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Last year in Reno, I considered the question of whether or not cultural diffusion in the 

Atlantic borderland produced a common culture that is unique to this part of North America. I 

want to do much the same thing this year, only focus my attention on the Great Lakes region and, 

because of time limitations, just consider literature.  As I stated last year, the question of culture 

as it pertains to borderlands, it seems to me, revolves around the degree to which cultural 

hybridization takes place as a result of historical processes of cross-border exchanges. 

While an iconographic maritime landscape and an “us” (periphery) versus “them” (core) 

dichotomy intrudes into much of Atlantic Canada literature, there is, in my judgment, no 

equivalent landscape or dominating regional theme in Ontario literature. Loyalist-imperialist 

sentiment characterized much of the Ontario literature in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

During the post-World War II period, an indigenous literature, labeled southern Ontario Gothic 

by Graeme Gibson (1973), came to the fore. Its authors, including Gibson, Alice Munro, 

Margaret Atwood, Jane Urquhart, Robertson Davies, Marian Engel, and James Reaney, among 

others, use elements of the gothic - repression, desire, trauma, the supernatural - to explore or 

expose racial, gendered, religious, and political hypocrisies in small towns stifled by a Protestant 

morality. The characters and plots based on a unique combination of place, style and tone are 

intended to reflect Ontario back to itself and so, it might be argued, southern Ontario Gothic is 

the literary genre that most clearly articulates a distinctive Ontario identity, one that is replete 

with contradictions and paradoxes. Indeed, it has been argued by some that this tradition goes 

right back to the 19th century and the first southern Ontario novel written by Upper Canadian-

born John Richardson entitled Wacousta (1832). This genre points to the “small” and repressed 

worlds inhabited by WASP-ish Ontarians living in small towns or the urban villages of larger 



cities. Oral histories and local legends (e.g. Black Donnellys) “feed” this kind of literature and 

foster connections with specific places. Place becomes resonant in these stories and does not 

simply serve as the backdrop for the unfolding of the plot. This kind of literature was greatly 

influenced by the gothic tradition so prominent in English novels and so to some degree is a 

cultural “transplant” from the old country. 

Other literary traditions exist. For example, immigrant stories, often set in the largest 

cities, particularly Toronto, increased in relative importance over time as Ontario literature 

became more global in response to the growing urban and multinational character of the 

province. Linda Hutcheon, in The Canadian Postmodern (1988), has suggested that the impulse 

to address other national histories can be read as Canada's entry into the world community. In 

such a literature, represented by authors such as Michael Ondaatje, the look is outwards towards 

the world rather than inwards towards Canada but the perspective from which the authors view 

the outside is arguably very much Canadian. On the other hand, communal folk culture, a 

powerful centripetal force in Atlantic Canadian literature, is not nearly as strong in Ontario 

where the influences of modernity have had a much greater impact. Where it does appear is at 

the sub-regional level such as the Ottawa Valley where lumberjack tales were at one time 

popular, just as they were throughout lumber camps scattered around the Great Lakes region.  

Regional literature has always been important in the United States, at least since the mid-

1800s when realism, in its rejection of romanticism, demanded that writing concentrate on 

unique features of regions and places including dialect, customs, tradition, topography, history, 

and characters. The aforementioned gothic tradition, for example, was most pronounced in the 

literature of the Deep South. Puritanism and transcendentalism were the hallmarks of New 

England literature. As I discussed earlier, the Great Plains has a literary tradition dominated by 



the physical landscape and isolationism that is unique. The Midwest also had its share of 

regionalist writers including Hamlin Garland who was one of the most prolific regional writers 

of the 19th century. His collection of stories entitled Main-Travelled Roads (1891) included 

social and political commentary on the difficult conditions facing oppressed Midwestern farmers. 

Constance Fenimore Woolson set some of her stories in communities surrounding the Great 

Lakes. Perhaps the most famous writer to come out of the Midwest, Sauk Center, Minnesota, to 

be specific, was Sinclair Lewis. Lewis set many of his novels (e.g. Main Street, Babbitt, 

Dodsworth) in small Midwest communities that would serve as the basis from which he would 

reflect on small-town life, commercial culture, greed and other themes. Generally, it can be said 

that while the literature of the Great Lakes states is as varied as the states themselves, they all 

share themes that are common throughout much of America where frontier life, historical tales, 

and novels of the wilderness, so common in the 19th century, were replaced in the 20th century by 

more realistic themes about urban life, industrialization, and immigrant experiences. 

American literature set in the Midwest, the Northeast and other parts of the U.S. became 

more prominent in Ontario over time as Canadians became avid consumers of all types of 

American cultural products. Indeed, it could be said that English-Canadian literature, based 

largely, but not exclusively, in Ontario has traditionally looked to England and the United States 

for its literary models.  On a thematic level, there is certainly a strong degree of similarity 

between the literature of Ontario and the United States, particularly the northeast and Midwest 

sections. Last year, I discussed how the ocean provided a common frame of reference for 

Atlantic Canada and New England. To some extent, the same can be said for the Great Lakes 

states and Ontario for they were historically oriented somewhat towards the inland seas they 

shared. Many of the larger centres in the transnational region are coastal and so one could argue 



that this proximity to the Great Lakes has shaped the identities of places like Toronto, Hamilton, 

Buffalo, Detroit, Cleveland and others to some degree, although to a lesser extent, than the 

Atlantic Ocean has shaped cities like Boston, Portland, Halifax, Saint John, St. John’s and others.  

Victoria Brehm (2001: 168) points to the long tradition of literature focusing on the lakes, 

particularly what she calls “the novels of freshwater merchant marine culture.” The more heroic 

and romantic literature of the Great Lakes frontier gave way to a more realistic literature with 

industrial and working-class themes such as Jay McCormick’s November Storm (1943), a book 

that captures the rough existence of the men who worked on lake freighters and the severe 

conditions they faced when the weather turned nasty. “As the 20th century progressed, Brehm 

asserts (2001: 169), “Lakes merchant marine literature became a culturally contested site … 

divided between realist and postrealist indictments of industrialization, such as David Mamet’s 

play Lakeboat (1970)…” Another piece that fits into this category is Thunder Bay resident Joan 

Skelton’s The Survivor of the Edmund Fitzgerald (1985), a fictional novel about a dying woman 

who meets the lone survivor of the Edmund Fitzgerald, a young man who jumped ship when he 

believed he had information to save the doomed vessel. Skelton interweaves the tragedy of the 

sinking of the Edmund Fitzgerald with the tragic fate that faces the woman. Lake Superior plays 

a significant role in the unfolding of the drama as Skelton incorporates critical reflection on the 

impacts of development and resource extraction on the environment. Brehm (2001: 170) argues 

that this book is an example of more recent Great Lakes literature that “critiques the ideologies 

of the postindustrial cultures of the Lakes”, implying that this kind of writing occurs on both 

sides of the border. Nevertheless, while the lakes present a common theme for literary reflection, 

a considerable extent of the Great Lakes states and Ontario, particularly the latter, lie inland and 

so we must be careful about making too much of a shared maritime culture. 



References to the U.S. and to its culture are prevalent in Canadian writing, regardless of 

region or language. An anti-American streak has characterized Canadian literature for a long 

time and is quite evident in a number of Ontarian-written novels and short stories that reflect on 

Canadian-American differences and similarities. In this regard, Ontario-based literature, either in 

setting or in authorship, has often assumed a position where it speaks for the national (Wylie 

2000: 444). In this context, the border has often served as an important line of cultural defense. 

According to Douglas Ivison (2009: 174), John Richardson in his novel The Canadian Brothers 

(1840), the sequel to Wacousta,  

… warns of the threat posed by American culture and an incipient 

American imperialism, and also resists British authority and 

control. In doing so, it gestures toward a distinct and unique 

Canadian national identity. In a limited sense, this identity is a 

postcolonial one. 

The Imperialist (1904), written by Sara Jeanette Duncan at the turn of the 20th century, takes as 

one of its main themes the relative decline of the imperial connection in the face of the 

ascendancy of American culture in Canada.  Later in the century, the Vietnam War intensified an 

anti-American Canadian nationalism that found a voice in English Canadian literature, for the 

most part based in Ontario. A 1968 anthology entitled The New Romans: Candid Critical 

Opinions of the U.S. (1968), edited by Ontario-born poet Al Purdy and including works by 

notable authors such as Farley Mowat, Margaret Atwood, Mordecai Richler, and others, serves 

as perhaps the most notable example of cultural nationalism based on anti-Americanism. Critics 

often point to the inherent anti-Americanism in the work of Margaret Atwood, including 

Surfacing and Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, both published in 1972, and 



The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). Survival served as a manifesto for the “decolonization” of 

Canadian literature. “We need to know about here,” Atwood (1972: 19) states, “because here is 

where we live.” While Atwood is indeed critical of Americans, she criticizes Canadians as well 

for their over-consumption and destructive behaviour, particularly towards the environment, 

suggesting that the latter are not that different than the former.  

Florian Freitag (2014: 211) suggests that while “the area comprising New England and 

the Atlantic Provinces, the Prairie/Plains, and the Pacific Northwest have all been discussed as 

potential cross-border regions” in terms of literature, no such discussion has taken place for the 

Great Lakes. And yet there exists a tradition of Ontario novels and short stories that use the 

border as a liminal frame of reference and include border-crossing as a leitmotif. The negotiation 

of identity is associated with the act of border-crossing in a number of novels and short stories. 

Liminality is concerned with the space of the borderline itself, with feelings of ambiguity and 

ambivalence. For example, in Jane Urquhart’s novel Whirlpool (1986: 221), a character stands, 

“Looking across the distance of the [Niagara] River to the foreign country on the other side,” 

thinking about “how there was always a point where one set of circumstances ended and another 

began.”  Russell Brown (1991: 11) suggests that in this novel, the act of crossing the border “is 

thus to be for a moment dangerously between, to make oneself vulnerable to unforeseen depths.” 

Besides serving as something to be crossed, Brown suggests a number of meanings that the 

border holds for Canadians: a sanctuary line, an interface, and a margin. It is, as Brown (1990: 

12) argues, something that is central to [English] Canada’s self-awareness. 

While Canadian authors often have their characters cross the border or reflect on what is 

happening on the other side, American novelists have been much less likely to use Canada as a 

setting for their stories. However, there are some notable exceptions such as the short story 



“Customs” (1976) written by New York-born author Joyce Carol Oates. This tale involves the 

disorienting and existential crisis faced by a New York City-born woman living in Windsor and 

crossing the border into Detroit. It can be said that after the implementation of the free trade 

agreements and the shocking after-effects of 9/11, the border has become more pronounced in 

the minds of Americans writing fiction and non-fiction (e.g. Lynch 2005: Ford 2012). 

Paradoxically, Claudia Sadowski-Smith (2008) argues, the opposite has been the case for English 

Canadian writers, again mostly based in Ontario, who increasingly have set their stories outside 

Canada. In her opinion, there took place during the 1980s and 1990s: 

… a shift away from the cultural nationalist focus on the border as 

a line of (largely cultural) distinction between national identities. 

Instead, the Canada-U.S. boundary comes to symbolize a more 

complex set of notions. The border signifies Canadian internal 

diversity and its difference from ethnic frameworks in the United 

States. Some representations also separate progressive elements of 

Canadian nationalism from its association with the nation-state to 

critique the insufficiencies of the state-sponsored cultural 

nationalist response to U.S. empire. And, finally, the national 

boundary is represented as an increasingly porous divide that, 

while continuing to mark Canada’s declining autonomy vis-á-vis 

the United States, also highlights the country’s relationship to other 

parts of the hemisphere (Sadowski-Smith 2008: 121). 

Sadowski-Smith makes an interesting argument but the border remains a dominant theme 

in Canadian and particularly Ontario literature. A list of recent books, written mostly but not 



exclusively by Ontario authors, including Can You Hear the Night Bird Call? (2007), What We 

All Long For (2008), The Book of Negroes (2008), 49th Parallel Psalm (2011), Half Blood Blues 

(2011), and Sanctuary Line (2014) all reflect on borders and the negotiation of transnational 

spaces. However, the borders addressed in this literature transcend cultural, gender and racial 

divides, not just geopolitical divisions. The Canada-U.S. border is still a literary border but it has 

been joined by many other borders in English Canadian literature, including those in other parts 

of the world, an inclination that reflects the growing multinational character and global vision of 

Canada and Ontario. This tendency for Canadian writers to set their stories in other parts of the 

world, Sadowski-Smith (2008: 121) suggests, may reflect a “declining interest in the country’s 

distinctiveness and the need to appeal to a now global, U.S.-dominated commercial publishing 

market.” 

As for our comparison of Great Lakes borderland literature, I argue that while many of 

the themes prevalent in Ontario and American literature know no borders (e.g. the impact of 

modernity on small-town life), the settings and contexts are different. Different reference points, 

different places and different sensibilities ensure different results despite a significant 

convergence of themes and ideas. It is perhaps the intensifying search for a national identity 

which gave rise to an English-Canadian and Ontarian literature that looked more inwards for 

stories and themes which reflected difference. In Canada generally and in Ontario specifically, 

there is a strong belief that the arts, including literature, are necessary to define identity. 

However, as Sadowski-Smith argues, this inward gaze has been countered to some degree by an 

outward look that focuses on borders of all kinds. 

Gloria Anazaldúa (1987) argues that borderlands scholarship centers on ‘cultural 

hybridity’ and ‘contact zones’ wherein cultures collide, overlap, and become interwoven within a 



particular borderland space. When borders are frequently crossed and overcome by the 

movement of people, ideas and material culture, borders are turned into borderlands. 

Borderlands, Anazaldúa reasons, are spaces created through movements of people and material 

culture at the expense of clear lines imposed by administrative policies. This blending and 

intermixture of cultures manifests itself in art, literature, architecture, diet and other aspects. 

However, this is not an automatic result of processes of interchange, especially where the 

relationship between meeting cultures is as heavily asymmetrical as it is for Anglo-Canadian-

American borderlands. There is a sharing of cultural elements but almost all the cultural 

elements that are shared come from one side of the border – the United States. Very few 

distinctively Canadian elements are shared with Americans; they are not avid consumers of 

Canadian culture, English or French. When it comes to culture, the border is thin for Canadians 

and thick for Americans even though Canadians have in their recent past thickened the border 

somewhat with Canadian content regulations. While there does exist several scholarly works that 

compare and contrast Canadian and American literature, most of them published after 1989 (e.g. 

Brown 1991; Angus, 1997: Sadowski-Smith 2008), there are very few pieces of fiction that 

bridge these borders. And as was the case for the Atlantic borderland, there exists no significant 

body of literature that articulates hybrid, fluid and liminal identities and cultures in the Great 

Lakes borderland."

 

Some Concluding Thoughts 

Over time, Ontario developed an economic relationship with the U.S. in general, and the 

Great Lakes in particular, that was different from those of other provinces. Cross-border 

production processes ensured that Ontario would become an integral component of the larger 



Great Lakes borderland engine. A large market and abundant supply of valued resources also 

guaranteed that Ontario would assert significant economic power despite high rates of American 

ownership. Besides its relative position of power within its shared borderland with the Great 

Lakes states, Ontario also benefited from its paramount position within the Canadian federation. 

The asymmetry resulting from American ownership of industry and resources and the dominant 

role of American culture media did result in convergence but at the same time differences, 

traditional and new, continued to matter to Ontarians. In the face of such an overwhelming 

American presence, a culture of difference took shape. Towards the end of the 20th century, there 

was evidence that a Canadian identity, at least an Anglo-Canadian identity, developed and 

articulated most vigorously within the country’s most populated and powerful province, was 

becoming more pronounced, even in the face of strengthening forces of North American 

economic and cultural integration and globalization.  

Ontario has been a keystone of the Canadian economy and Anglo-Canadian culture since 

Confederation. Ironically, the economic, political and cultural power of Ontario resulting from a 

host of geographical advantages was further inflated by its position as most favoured target for 

American investment and trade. Ontario’s position of strength and its pivotal role in the shaping 

of Confederation enabled the province to take the leading role in establishing the founding values 

and political institutions and cultural articulations of Anglo-Canada. The so-called Laurentian 

elite, found in Central Canada’s major centres, Darrell Bricker and John Ibbitson (2013) argue, 

controlled the political and cultural levers of the country. Toronto-centered perspectives of 

Anglo-Canadian identity and cultural nationalism came to dominate the Anglo-Canadian national 

scene even in the midst of pronounced regional differences. The place where the border was 



arguably most porous and the American presence was most felt was also the place where the 

border as shield became most meaningful. Ontario’s literature reflects this paradox. 
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Introduction: Culture and Borderlands  
•  borderlands: liminality and hybridity
•  culture: importance to study of borders and 

borderlands
•  borderlands defined by the flows and fusions of 

cultures facilitated by the transboundary 
movement of peoples, technologies, symbols, 
texts, ideas, etc. 

•  flows and networks of culture establish 
reciprocal relations and transactions



Introduction: Culture and Borderlands
•  hybridization favoured by borderland specialists 

who focus on syncretist cultural practices that 
accompany cross-border movements (e.g. 
Fleming, Lalonde and Black, 2005; McGarrigle, 
2009)

•  in the context of post-colonial border theory (e.g. 
Anzaldua, 1987), Homi Bhabha’s discourse of 
hybridity (1994), and Victor Turner’s concept of 
liminality (1964), this syncretism, it is argued, is 
essential in the formation of borderland cultures, 
borderland cultural landscapes, and associated 
borderland identities



Introduction: Culture and Borderlands
•  while attractive, this view of borderland cultures leaves 

a number of questions that are not easily answered
–  does such a cultural diffusion necessarily produce a 

common culture and similar values? 
–  in the case of Canada and the United States, does the 

asymmetry that characterizes this particular relationship 
produce a borderland culture that is dominated primarily by 
the latter, with Québec being the only notable exception? 

–  or is this particular borderland zone imbued with hybrid 
cultures, landscapes, and identities that reflect elements of 
both countries and their respective borderland regions or 
even specific borderland communities? 

–  or in other words, does a borderland culture reflect a 
combination of local and regional identities and national 
allegiances with traits and traditions that transcend the 
border? 



Introduction: Culture and Borderlands
•  borders rarely separate cultures completely 
•  essentialist view should be questioned 
•  culture moves across local, regional, national, and 

transnational networks
•  idea that such mixing can produce a distinct hybrid culture is 

problematic
•  culture is a spatio-temporal matrix of possibilities, limitations 

and choices and operates as a fundamental base upon which 
the idea of a borderland rests

•  cultures are dynamic and subject to change
•  cultural hybridity is also is subject to the criticisms of 

essentialism and oversimplification
•  as Konrad and Nicol  (2008: 3) state, the Canada-US border 

culture “is continually forming, apparently always in transition, 
and inevitably altered through transaction”



Introduction: Culture 
and Borderlands

•  sequel to the paper I delivered at least years’ 
meeting - R.W. Widdis, “Greater New 
England as Cultural Borderland: A Critical 
Appraisal,” Acadiensis, XLVI, 1 (Winter/
Spring 2017).

•  this presentation focuses on the international 
region of the Great Plains

•  the “Greater Great Plains” is a borderland 
region characterized by physical uniformity 
and by socioeconomic affinity

•  interactions taking place over time, as well as 
similar geographical conditions, have added 
to the synthesis many view as prominent 
within this borderland region

•  have also developed divergent forces that 
have acted to distinguish the Canadian and 
American components

•  deliberate cultural comparison
•  is a “Greater Plains” sensibility expressed in 

a body of literature that transcends the 49th 
parallel?



Greater Plains Literature: A Critical Appraisal 

•  number of scholars who argue in the affirmative
•  themes: hinterland, isolation, dependency, heroism, 

solitude
•  predilection towards the past, particularly the early 

settlement stage
•  physical landscape and the struggles that humans have 

faced in adapting to the challenges presented by the 
environment has customarily been the dominant theme



Greater Plains 
Literature: A Critical 
Appraisal

•  Quantic (2006): identifies seven factors that 
Great Plains (she includes the Prairies) writers 
have considered when approaching the theme 
of landscape
–  space, scenery, place, narrative, commodity, power, 

and spiritual place
•  Sharon Butala (Wild Stone Heart: An Apprentice 

in the Fields, 2000): southwestern 
Saskatchewan is a landscape where the 
present is infused by the past and the material 
world is ‘cracked and split narrowly’ by the 
world of myth

•  Thacker (The Great Prairie Fact and Literary 
Imagination, 1989): treats Prairie-Plains as a 
single ecological region, ignoring the cultural 
relevance of the border

•  Thacker (1997): Canadian literary accentuate 
differences and so are guilty of formulating 
nationalist-based, exceptionalist arguments

•  Kaye (2004): agrees with the idea that the land 
has been a major force in a Greater Plains 
literature, both popular and nonformula
–  “In the vastness of the Plains there was renewal and 

communion with nature” (Kaye, 2004: 469)



Greater Plains Literature: A Critical Appraisal

•  the 49th parallel emerges as a symbolic border for those who argue 
that different histories and societies have produced different literary 
conventions

•  Harrison (Unnamed Country: The Struggle for a Canadian Prairie 
Fiction, 1977): defines Canadian Prairie fiction as distinctive from 
that of the American Great Plains
–  American frontier; Canadian periphery
–  literature needs to be examined within a broad historical and cultural contexts
–  no frontier meta-narrative exists for the Prairies; the dialectical struggle between 

individuals and the environment takes place on a more meditative and personal 
level

–  over time subsequent generations of Prairie writers developed a consciousness 
better adapted to the particular place in which they were born



Greater Plains Literature: A Critical Appraisal
•  Ricou (Vertical Man/Horizontal World: Man and Landscape in 

Canadian Prairie Fiction, 1973): because the prairie landscape is a 
definable Canadian space, it is interpreted by a unique tradition of 
writing
–  Prairie writing is characterized by an opposition between humans and a cruel and 

empty landscape
–  there are several prairies in Canadian literature, Ricou argues, ranging from "the 

benign prairie" of Robert Stead, to the "implacable prairie" of Phillip Frederick 
Grove, and the "eternal prairie" of W. O. Mitchell

•  Mandel (1979, 105-21): compares poetic responses to space, noting 
in particular a western American inclination to turn space into 
spiritual quest and a western Canadian tendency to contract space 
into a regional communal home

•  Kaye (2004, 471): “... serious writing by Plains authors is at the 
fringes of the contemporary American tradition, while Canadian 
Prairie literature ... is central to Canadian literature ... Canadian 
Prairie literature rejects the themes of the Western–the noble 
savage, the rugged individual, the two-gun man–in favor of 
community and to some extent of women and family.”



Greater Plains Literature: A Critical Appraisal
•  Thatcher argues that Prairie writers are guilty of  "essentializing", 

i.e., privileging, the nationalist version of the story
•  this process has produced to some degree a body of literature that 

is unique, even if it is selective
•  certainly, Prairie and Plains literature share similar themes and 

tropes 
–  environmental determinism

•  distinctive differences as well 
•  theme of the melting pot, for example, appears to be somewhat 

stronger in Plains literature



Greater Plains Literature: A Critical Appraisal
•  recent Prairie literature, informed by postmodern and postcolonial 

perspectives, has placed more emphasis on Native peoples and 
non-Anglo-Saxon cultures

•  Roberts (2010: 30): it is too simplistic to subscribe to a binary “in 
which the American mythic West (literary or cinematic) is always 
already negative, hegemonic, and univocal, and the Canadian is 
progressive and different.”

•  Coats and Melnyk (Wild Words: Essays on Alberta Literature, 2009): 
the industrial and urban development resulting from the oil boom 
has resulted in the development of an Alberta literature that is 
distinct from that of the traditional Prairie literature which still 
dominates in Saskatchewan and Manitoba 

•  there are multiple wests, an impression that contradicts the idea of 
a single transnational Greater Plains literature

•  the border constitutes the site of conflicting and converging versions 
of the meaning of the West



Greater Plains 
Literature: A 
Critical Appraisal

•  Thacker argues that the 49th parallel 
should not stop us from attempting to do 
cross-border literary work 

•  the border matters because it provides 
essential context and focuses our attention 
on the few but fundamental differences 
that exist between the Plains and Prairies

•  Thatcher cites Wallace Stegner’s Wolf 
Willow: A History, a Story, and a Memory 
of the Last Plains Frontier (1955) as the 
best example of borderland literature not 
tainted by nationalism

•  yet even Stegner (1955: xix) is confused 
by the border and his relation to it, as is 
revealed in his famous line: “The 49th 
parallel ran directly through my childhood, 
dividing me in two” 

•  while Thatcher decries the “nation-based 
paradigm”, he does so only in the context 
of it impeding comparative analysis

•  fails to consider the possibility of a hybrid, 
as opposed to a regional, borderland 
literature



Greater Plains 
Literature: A 
Critical Appraisal

•  King (“Borders”: 1993): offers a postmodern 
take on borders through a plot which 
involves the difficulty that a First Nations 
(Blackfoot)/Native American (Blackfeet) 
mother and her son experience crossing 
from Canada to the United States at Coutts/
Sweetgrass
–  mother and son stuck in the middle of the border
–  native identity is pan-border

•  Davidson, Walton and Andrews (Border 
Crossings: Thomas King’s Cultural 
Inversions, 2003: 13): for King the 49th 
parallel is a “figment of someone else’s 
imagination”
–  the protagonists are stuck in a liminal third space, 

i.e., the duty-free store
–  the story becomes a media sensation and officials 

let mother and son cross the border and give their 
citizenship as Blackfoot

•  its message about the artificiality of 
boundaries imposed on native peoples by 
white colonizers transcends all the regions in 
the Canadian-American borderlands zone



A Brief Conclusion
•  did a similar physical environment, geographical location 

and cultural exchange accompanying cross-border flows 
and networks produce an identifiable Greater Plains 
literature? 

•  Answer: yes and no
–  certain tropes and themes related to shared features, both 

physical and human, appear in the literature written on both 
sides of the 49th parallel

–  these similarities were more than counteracted by different 
interweavings of national and regional cultures that produced 
distinct regional literatures

–  there exists no significant body of literature that articulates 
hybrid, fluid and liminal identities and cultures in the Prairies/
Great Plains borderland
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