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Canada: Neighbor, Friend, and Challenge

By EDWARD ). MILES
Chairman, Dept. of Geography

and

Director, Canadian Studies Program
University of Vermont

At least once a year, and sometimes oftener — when-
ever we are getting ready to visit my parents — Canada
becomes the major topic of conversation around my
home. My two sons, aged 8 and 5, start asking all kinds
of questions about this strange “foreign” land and in
the process of answering them I find myself challenged
about many details by my American wife, who suggests
that these boys are Americans and have a lot of history
of their own to learn.

The day for departure arrives, and by noon hour,
after we have been on the road for five hours and five
hundred questions, we are having lunch in Canada.
Still more questions are forthcoming, only now they
seem to center around the idea of how much like the
United States Canada is. By early evening, thirteen
hours after departure, a little tired from driving and
having striven all day to give honest answers about
Canada, I face comments and questions, some implying
criticism, from Canadian parents, about how little know-
ledge or understanding of Canada their grandsons seem
to have. The thoughts that follow are an attempt to set
forth why I, as an expatriate, think my sons and all
Americans should know something about Canada, and
what I think they and others should know.

Why Know More About Canada?

Most Canadians have a considerable, if malevolent,
knowledge of the United States, while most Americans
have a benevolent ignorance of Canada. This situation
is the result of a variety of factors and forces. It reflects
the unchanging realities of both physical geography and
history, as well as the more dynamic elements of human
geography. economics, and international affairs.

The importance of Canada is obvious. One need only
look at 2 map. Yet at times, and to most Americans, it
does not appear so obvious. It might be suggested that
Americans have a moral duty to know more about Cana-
da. But why? Don’t we have a moral duty to know more
about every country with which the United States is in-
volved? Yes, but in Canada’s case this duty is especially
strong. The distinguished historian, J. Bartlett Breb-
ner, put it perhaps best of all when he described the
United States and Canada as “the Siamese twins of
North America who cannot separate and live.”

We are each a part of the North American continent.
The physical elements of this continent cannot be divided
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by a man-drawn political line. Neither water nor air
respect man'’s political boundaries.

A human separation is perhaps more possible but po-
tentially as fatal as a physical one, and equally absurd.
The very essence of the Canadian-American relation-
ship is the dual roots of a largely common geographical
environment and a partly common history. It is not
possible to know Canada unless one knows the whole
of which it is a part. Canada is not American but rather
North American.

Canada has been called “America’s problem™ even
though many problems loom as large or larger for the
United States. Such is not the case in Canada. There
is no other country for which the United States creates
such problems as Canada. While many problems do
exist for Canada, the United States is the problem.

Americans may then study Canada out of a sense of
moral obligation. Or we may study it in an academic
sense, like any other area or topic, for itself alone.
Neither of these reasons is strong enough to generate
more widespread study and knowledge of Canada in this
country.

We are a crisis-oriented people. Our college students
pick their courses or majors in terms of areas of crisis
for the United States. Our college professors focus their
research and make their grant applications with an eye
on the explosive areas of the world. Our government
becomes interested only when an upheaval seems im-
minent or United States interests are thréatened. Our
relations with Canada rarely reach the crisis stage as do
those with the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, or other
areas of the world. On the few occasions when a serious
rift seems to be developing it is quickly attended to.

Between these two extremes, one generated by a sense
of moral obligation, the other by a sense of crisis psy-
chology, there exists a variety of other justifications for
the study of Canada by Americans.

There are those who suggest that the similarities be-
tween the United States and Canada are so great that
one does not need to study Canada to understand it.
This false assumption of too much similarity is a dan-
gerous one. At the same time, it does provide one justi-
fication for the study of Canada. We need to understand
things which are similar to help us understand things
which are radically different. An understanding of
Canada, its peoples, and their attitudes would be the
logical first step in understanding other nations and
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