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Collective Memory and the Culture of Canada 

 
Course Description: 

A well-organized society is one in which we know the truth about ourselves collectively, not one 
in which we tell pleasant lies to ourselves.--Tony Judt, in the online journal Historically 
Speaking (2006) 

When memory falters ... it is the song that prevails.-- M.G. Vassanji, The Assassin’s 
Song (2007) 

Memory is crucial to the political formation of a nation.  In excess of history, it is to be found in a 
nation’s cultural patrimoine. Cultural memory in Canada, however, poses a particular problem, because 
Canada lacks a monolithic cultural patrimony. As an avowedly multicultural nation, Canada is a site of 
conflicting memories. To remember culturally in Canada, thus, means inevitably to forget. How, then, 
does Canada memorialize itself? Is it possible, or even desirable, to seek common ground through 
cultural expression? Is it ever possible to have an un(re)constructed cultural memory? Who and what 
have been forgotten in the cultural memory of Canada? Is memory only temporal, or is it also spatial? 
What are the cultural implications of the absence of memory? To what extent can cultural memory be 
embodied? objectified? authenticated? This seminar examines a number of works of Canadian 
literature, that address this problematic, in order to interrogate the construction of Canada through 
cultural memory. This examination will be focalized by a discussion of the controversy surrounding the 
Canadian Museum of Human Rights. 
 
The first part of the seminar will examine major theoretical modalities of cultural memory, from 
Maurice Halbwach’s oppositional approach to history and memory, to Pierre Nora’s notion of the “lieux 
de mémoire,” to John Frow’s notion that memory depends on forgetting, to José van Dijck’s concept of 
mediated memory. The applicability of Eurocentric models of memorialization to Canada will be a 
particular focus of this section. 
 
The second part of the seminar will focus on the controversies associated with the Canadian Museum 
of Human Rights, still unbuilt at its proposed site in Winnipeg, where many of these theoretical issues 
emerge in a political, materialist context. 
 
The third part of the seminar will examine works of Canadian literature under three rubrics: 
“Remembering,” “Forgetting,” and “Mourning.” The porosity of these sections is meant to raise 
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pragmatically a number of the questions posed in the theoretical part of the seminar. Each of these 
three sections is anchored by a key work within Canadian cultural memory. 
 
â€œRememberingâ€• examines the problematics of cultural memory in the postwar diaspora (as does 
the seminar as a whole), taking its cue from A.M. Kleinâ€™sThe Second Scroll (1951), where the 
founding of Israel becomes a metaphor for the reclamation of cultural memory that Klein sees as 
paradigmatic for Canada. Other works that could be discussed in this section include Jane Urquhart’s 
novel of the Vimy memorial, The Stone Carvers (2003), and Lawrence Hill’s The Book of 
Negroes (2007), which reconfigures the history of the United Empire Loyalists from nationalist 
triumphalism to racial nomadism. 
 
Â â€œForgettingâ€� will take its point of departure from Timothy Findleyâ€™s novel The 
Wars (1977), where the attempt to piece together the history of an apparently irrational act by a WW1 
soldier ultimately gives way to a form of affective identification with the historical subject, thereby 
undermining the very notion of history. Other works that could be discussed in this section include 
Caroline Adderson’s novel History of Forgetting (1999), in which the Holocaust is forgotten at the same 
time as it is replayed in different contemporary contexts; David Chariandy’s Soucouyant (2007), in 
which forgetting emerges as a political act in a postcolonial context; Carol Shield’s Swann (1987), 
which foregrounds the gendered dimension of memorialisation, as does SKY Lee’s Disappearing Moon 
Café (1990) its raced aspects. 
 
â€œMourning,â€• moves outside the remembering / forgetting dichotomy in its discussion of Helen 
Weinzweigâ€™s novel Basic Black with Pearls (1980), in which a woman’s traumatic memory of the 
Holocaust leads her to the realization that memory is ultimately desire. Other works that could be 
discussed in this section include Jane Rule’s Contract With the World (1980), in which cultural memory 
is problematized by cultural groups—in this case lesbians and gays—excluded from the political 
structure of the nation, such that memorialisation becomes an act of mourning that absence; Joy 
Kogawa’s Obasan (1981), where the mourning of Naomi’sobasan is the act of love that retrieves the 
memory of the mother who perished in the Hiroshima /Nagasaki conflagration. The reading 
of Obasan in the Canadian Parliament when reparation for the internment of Canadians of Japanese 
heritage was legislated brings this section back to the political context of the Museum of Human Rights. 
 
Required Texts: 
Possible Readings 

 Caroline Adderson, History of Forgetting (1999) 
 Gail Anderson-Dargatz, The Cure for Death by Lightning (1996) 
 Hubert Aquin, Trou de mémoire (1968) 
 Dionne Brand, In Another Place, Not Here (1997) 
 David Chariandy, Soucouyant (2007) 
 Marie Clements, Burning Vision (2003) 
 Atom Egoyan (dir.), Ararat (2005) 
 Wayne Johnston, The Colony of Unrequited Dreams (2000) 
 Tomson Highway, Kiss of the Fur Queen (1998) 
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 Lawrence Hill, The Book of Negroes Â (2007) 
 A. M. Klein, The Second Scroll (1951) 
 Denis Langlois (dir.), Amnésie (2007) 
 Howard O’Hagan, Tay John (1939) 
 Eden Robinson, Monkey Beach(2002) 
 Jane Urquhart, The Stone Carvers (2003) 
 M. G. Vassanji, The Assassin’s Song (2007) 
 Helen Weinzweig, Basic Black with Pearls (1980) 

Theory / Critical 

 Vijay Agnew (ed.), Diaspora, Memory and Identity (2006) 
 Jan Assmann, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” New German CritiqueÂ  65 (1995) 
 Mieke Bal, Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present  (1998) 
 Richard Cavell, “Histories of Forgetting” in Serge Jaumain and Éric Remacle, 

eds., Mémoire de guerre et constructions de la paix ( 2006) 
 José van Dijck, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age (2007) 
 Astrid Erll (ed.), Cultural Memory Studies (2008) 
 Shoshana Felman and Dori Lauk, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 

Psychoanalysis and Literature (1992) 
 Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory (1998) 
 John Vance, Death so Noble (1997) 

 

 


