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“We’ve always been modern” 

Elsbeth Heaman

The editors of this splendid collection argue, in a 
sly nod to Bruno Latour, that “We’ve always been 
modern,” or at least liked to describe ourselves 
as such. To identify as Canadian is to identify as a 
modernizer. Once it became obvious—during the second Industrial Revolution 
according to James Hull in this volume—that science and technology together 
yielded power and wealth, Canadian boosters avidly pursued them. Scientists 
and statesmen wanted standardization with European norms of modernity 
imposed on a land and polity seen as too wild and backwards. Science and 
technology seemed to offer a universalized modernity particularly useful for 
a “new” nation seeking to erase obstacles of geography, identity, and history. 
Perhaps the most spectacular exemplar of that high-modern erasure was the 
St Lawrence Seaway, described here by Daniel Macfarlane. But Macfarlane 
insists that it was a negotiated rather than an authoritarian modernity. Was 
this modernizing process, which produced so much wealth and power but also 
so much damage and despair, entered into knowingly? It depends, of course, 
on what you mean by knowledge and how you understand collective consent 
and national mandate, both of which get resoundingly debunked in this 
collection. The “rise” of science and technology in Canada rested as much on 
misunderstanding as on understanding, as much ignorance (or “agnatology”) 
as knowledge.1  

Arguments for scientific and technological modernization always played 
well in Canada. The case for a Eurocentric scientific project of knowledge and 
development for the Canadian Arctic was made by Richard King as early as 
the 1830s, Efram Sera-Shriar shows in the only paper on the colonial period. 
A ramped up and reconfigured version—less English, more transnational 
and Canadian-inflected—of the argument was more successfully made by 
the advocates of a big Arctic science expedition in the 1910s. They insisted, 
Andrew Stuhl shows, that such things shouldn’t be left to trappers; that Canada 
must supplant local amateurs with internationally recognized and well-funded 
professionals. The Arctic Expedition and the St Lawrence Seaway were two 
of the most successful high modernist scientific projects aimed at asserting 
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territorial sovereignty and control. But others were less successful. Tina Adcock’s 
chapter on the Eastern Arctic expeditions of 1926-27 shows that their projector, 
George Palmer Putnam, really just wanted to go on a hunting expedition with 
his son and produce popular adventure books; science was an afterthought. 
But the hunting was illegal, a clear violation of protections for the wildlife 
that the expedition was supposed to be studying. Conservationists, appalled 
to see destruction and self-advertising passing itself off as science, stirred up 
international tensions around the incident. Edward Jones-Imhotep’s chapter 
recounts similar ambiguities in the career of Gerald Bull. A scientific boy 
wonder, Bull wanted to build and fire off super big guns, and cobbled together 
Canadian-American support for their construction in Barbados, where they 
could be justified as warning off Cuba. Bull left Canada for better funding in 
the United States but was in over his head and was assassinated, supposedly by 
Mossad agents to punish a deal done with Iraq. We see in such stories not just 
the social turn in science and technology studies, but also a turn towards the 

“new political history.” Both are superbly written pieces by impressively talented 
historians.

Other chapters in the collection show similar ambiguities in popular 
science: it too was at best commercialized and at worst fraudulent. An account 
of electrical medicine by Dorotea Gucciardo and an account of the science of 
the séance by Beth A. Robertson are two sobering reminders that science and 
technology gained public support as much through spurious claims as rigorous 
ones. Advertising also had its part in that process: Jan Hadlaw shows us the Bell 
Telephone Company teaching people how to use dial phones for themselves 
and Blair Stein shows us Air Canada persuading people to fly south for warm-
weather holidays. Science and technology are here debunked not so much 
as not-true as not-disinterested. Business interests decked out self-interested 
promotional campaigns with the rhetoric of scientific and technological 
modernization. 

Science and technology were always on the marketplace, a complex and 
heterogenous marketplace that was simultaneously popular and statist, plural 
and monopolistic. Another terrific chapter that brings such complex elements 
together is Eda Kranakis’s account of a legal battle in 1998 over Montsanto’s 
Roundup-Ready genetically modified canola. When the company sued a sixty-
eight-year-old farmer, Percy Schmeiser, for breach of its patented canola, it 
had no viable patent on the grain that it had disseminated so promiscuously 
as to encroach on and affect nearby fields. This was a risky fight but one that 
Montsanto won, Kranakis argues, by blinding the judges with a slew of experts 
who glossed over the technical problems with the genetic and microbiological 
patenting process, as well as the problem of genetic drift. Kranakis quotes 
a contemporary description of the hapless, befuddled judges as “amateurish.” 
That descriptor, also used to denounce local knowledge in the Eastern Arctic, 
resonates across the collection as it explores the borderlands of science and 
society. We may see a certain amateur quality in David Theodore’s account 
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