
Course Outline      

FOLK 217 – Cultural Heritage of Cape Breton 
Sept. 13 – Dec. 3, 2010 Ian Brodie 

M & W, 1:00-2:15 office: CE-263C 

CE 317 e-mail: ian_brodie@cbu.ca 

  office hours: M & W, 9-10; 2:30-3:30, or by appointment  

Calendar Description 

An interdisciplinary study of the major cultural influences and developments that have shaped Cape 
Breton‟s history. This course is an explanation of the distinctive contributions of Mi‟kmaq, Acadian, Celtic, 
and European traditions that form the mosaic of Cape Breton culture. 

Instructor’s Confession and Course Context 

To me the calendar description makes almost no sense, so I ignore most of it, although I keep to its spirit. 
Breaking down the “mosaic” (which it isn‟t) into its constituent contributions is an antiquated approach. 

I am not a Cape Bretoner, nor has Cape Breton been my area of research, and although I have lived here for 
over five years I do not claim to anywhere approaching a comprehensive or encyclopaedic expertise on the 
cultural heritage of Cape Breton Island. To make any claim otherwise would be a gross misrepresentation. 
My goal, therefore, is to facilitate the class participants‟ own exploration of issues in Cape Breton heritage 
and cultural identity by shaping it and providing a conceptual framework. In turn, I hope to learn more 
about how Cape Bretoners (which describes the majority of class participants) and outsiders (the rest of us) 
understand Cape Breton, so as not to inflict my ignorance (or as much of it) on a subsequent generation.  

Several interrelated themes appear to betray themselves (from my initial musings): first is that Cape Breton 
is a remarkably multicultural society, given its small population and geographic remove from some of the 
major economic centres. A second is that the traditions of one of the major cultural groups – those of Scots 
ancestry – have been presented as „the‟ Cape Breton culture: although Scots certainly constitute the 
plurality if not the majority of Cape Bretoners, why has one group been positioned so? Is it an issue of 
hegemony? A third is the issue of outmigration, where Cape Bretoners have of necessity sought 
employment, education, or opportunity off the Island and have created transplanted communities (in 
Halifax, in Toronto, in Fort McMurray, and so forth). A fourth is the shift of the last few years – or few 
decades – towards the commodification of Cape Breton culture, as tourism and culture industries become 
viable replacements for other lost or disappearing industries. These and other themes, as they emerge, will 
frame the course (see page three). Readings on the history of various Cape Breton cultural groups will be 
supplemented by case studies of similar movements in different contexts: the prevailing idea will be to show 
how one can begin to explore the complexities of Cape Breton life. 

Required Texts 

Corbin, Carol and Judith A. Rolls, eds. The Centre of the World at the Edge of a Continent. Sydney: UCCB 
Press, 1996. 

MacKinnon, Richard. 2009. Discovering Cape Breton Folklore. Cape Breton UP: Sydney, NS. 

And other readings on reserve in the library. 



Recommended Text 

MacLeod, Alistair. 2000. The Island: The Collected Short Stories. McClelland & Stewart Ltd.: Toronto. 

This will be a useful complement for demonstrating how folklife informs, for good or ill, a person’s perceptions 
of place. If you are not from Cape Breton, I recommend it, and I recommend it even of you are not from here. I 
will be periodically referring to the stories over the course of the semester. However, it is optional, and you will 
neither be tested on it in the exams nor expected to incorporate it into your assignments. On a slow day, I’ll 
explain what happened. 

Assignments 

Artefacts of Cape Breton (15%) and Critical Show and Tell (5%) October 13  

Identify “something” (an object, an event, a text) that is either (a) identifiably „Cape Breton‟-ish or (b) 
explicitly marketed as such. In the case of an object, who made it, or owns it, or identifies it as being 
somehow „of‟ Cape Breton? Who is it intended for? Similar questions for an event: who are the organisers? 
the participants? the sponsors? the audience? For a text: who wrote it and/or performs it? Is it part of 
someone‟s particular repertoire? How is it communicated (conversational/ social; high-context 
performance; through media)? In all instances, what about it is (or is meant to be) particular to Cape 
Breton? How does it match with your own perceptions of Cape Breton? 

In a short essay (3-5 pages), identify and describe the object, using the above questions as a starting point. 
This will form the basis of the “show and tell” aspect of the assignment: a brief in-class presentation wherein 
you show your object (either by bringing it in or by showing some form of documentation, i.e. 
photographs, etc.), describe your event (again, with some form of documentation), or present the text 
(bringing in a recording, “performing” it yourself, or some other appropriate means). 

Book Review (20%)        November 1  

Choose a book for review on a topic that you are interested in concerning the traditions of one of Cape 
Breton‟s ethnic or socio-cultural groups. Books can include either academic texts or those produced locally 
by “amateur” historians. Please be aware that this is not a “Book Report”: I am not looking for a 
synopsis that proves to me that you have read it. Rather, I am looking for a critical reflection on why (or 
why not) this book is a useful contribution to the study. In other words, why should I read this book? 
Examples of book reviews are available in almost every academic periodical. Length (of review, not of book): 3-
5 pages. 

Research paper (35%)       November 24 

and Presentation (5%)      November 29  

A topic should be chosen no later than the first week in February in consultation with me. I would like each 
student to choose one aspect of Cape Breton Island‟s cultural heritage to research and explore. This will 
require research to be conducted in the Beaton Institute archives at CBU as well as in the CBU library. This 
could be a study of one community or one particular tradition relating to one of the island's groups. The key 
to a good research paper is to keep your focus narrow to fully understand the issue you are exploring. A 
bibliography is required of no less than five sources not on the reading list, although students are 
encouraged (read, „expected‟) to also reference the readings and the class discussions. Length: 6-8 pages. 

The presentation will consist of a brief description of your area of research.  



Exam (20%)         [Exam Period]  

Multiple choice, short answer, and one essay question, based on readings and class presentations. 

 

 

Course Breakdown and Reading Schedule 

 

September 13  Getting started (Syllabus distributed, introducing ourselves) 

September 15  What‟s Folklore? The 75-minute intro to the discipline 

September 20  Introduction MacKinnon 11-18 

September 22  Esoteric/Exoteric Dawn Fraser, “If We Saw Ourselves” [on reserve] 

September 27  Inventing Tradition Ian McKay, “Tartanism Triumphant” [on reserve] 

September 29  Collecting “Cape Breton Folksong Collecting” Discovering, 19-29. 

October 4    Tour of the Beaton Institute 

October 6  Resistance “Protest Song and Verse” Discovering, 44-81. 

October 11 Thanksgiving no class 

October 13  Presentations Artefacts of Cape Breton Paper Due 

October 18  Living “Company Housing” Discovering, 118-135. 

October 20  Wordplay “Humorous Nicknames” Discovering, 82-89. 

October 25  Cockfighting “Cockfighting in Cape Breton” Discovering, 90-103. 

October 27   [Catch up breather day] 

November 1  Bingo and Tarabish McNeil, “„What Comes Around, Goes Around‟”; Kennedy, 
“„You Couldn‟t Do That in a Hall‟” Centre, 51-63. 

November 3 The Bungalow MacLeod, “Bungalows and Barbecues” Centre, 27-35. 

November 8 Gossip Corbin. “Conversations and Cultural Maintenance” Centre, 
177-90. 

November 10  Wine Migliore, “Wine, Health, and Sociability” Centre, 221-233. 

November 15 Drink MacDonald, “„Going Out‟” Centre, 37-48. 

November 17 Food Brodie, “Donair Pizza” [to be distributed] 

November 22 Conclusion(s) “Public Image and Private Reality” Discovering, 166-182. 

November 24  Film Goin’ Down the Road (1970) | Research Paper Due 

November 29 Presentations  

December 1 Presentations Exam Discussed 

 


