and materials. In the early 1970s these developments crystallized in the 
creation by the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada of the Symons 
Commission on Canadian Studies. His report, published in 1975 and titled To Know 
Ourselves, was critical of the failure of Canadian universities to train and hire Canadians 
for tenure-track faculty lines  and to conduct research and teaching on Canadian issues 
and topics (for a thorough review of the emergence of Canadian Studies, see Tomkins, 
1986).  Symons’ revisitation to assess the state of the field two decades later draws 
attention to some considerable advances but equally argues that the field remains at the 
margins of scholarship and in a somewhat precarious state (Symons, 2000).  
 
 While intended to address a dearth of scholarly attention to things Canadian, the 
widespread growth in the number of Canadian specialists in mainstream academic 
departments since 1975 suggests that the future of the discipline lies elsewhere (e.g., for 
an account of the “Canadianization of international relations, see Nossal, 2000).1 Like 
other “area studies” (Asian Studies; European Studies; Middle Eastern Studies; American 
Studies; etc.), Canadian Studies is premised on the recognition that the “whole is greater 
than the sum of the parts. ”The disciplinary fragmentation associated with the 
conventional disciplinary building blocks of academe does some violence to the 
interrelatedness of things – culture, society, polity, economy, history, communications, 
etc. - in geographic space. Canadian Studies, then, joins with a host of area studies 
programmes in insisting that the unique combination of human and natural endowments 
                                                
1 By contrast, the origin and growth of “area studies” in the United States was a response to the perceived 
parochialism of American scholarship and academe (Szanton, 2003). In the post-World War Two period, 
the country’s emergence as a superpower with expanded geopolitical interests drew attention to the need 
for the country to develop specialists in other “areas” of the globe.  Claiming that “The area studies 
enterprise has arguably been the most successful interdisciplinary project in American academic 
history…”Martin Lewis and Karen Wigen (1999: 161) contend that this success is responsible for making 
“…the geographic scope of the U.S. academy is more global than that of any other nation.”  
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in particular places must be incorporated in understandings. As such, these enterprises 
have been seen to co-exist in some tension with the traditional disciplines by which 
academic research and teaching have been conventionally constructed (Kuhn, 1984). For 
critics of the area studies paradigm, such contextualized approaches to knowledge 
constitute impediments to a more generalized understanding, and the development of 
more rigorous theoretical models,  by exaggerating the autonomy and idiosyncratic 
qualities of the area concerned (e.g., Lewis and Wigen, 1999: 164-65).   
 
 This is not the place to rehash this epistemological debate that the whole area 
studies paradigm provokes. For present purposes, it is worthwhile to note that the malaise 
currently afflicting the Canadian Studies community is part of a larger critique of the area 
studies paradigm. This critique stems in part from the recognition that the forces of 
globalization have reinforced the interrelatedness of all parts of the globe, subjecting 
them to similar forces. In the flat and interconnected world described by Thomas 
Friedman, universities are coming under increased pressure to prepare students for global 
careers and citizenship by “internationalization” (AUCC, 2007). In addition, cuts (and 
reprioritization of programs) in government funding for area studies, coupled with 
increasingly constrained university budgets, also contribute to the vulnerability of 
programs thought to fall outside the mainstream of academic life.  
 

Finally, recent years have seen a resurgence of a general debate between 
supporters of disciplinary work and theory-development and proponents of wholistic 
interdisciplinary studies of particular areas of the globe or specific countries. However, 
the extremes in this debate are almost certainly overstated, and there appears to be a 
viable middle ground that, for reasons we discuss in the following section, seems 
appropriate when considering the state of the Canadian Studies field. Summarizing this 
debate as it arises in American political science, for example, noted Harvard Africanist 
and rational choice theorist Robert Bates has argued that “…the division between ‘the 
scientific’ and ‘the humanistic’ can be transcended…The combination of local 
knowledge and general modes of reasoning, of area studies and formal theory, represents 
a highly promising margin of our field…It is time to insist upon the pursuit of both rather 
than upon the necessity of choosing sides (Bates, 1997: 169).  
 
 In fact, it is possible to argue in the Canadian case that at least one social science 
discipline has moved away from the “single country” area-based focus on Canada and 
towards a more comparative engagement with other countries. Such a transformation has 
been noted recently in the discipline of Canadian political science, a discipline that defied 
Symons’ general indictment in his 1975 report by focusing primarily on Canadian 
materials and preoccupations. Until recently, according to Robert Vipond, Canadian 
political science “…was political science created by Canadians, for Canadians, about 
Canadians” (Vipond, 2008: 4). The focus on Canada as a single country – as with area 
studies in general - encouraged political scientists to draw insights from other disciplines 
such as economics, sociology, and geography. However, as the editors of The 
Comparative Turn in Canadian Political Science have noted in the preface to their 
volume, “Over the past decade, the study of Canadian politics has changed profoundly. 
The introspective and sometimes insular style that informed Canadian political science 
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for most of its history has given way to a deeper engagement with, and integration into, 
the theory and practice of comparative politics (White et al., 2008: vii).  
 

There are many factors contributing to the parochialism of traditional Canadian 
political science, but perhaps the most prominent among these was a rejection of the 
“American” methodological approaches that emphasized quantitative and formal analysis 
of political phenomena. As Vipond argues, “To put the point somewhat more 
provocatively than it probably deserves, the growth of a truly comparative Canadian 
political science in the 1960s and 1970s was stunted by anti-Americanism” (Vipond, 
2008: 7). Paradoxically, given the strained Canadian-American relations following 9/11, 
“…it would be easy enough to imagine a desire to maintain a healthy distance from what 
might be perceived as the toxicity of American politics. Yet in the scholarly world of 
political science precisely the opposite has occurred: there is considerably more openness 
in Canada to the study of the United States than existed in the 1960s” (Vipond, 2008: 12). 
Indeed, a measure of the decline in suspicion of the American influence on the discipline 
can be taken from the fact that the 2009 annual meeting of the American Political Science 
Association will take place for the first time at a non-US venue – in Toronto. With this 
impediment diminished in importance, and intellectual trends in comparative politics that 
move the field closer to traditional Canadian approaches, Canadian political scientists are 
increasingly adopting a comparative perspective in their research and seeking publication 
outlets outside of Canada. Beyond the transformation of Canada’s political science 
community, some have identified a larger move in the discipline as a whole away from 
single country and towards multi-country or comparative studies. In the words of one 
British political scientist (and past single country specialist), ‘we all are (or should be) 
comparativists now’ (Lees, 2006).  
 

As disciplines move to a more comparative orientation, the key question to 
confront Canadianists and other area specialists (and in Bates’ preferred synthesis of area 
studies with more theoretical, multi-case approaches) becomes “what has the study of 
your area contributed to the broader discipline?”  Satisfactory answers to this question 
will come from studies that are firmly rooted in a discipline’s theoretical and 
methodological mainstream, but that also are fully conversant with Canadian 
particularities.  Reconciling area studies and disciplinary approaches in this manner has 
certainly been facilitated by the widespread adoption of interdisciplinary and multi-
disciplinary approaches in many of our traditional disciplines, and the growth of 
publication outlets for studies that straddle two or more academic disciplines.  

 
There are signs that some Canadian Studies programmes have moved in the 

direction of reconciling their area focus with strong disciplinary foundations. Moreover, 
this has met with the approval of Symons in his otherwise pessimistic view of the state of 
Canadian Studies published in 2000. Arguing that the University of Ottawa’s Institute for 
Canadian Studies was well-placed to assume a leading role in the field, Symons described 
their programme as follows: “The Institute has developed an academic methodology that 
places emphasis on discipline-based interdisciplinarity which reflects the impact on the 
disciplines of a Canadian Studies emphasis and yet respects the territory and integrity of 
the disciplines. …The programme is an interdisciplinary and inter-faculty concentration 
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that allows students to combine various approaches to the study of Canada” (Symons, 
2000).  The best interdisciplinary work draws on the strengths of multiple disciplines, and 
for this to be realized, scholars must have impeccable disciplinary training and insight.  
 
 In important respects, the integration of Canada within larger theoretical and 
disciplinary contexts that is characteristics of the University of Ottawa’s approach has 
parallels in developments in Canadian Studies south of the border. These developments 
that see Canadianists increasingly incorporating Canada as a case in a larger comparative 
framework. As David Archibald, Executive Director of the Association of Canadian 
Studies in the United States, has written, “Canadian studies programmes in the U.S. are 
placing more and more emphasis on the importance of comparative studies. This 'inter-
departmental' approach has grown in recent years with researchers from different 
disciplines using Canada as a focal point to compare and contrast Canadian policies and 
social models with those in the U.S. Popular with public policy researchers, this approach 
is now becoming increasingly common. By establishing a comparative research 
framework and analyzing alternative approaches, American researchers gain much 
greater insight not just into the Canadian model, but also the U.S. model thereby creating 
a valuable space for policy discourse” (Archibald, 2005).  
 
A Case Study in Comparative Canadian Studies – The Brock-UB Collaboration 
 
 There are a number of reasons – intellectual as well as pragmatic – to embrace 
this comparative turn in Canadian Studies, and more specifically, to turn such a 
comparative lens on the United States.  Most generally, a central credo of comparative 
research is that understanding your own country is advanced by appreciating how it is 
both similar to, and different from, others. While this is perhaps especially true in the 
case of the United States, where “American exceptionalism” can only be fully 
appreciated from a comparative perspective, the same principle applies to all countries. 
Secondly, a “comparable cases” strategy in which countries that share a great deal but 
differ in significant respects, can provide a particularly powerful context for theory-
building and generalized understanding theoretical advances (Lijphart, 1975). Elaborating 
this key methodological insight, S.M. Lipset has argued, “Knowledge of Canada or the 
United States is the best way to gain insight into the other North American country. 
Nations can be understood only in comparative perspective. And the more similar units 
being compared, the more possible it should be to isolate the factors responsible for 
differences between them. Looking intensively at Canada and the United States sheds 
light on both of them” (Lipset, 1990: xiii).2 

                                                
2 The appropriateness of Canadian-American comparisons has been noted by Robert Vipone, but as his 
analysis suggests, Canadian nationalism and anti-Americanism have made this comparison unpalatable 
until relatively recently. He wrote: “…the most obvious way to extend the analysis of Canadian politics in a 
comparative direction would have been through a serious encounter with the politics of the United States, 
familiar and important as it was. But there were several impediments to such an encounter. The first is that 
there has never been a strong scholarly foundation in Canada for studying American politics. Until the 
Second World War, the centre of gravity for Canadian scholarship in comparative politics was Britain, not 
the United States… This relative indifference to the United States was reinforced in the 1960s and 1970s by 
a heightened sense among English Canadian nationalists that Canadian independence – political, cultural, 
and intellectual alike – depended centrally on maintaining critical distance from, and frequently moral 



 7 

 
 Canadians have long appreciated the importance of the United States for their 
future. As the progress of economic integration proceeds, with a growing appreciation of 
the need to manage this relationship carefully for the benefit of both countries, Americans 
and Canadians are being drawn in increasing number to the study of the bi-national 
relationship. In ways that we are only beginning to appreciate, the Canadian-American 
border is not only an irritant in continentally-integrated supply chains but also a defining 
icon for Canadians in particular. Before the thickening of the border due to America’s 
security concerns following the terrorist attacks in 2001, New York Times correspondent 
Anthony DePalma described the significance of the border – and with it the “other” that 
the border distinguishes – for Canadians:  “…more so than in other countries, the border 
is part of Canada’s genetic makeup: It determines what Canada is and contributes 
chromosomes to the nation’s identity. As much of the heavy whiteness of the frozen 
north or the rugged majesty of the western mountains, the border tells Canadians who 
they are and clearly defines who they are not” (DePalma, 2001: 188). Under these 
circumstances, understanding the border and its distinctive meanings to citizens on either 
side represents both a challenge and an opportunity for a comparatively-oriented field of 
Canadian Studies. Recognizing this, scholars are increasingly focusing on the Canadian-
American border and the cross-border regions that are forming across it (e,g,, Konrad and 
Nicol, 2008; Policy Research Initiative, 2005; Florida, 2008: 52-3.).  
 
 This configuration of intellectual and practical considerations provides for 
significant advantages – and perhaps even creates a special responsibility - to institutions 
of higher learning situated on or near the Canadian-American border to take the lead in 
the developing field of Canadian Studies. For our part, Brock University and the 
University at Buffalo are taking up the challenges of implementing an inherently 
comparative approach to the field, one that places cross-national comparison at the very 
heart of its programming. Collaborating on a far-reaching set of initiatives that straddle 
the border, our institutions are pooling our formidable resources to advance our 
understanding of Canada and the Canadian-American relationship. Whereas Brock 
University has a long and distinguished tradition of scholarship and teaching in Canadian 
Studies (see http://www.brocku.ca/canstudies/), the extensive Canada-related activities at 
the University at Buffalo have only recently led to the creation of a “Canadian Studies 
Academic Program” (see www.canadianstudies.buffalo.edu/).  Whereas Brock offers an 
undergraduate major and minor in Canadian Studies (with a “collaborative” Masters 
program to be offered jointly with a core disciplinary degree in the works), at Buffalo the 
sole offering currently is a 15 credit hour (roughly one semester) “Advanced Graduate 
Certificate in Canadian Studies.” In both universities, courses in the degree/certificate 
program are drawn from a wide variety of departments across each university that feature 
significant Canadian material and that are offered primarily by line or adjunct faculty 
members who have affiliated with Canadian Studies. Keeping the number of full-time 
faculty directly teaching only in Canadian Studies at a minimum reduces the costs of 

                                                                                                                                            
superiority to, things American. Having outgrown one empire, Canadian nationalists were not about to be 
“swallowed” by another without a fight, especially when that empire, they argued, was responsible for 
extravagant militarism abroad and social decay at home (Vipond, 2008: .7). 
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mounting such programmes and ensures that it is firmly embedded in disciplinary 
traditions. 
 
 The Brock-UB collaboration features three existing and several anticipated 
dimensions, namely the development of a jointly taught course in Canadian Studies for 
advanced undergraduate and graduate students; the establishment of a bi-national and bi-
university “Institute for Transnational Studies in the Americas” (ITSA) with co-directors 
on each campus; an agreement to alternate as hosts for the annual “Crossing Borders” 
conference that focuses on Canadian-American comparisons and relations; student and 
faculty exchanges; and finally a collaborative working relationship between UB’s 
“Regional Institute,” a public policy research organization that has an interest in the 
cross-border Niagara region and an emergent “Niagara Observatory” at Brock, which 
would share some of the Regional Institute’s cross-border concerns. While we anticipate 
a vigorous and wide-ranging collaboration that brings all these aspects into play in the 
years to come, in what follows we concentrate our discussion of our experience with the 
inaugural joint Canadian Studies seminar which ran during the Fall semester of 2008.  
 
The Joint Brock – UB Seminar in Canadian Studies – Initial Reflections 
 
 For logistical simplicity, our joint seminar in Canadian Studies appeared 
separately on the registration books of each university, as an undergraduate seminar at 
Brock and as a graduate seminar at UB (enrolling 4 and 7 students respectively).  As 
befits an interdisciplinary course, Brock students were drawn from History, and Political 
Science, and from UB they were drawn from American Studies, Sociology, and the 
Graduate School of Education. Meetings of both classes were scheduled for Wednesday 
afternoons to facilitate joint meetings, but since the academic term dates differ between 
Brock and UB, we decided to identify five meetings in which both seminars would come 
together to either watch and discuss a Canadian movie (“Bon Cop, Bad Cop” and 
“Atanarjurat”) or a common reading (Lipset’s Continental Divide and Lawrence Hill’s 
Book of Negros (or Someone Knows My Name, as it was released in the US).  
 

Our first joint meeting took place in mid-September in the Boardroom of the 
Peace Bridge Plaza that is located at the Ontario base of the Peace Bridge in Fort Erie, 
ON. Overlooking the international boundary formed by the Niagara River, with the 
Buffalo skyline in the background, from the vantage point of an organization situated in 
Canada but dedicated to facilitating CANAM relations, added a significant level of 
gravitas to this meeting that was entirely appropriate for the business at hand. A second 
meeting at the same site was held in early November, and this meeting featured a brief 
introduction to the governance structure and history of the Peace Bridge by its General 
Manager, Ron Rienas. A final joint session held at Brock University featured a guest 
speaker, Professor Edward Friel, OBE, visiting professor of Hospitality and Tourism 
Management at Niagara University, who spoke on the challenges of marketing Niagara 
Falls to an international tourist audience. In the two meetings where books were 
discussed, one student from each side of the border made a brief presentation on the work 
and identifying issues for group discussion. Outside the joint sessions, seminar meetings 
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during other weeks addressed a variety of cultural, social, and political themes, including 
Canadian-American relations. 

 
 Though we believe our first foray with the bi-national seminar was enormously 
successful (and we will offer some evidence to support this belief below), there were 
some bumps along the road that we will try to avoid in future offerings. Our initial joint 
meeting at the Peace Bridge in Fort Erie was held without one of our American student 
participants whose first ever passport had not arrived in time (and whose birth certificate 
was submitted with the application and therefore not available for this border crossing). 
This was a concrete manifestation for students of the hidden costs of the border’s 
“thickening” in recent years, a process that will culminate with full implementation of the 
Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative’s (WHTI) the requirement of passports for all who 
cross the border in June of this year. Relatedly, unanticipated delays at the border 
crossing as our American students headed to Brock University for our final joint session 
shortened the time available for our class meeting with Professor Friel. Clearly, we will 
need to add a time buffer around the seminar to account for the periodic border-related 
problems. Similarly, the need to schedule classes close to our seminar meeting time for 
some of our participants shortened the time available for discussion, particularly when 
our meetings involved watching the two movies. Our future offerings will have students 
watch films to be discussed in class in advance, to allow for more time to explore issues, 
similarities and differences, in more detail. 
 
 All that said, however, we are encouraged by our initial seminar offering and by 
the quality of participation and insights that student participants brought to our joint 
meetings. As the instructors of record, it was clear to us both that our students enjoyed 
interacting with their counterparts from across the border, and the discussions in joint 
sessions reflected curiosity and respect, while at the same time benefiting from the 
multidisciplinary background of our participants.  
 
 Our students evaluated the course, both informally using a questionnaire 
instrument we developed that was designed to focus on the unique aspects of the joint 
seminar, and officially, using the standard course evaluation instruments used by our 
respective campuses. Looking first at the formal standardized evaluation instruments, 
four of the five Buffalo students who responded to the on-line questionnaire wrote 
identified the joint sessions as an element of the course that they found “particularly 
effective.” One American student volunteered that “it was really interesting to explore the 
material with Brock students. Interacting with Canadian students broadened my 
perspective.” Another American participant singled out the Peace Bridge environment as 
being “particularly effective”:  “I really enjoyed meeting at the Peace Bridge. In a strange 
way, meeting there reinforced the presence of an international border. Having grown up 
in a border community with family on both sides it is easy to forget that Canada and the 
United States are qualitatively different since they don’t seem so strikingly so in my lived 
experience.”  When given the opportunity to suggest improvements, one of the American 
participants recommended more cross-border interaction, perhaps involving an exchange 
of instructors for a week or two as well as the joint seminar sessions attended by both 
instructors.  
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In generally, our informal, self-designed evaluation instrument completed in the 

final class meeting also revealed a high level of satisfaction with the class, and 
particularly its cross-border element. We were able to include questions that allowed us 
to probe more fully areas where our participants felt improvements were possible. 
Several of the Buffalo participants mentioned that it would have been worthwhile to meet 
earlier and at closer intervals with the Brock students, perhaps at a social event to break 
the ice. Two other American students expressed a desire for more contact and 
collaboration with their Canadian counterparts – one suggested an electronic discussion 
board and another recommended joint cross-border research projects. All seven Buffalo 
participants responded affirmatively to a specific question about the desirability of a field 
trip to Toronto. One American student felt that simply being in Canada and studying 
Canada added value – seeing “…signs in French and English and the metric system 
everywhere … being in the Canadian environment really allowed your mind to think 
about Canada on a higher level.” Several students appreciated the interdisciplinarity of 
the course materials and sessions.  
 
Conclusion 
 

With the comparative turn that Canadian Studies appears to be taking, we feel that 
UB and Brock are well-positioned geographically and by virtue of a deep bench of 
faculty who have developed Canada-related interests to contribute to the field both in 
teaching and research. Beyond our obvious ability to appreciate and experience the 
border – and the “other” that lies just over the boundary line - he distinctive features of 
our joint programming is the incorporation of American comparisons and perspectives at 
the very heart of the Canadian Studies enterprise. Our proximity makes it easy to open up 
presumed cross-national differences to critical scrutiny, and to explore similarities and 
differences with subtlety and interactively. Our participants came away from the seminar 
not only with a heightened appreciation of Canada but also with insights into how the 
country relates to, and is perceived by, its neighbour to the south. In our view, citizens 
and employees who have developed these insights will be increasingly critical to the 
management of our shared destiny as countries united by geography and history. We 
hope that over time graduates of our seminars will take their place among the emerging 
cadre of “NAFTA Managers” in Canadian-American border communities whose 
activities will be increasingly influential in the evolution of our emergent continental 
community (for a description of this cadre on the US-Mexico border, see Booth Thomas, 
2001). 

 
We believe that our two institutions have a strong comparative advantage to 

assume leadership roles in the changing field of Canadian Studies as we understand it. 
For us, the comparative turn we have identified opens real possibilities for our faculty 
and students to carve our meaningful and innovative teaching and research programmes, 
and we have begun to mobilize to take advantage of our significant assets in this respect. 
Most obviously, being located within an easy drive but on opposite sides of one of the 
busiest border crossing points along the Canadian-American border provides us with easy 
access to first-hand comparative experience and evidence. Reflecting this, both our 
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campuses have been active at the grassroots in Canada-related teaching and research. 
Particularly since 9/11, 2001, individuals in borderland communities on either side of the 
line recognize the pressing need for understanding and even advocacy if our economic 
competitiveness and our emergent cross-border community is to remain vital. The strong 
administrative support we have enjoyed at all levels up to and including the Presidents of 
our respective institutions has given us the flexibility to implement our joint programmes 
in ways that minimize organizational difficulties and maximize the intellectual benefits. 
With all this in place, we embrace the comparative turn in Canadian Studies and look 
forward to helping shape a dynamic and vital future for this important field. 
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