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NOTES FROM THE DIRECTOR

In 1960, novelist Hugh MacLennan provocatively asked “Boy Meets 
Girl in Winnipeg and Who Cares?” This issue of SEED magazine 
shows how much the fabulous students of Canadian Studies at UBC 
care. I want to congratulate Amanda Lo, Allison Takasaki, and all 
the contributors for making this 10th anniversary edition of SEED 
such a success. Their work shows the dynamic range of interests, 
knowledge, and skills of Canadian Studies students at UBC. The 
essays on art, history, gender studies, and literature beautifully 
illustrate the interdisciplinarity of the program. As the new Chair 
of the Canadian Studies program, I have been impressed by the 
commitment the students have shown to this publication and to the 
program itself. I look forward to working with the incoming editors 
as we launch the second decade of the magazine.

Laura Moss, Ph.D
Chair of the UBC Canadian Studies Program and 
Director of the UBC International Canadian Studies Centre.

THE SEED | 2008 | VOLUME 10

EDITORS
Amanda Lo

Allison Takasaki

CONTRIBUTORS
Alison Atherton, Aaron Fitchett,

Rebecca Chernovsky Harker,
Amanda Lo, Lauren McIllfaterick,

Sam Mohamad-Khany, Allison Takasaki

ADVISING AND SUPPORT
Laura Moss
Barry Hwo

THE SEED IS PUBLISHED BY
THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

6333 Memorial Road
Vancouver, BC V6T 1Z2

TELEPHONE 604 822-4226  
EMAIL mossl@interchange.ubc.ca

NOTES FROM THE EDITORS

DO NOT DUMP REFUSE

Canada.  Where do we start?  Where is here? Who is here?  Here is 
where?  As students in this programme, it quickly becomes apparent 
why Canadian Studies is, by necessity, interdisciplinary as we begin to 
try and understand the forces that affect this nation.  Even though this 
country does at times feel vast, the making of this volume of the Seed 
has indeed been very much like the spreading out of maps and charting 
a journey to connects us.  As to our role as editors, the Weakerthans 
say it best, “I breathe in deep before, I spread these maps out on my 
bedroom floor,” or in our case the “office” floor.  We wish you the 
same as you set off on the path that we’ve laid between these pages.

We would like to thank Margery Fee and Laura Moss for their support 
and guidance with both this publication and our degree paths. We 
would also like to congratulate Margery on recently receiving the 
Killam teaching prize. Thank you also to John O’Brian for encouraging 
students to send us their work!

And of course, thank you to the contributors of the journal, without 
whom this publication would not be possible, or, at least, very 
interesting.
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Following his graduation from the Canadian Studies programme, Aaron travelled to southern Alberta 
where he currently works as a District Manager for the Lethbridge Herald newspaper. Although the 
challenges of newspaper circulation are many and exciting, beginning in the Fall of 2009 Aaron hopes 
to pursue a Master’s degree in either Canadian or First Nation Studies. On another note, he would like to 
thank Allison and Amanda for their hard work and dedication toward the 2008 edition of the SEED.

 If lost in the Canadian North, Allison would be OK as long as 
she has her Weakerthans collection (including the lyrics), some 
CanLit, and streaming video of Hockey Night in Canada.  A recent 
graduate of the Canadian Studies program at UBC, Allison is not 
ashamed to admit she misses school.  Allison, when not editing the 
Seed or debunking Canadian myths, is in the early stages of her 

career as a social impact consultant.

 
Rebecca was born in New Denver, British Columbia, and grew up in Vancouver. She graduated from the 
UBC Theatre department, and then from the Emily Carr University of Art and Design with a major in 
photography. Rebecca also attended the Cooper Union School of Art in New York City and recently has 
been pursuing studies in art history at UBC.

Born in the ancient city of Isfahan, Iran to an artistic family, Sam immigrated 
to Canada in his teens. After two years of studying computer engineering, 
Sam decided a single degree would not satisfy his wide range of interests, 
entering into a dual degree program of Arts and Applied Science. Sam’s 
studies in the faculty of Arts have focused on the social currents that shape 
and reshape our urban landscape.  Next year, Sam plans to attend graduate 
school to study Urban Planning and Design to continue to study his passion 

of the processes that influence urbanism.

Graduating in April, 2009 with a Major in Canadian Studies and a Minor in Women 
Studies, Lauren describes herself as a concerned nationalist and a proud feminist. Her 
academic focus is on Canadian social history and Canadian politics. She hopes to change 
the status quo from the inside out through a future career in public policy. In her spare time 
Lauren loves to: listen to CBC, watch reruns of Corner Gas and The Mercer Report, talk 
politics with her parents, eat, drink and be merry with friends et planifier son future avec 
son âme-sœur.

Sometimes it is important not to carry the weight of the world on one’s shoulders or in one’s paper 
arguments, as Amanda has learned through a Canadian Studies major at UBC.  From Canadian Theatre 

history, Amanda is influenced by the words of George Ryga, ‘there is no time or need for complacency’, 
furthering this with her own belief that there is no time for apathy. When not editing the Seed, following 
Canadian Theatre, film, and French Canadian poetry, Amanda is busily cooking up plans for how she is 

going to one day see the many regions of a certain diverse nation.

Alison is a fourth year undergraduate student at the University of British Columbia 
majoring in Canadian Studies.  Throughout her studies, Alison has been interested in 
examining the relationship between art and politics, particularly its place in the relations 
between native and non-native populations.  Alison is currently finishing her degree abroad 
in the United Kingdom balancing her studies while traveling at every opportunity available.  
When Alison is finished her adventure abroad she hopes to continue her education at the 
Masters level.

Contributors
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n the final page of Miriam Toews’ 
novel A Complicated Kindness, young 

protagonist Nomi Nickel wonders—in a 
rather postmodern fashion—“Is it wrong 
to trust in a beautiful lie if it helps you get 
through life”? Nomi’s question indicates her 
awareness that “the possibility of a happy 
family reunion someday,” is both beautiful 
and a lie (246). However, with this phrase 
Nomi also indirectly targets her Mennonite 
faith as the purveyor of a divine yet 
idealistic and unattainable religious truth. To 
contextualize these poignant words, Barbara 
Pell offers the biographical reality that 
Toews’ father committed suicide following a 
long struggle with manic-depressive illness. 
“While [Toews] says that she created Nomi 
to help her deal with his loss, partly caused 
by ‘the damage that fundamentalism can do,’ 
she also respects the complicated kindness of 
a ‘faith that stopped him from being afraid’ at 
the end of his life” (Pell, 2005). For Toews, 
Nomi exists to facilitate the cathartic process 
of grieving. Arguing Rudy Wiebe’s use of 
“Mennonite history for a reflection on the 
onerous burden of historical memory and on 
the necessity of remembrance as therapy,” 
Heinz Antor links Toews with this other 
Mennonite-Canadian author (132).Through 
Antor’s idea of “remembrance as therapy,” 
we can begin to examine how the Mennonite-
themed writing of Toews and Wiebe 
engages a dialogue of personal and cultural 
remediation.
 Both born into the faith and culture 
of twentieth century Mennonite communities 
on the Canadian prairies, authors Rudy 
Wiebe and Miriam Toews endow their 
characters with tools of memory that permit 

introspection alongside cultural explication. 
In their respective novels Peace Shall Destroy 
Many (1962) and A Complicated Kindness 
(2004), Wiebe and Toews identify the 
struggle to reconcile the isolationist, pacifist, 
and fundamentalist aspects of Mennonite 
faith, through postmodern and postcolonial 
techniques that meld memory with person 
and culture. Each novel is essentially 
postmodern in that it incorporates “points of 
view involving a conscious departure from 
modernism, especially when characterized by 
a rejection of ideology and theory in favour of 
a plurality of values and techniques” (OED, 
2006). Wiebe and Toews carefully develop 
fictional Mennonite communities against the 
backdrop of a rural agrarian landscape; Wiebe 
creates the small northern Saskatchewan 
community of Wapiti in 1944 and Toews 
establishes the setting of East Village, 
Manitoba in the late 1970s and early ‘80s. 
The fictitious communities, of course, depict 
real locations on the Canadian map,1 yet they 
also allow Wiebe and Toews the opportunity 
to trace layer upon layer of criticism, irony, 
and questioning over the imagined landscape.
 Chelva Kanaganayakam’s 
definition of postcolonialism well informs 
the interaction between memory and 
the Mennonite experience in Canada: 
“Postcolonialism has almost always 
entailed the assertion of a nation state, held 
together despite all centrifugal tendencies 
that endorse precolonial identities. In that 
sense postcoloniality has, in practice, 
involved the assertion of ‘home’—of 
1   For Wiebe it is the district of Speedwell, 
Saskatchewan and for Toews the town is Steinbach in 
southeast Manitoba.

O
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A 
Comparative 
Treatment of 
Memory in 

Miriam Toews’ 
A Complicated 
Kindness and 
Rudy Wiebe’s 
Peace Shall 

Destroy Many

-  Aaron Fitchett

Acts of Liberation?
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belonging—regardless of the ideology of the dominant 
group.”2 Refracting this map of imagined, rural Mennonite 
communities, are three largely postcolonial techniques that 
fuse memory with the cultural and personal exploration 
each author undertakes. Examining Toews’ A Complicated 
Kindness and Wiebe’s Peace Shall Destroy Many through 
each author’s narrative strategies, engagement in “writing 
back,” and use of the “border crossing” metaphor, creates 
a postcolonial treatment of memory within the literature of 
two distinct Mennonite experiences in/of Canada.
 To lay the groundwork for a discussion of narrative 
in the Mennonite-themed literature of Toews (Complicated) 
and Wiebe (Peace), a typical multidisciplinary scholar 
reaches for the nearest undergraduate writers’ guide. In The 
New Century Handbook, Christine Hult and her colleagues 
gloss the term ‘narrative’ as a “type of writing that tells 
a story in a time-ordered sequence,” that is “using verb 
tenses consistently and not jumping from one time frame to 
another” (113, 876). The difficulty of interpreting literary 
narrative in a postcolonial sense is that “home” can be a 
place, feeling, or idea at any given time; while “time” is 
able to take on new meanings unrestricted by decades, 
chronology, or memory. Although each author manages 
a unique narrative strategy, Wiebe and Toews are both 
linked by the transnational aspects of Mennonite history, 
and limited by that history’s interaction with itself and 
the nation-state of Canada. The ‘epic’ narrative involving 
numerous countries, continents, and centuries, exists 
alongside the more rigid and linear postcolonial narrative 
that reinforces a rehearsed relationship between Mennonite 
communities in Canada, and with the country itself.
 In the final pages of Complicated, Toews reveals 
that the book is protagonist Nomi Nickel’s final assignment 
for high school English. Immediately (at the end of 
the novel), Nomi’s audience (Mr. Quiring, the English 
professor, and Toews’ readers) is asked to make a choice: 
either accept the novel as Nomi’s accurate rendering of 
significant events in her life, or dismiss the novel based on 
the unavoidable reality that Nomi has certainly represented 
those events from a very selective perspective. Although 
written as a first person narrative, the reader must also 
accept that “Nomi” writes after the events have occurred; 
not in a diarizing sense that requires consistent, daily 
transcription (thereby satisfying Hult’s “time-ordered” 
sequence), but as one continuous narrative that builds irony 
through juxtaposing scenes from different scenarios that 
she encounters. Retelling a conversation with her boyfriend 
Travis, Nomi writes: “Let’s talk more about bikes, I said. 
We talked about when we were kids and dressed up our 
bikes for the July 1 parade, which included a contest. / 
You don’t want to win though, I said. He agreed. (In this 
town, if you win something you’re dead.) Hey, we actually 
agreed on one thing, I said” (122). Toews provides Nomi 
with a narrative strategy that is explicitly designed for a 
non-Mennonite audience (i.e. Canada-at-large). Both Travis 
2  Although he is not writing about Mennonite experiences, 
Kanaganayakam defines postcolonialism with regard to multiculturalism 
in Canada. 

and Nomi understand, implicitly, that in East Village, 
humility will morally outweigh the pride of winning a 
contest. Nomi’s explanation in parentheses benefits Toews’ 
readership only, since Mr. Quiring also knows that “you 
don’t want to win.” Offering the relatively lesser known 
cultural background through casual narrative, Toews 
facilitates the suspension of disbelief between Nomi and 
the reader.
 Literary critic 
of Mennonite literature W.J. Keith observes a similar 
technique in Wiebe’s Peace. Keith states that in 1962 
“Wiebe was not writing… with a primarily 
Mennonite readership 
in mind. This is evident 
from various places 
where he feels the need 
to insert explanations 

into his text” (89). 
Indicating that Wiebe 
writes “interruptions within 
the narrative,” designed 
to provide context, Keith’s theory is supported during a 
meeting of the Wapiti congregation near the beginning of 
the novel: “… the old man read the first item: ‘Election 
of delegates to the Canadian Conference.’ To Thom, the 
Conference was a sort of omnipotent power where the 
Mennonites of Canada convened for doctrinal and general 
policy decision” (53). Again, Wiebe uses the narrative of 
his protagonist Thom Wiens in order to develop—for the 
benefit of a Canadian, non-Mennonite audience—certain 
unfamiliar elements of Mennonite faith and society. 
Because Peace is written from the omniscient perspective, 
Wiebe uses key characters in order to exploit their unique 
memories of important plot-driving events. Although 
these memories are often included to provide context for 
cultural and religious outsiders, they indicate Wiebe and 
Toews’ active engagement with a dialogue of Canadians as 
outsiders; an audience to which they may “write back.”
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 Exploring the essences and nuances of nordicity, 
northerness, and representation of North within Canadian 
culture, art, and literature, Sherrill Grace’s study, Canada 
and the Idea of North, assists an on-going debate circling 
the role of Canada (as an independent agent or entity), 
and it’s relationship with expressions of truly provincial 
or arctic north. In her chapter “The North Writes 
Back,” Grace searches for evidence of the postcolonial 
technique—“writing back;” as in what the nation does—in 
work she believes is necessarily northern. To Grace, 
“[o]nce colonization has occurred, the colonized do learn 
to use the tools of the colonizer, not only to assimilate but 

also to survive, to fight back, to 
resist, to bring about change” 
(232). While Rudy Wiebe is 
often considered a ‘northern’ 
writer, one among very few 

white Canadian novelists who 
engage in writing the north, Toews 
(in Complicated, especially), is 
quite southern. Through citing 
Grace and her northern definition 

specifically, a link occurs between the nation (Canada), 
the people (Mennonite), and the place (north/south 
dichotomies and Canada as northern).  In their respective 
novels, both Toews and Wiebe make use of this strategy; 
at the level of plot, writing back is an essential effort that 
motivates each character. From the author’s perspective, 
however, writing back is a strategy of negotiation between 
themselves and a perception of nation.
 As a finalist in the 2004 Giller Prize competition, 
winner of the 2004 Governor General’s Literary Award, 
and winner of the 2006 CBC Radio Canada Reads 
competition, A Complicated Kindness is an accomplished 
novel glowing with national appreciation. Within the 
text—perhaps perceptibly, then—is the rhetoric of Nomi’s 
separated inclusion. This contradiction is exemplified 

within the community of East Village where Nomi belongs 
to a family half ex-communicated from their Mennonite 
faith. Similarly, the metaphor extends to encompass Nomi’s 
work at the local Mennonite history museum despite her 
abhorrence of most things traditional, as well as Nomi’s 
interest in the well-being and emotional health of her 
hospitalized friend Lids, although her own deteriorating 
mental health and drug use goes unchecked. Describing 
her older sister’s bedroom, Nomi notices “[s]he wrote Patti 
Smith lyrics on her bedroom wall, and also the words: 
DON’T IMPOSE YOUR NOSTALGIA ON ME” (103). 
Using Nomi’s sister Tash in order to advance her awareness 
of Mennonite cultural imposition on the characters, Toews 
writes back to an oppressive experience shared by at least 
some ex-communicated or estranged Mennonites living 
in Canada. In a related example, after Tash announces her 
atheism, Nomi concedes that “[my mom] told me Tash 
had stopped believing in God. No, I whispered. Yes, said 
my mom. I couldn’t fathom it. I didn’t get it. That fucking 
library card, man” (165). By allowing a library card 
from “the city” to signify Tash’s successful conversion 
toward peripheral non-Mennonite (perhaps Canadian?) 
enlightenment, Toews again writes back, however in this 
instance her subject is the nation.   
  Peace Shall Destroy Many is Wiebe’s postcolonial 
assessment of early Mennonite experiences negotiating 
the racially-charged, stratified Canadian society during the 
Second World War. Whereas Toews focuses introspectively 
on East Village and Nomi’s personal struggles within 
the Mennonite community, Wiebe works externally by 
incorporating elements of world war, Aboriginal/white 
power struggles, and the precariousness of Mennonite 
culture and religious faith within twentieth century Canada. 
Both authors skillfully write back in order to address 
numerous personal, ethical, and faith-driven concerns for 
the characters of their novels. However, Wiebe emphasizes 
the important relationships between citizen and state 
during an era of simultaneous negotiation, domination, 
and complacency. When Thom’s friend Joseph is enlisted 
to serve in the war abroad, Thom replaces him in the 
role of Sunday school teacher to a small group of Métis 
children: “As he spoke, Thom sensed a new element 
of contact with the children which he had not brushed 
before … Thom could but marvel at the attention on the 
faces before him” (189). Though in this instance Wiebe 
makes no overtly political statements, his underwriting the 
text with the colonially charged word “contact,” allows 
him to write back to a history of white violence against 
Aboriginal bodies, within the “contact zone” of whites 
and non-whites.  Keenly aware of his position as arbiter of 
Canada’s historical (and contemporary) mistreatment of 
Aboriginal people, Wiebe allows a character, Pete, to allege 
that “our people could not accept a half-breed into our 
church. Can you honestly imagine such a thing?” Cleverly 
Wiebe uses Thom in order to simultaneously write back to 
his Mennonite community and the Canadian state: “Have 
you ever thought of why God has spared us from military 
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service? According to Canada’s law, you and I should 
be in France right now…Why are we still here?” (195). 
Highlighting the contrast between governmental tolerance 
of the Mennonite religious lifestyle, and intolerance 
for traditional Aboriginal ways of life, Wiebe tangles 
his knowledge of Mennonite and Aboriginal history in 
Canada. The act of writing back in a contemporary novel, 
as presented in light of historical memory, adds context 
and relevance. Juxtaposing Pete’s refusal to accept the 
possibility of a half-breed Mennonite, with the Canadian 
government’s protection of the Mennonite right to practice 
pacifism, Wiebe demonstrates the complicated and effective 
technique of writing back within this historical Mennonite-
themed fiction.
 In her article in Is Canada Postcolonial?: 
Unsettling Canadian Literature, Amy Kroeker discusses 
Wiebe’s use of the “border crossing” analogy in his 1970 
novel The Blue Mountains of China. Kroeker writes that a 
character in this novel, John, “suggests the possibility of 
crossing a border to leave behind an oppressive discourse 
and to find a place where the self-naming of identity outside 
of the oppressive discourse of the new location is possible” 
(246). Concisely stated, Kroeker’s argument establishes 
a parallel between the Mennonite-themed writings in 
Complicated and Peace, with the postcolonial literary 
technique of “border crossing.” Memory—both collective 
and personal—serves to reinforce an understanding of 
self-representation, cultural norms, and identity formation. 
In spite of this, when borders are crossed, the restrictions 
of memory are shifted to accommodate new ideas of self, 
modified cultural norms, and hybridized identities. As an 
active agent that is also acted upon, memory undergoes 
significant transformation through the figurative and literal 
crossing of borders.
 Toews’ Complicated is replete with border crossing 
imagery. American tourists travel to East Village in order 
to observe the ways in which Mennonites used to live. Ray, 
Nomi’s father, regularly drives to the States on midnight 
road trips for coffee. When she was a child, Nomi explains 
that she would “[find] out all this stuff by riding my bike 
into the neighbouring villages … and asking them what 
they thought of Mennonites” (68). To take a page from 
history, Ervin Beck indicates that “when the Manitoba 
School Attendance Act of 1916 took from Mennonites 
their right to operate their own German-language schools, 
5000 Mennonites moved to Mexico” (873). Presumably 
Nomi’s ancestors stayed; although once her mother and 
sister are ex-communicated the women attempt a “border 
crossing” greater than moving thousands of miles across 
the continent: the imagined border separating East Village 
from the rest of Canada. While on dark nights Nomi can 
see the bright lights of the city in the distance, “Canada” 
is an abstracted, faceless entity in Complicated.  Having 
previously demonstrated the transformation of memory 
involved in techniques of postcolonial narrative strategy 
and “writing back,” I argue that crossing borders, especially 
into the “unknown,” is the most important postcolonial 

technique used by Toews and Wiebe in their Mennonite-
themed writing.
 Just as three very important characters (Nomi’s 
mother, sister, and eventually her father), leave East Village 
to enter the spaces beyond the reach of Complicated, 
several characters close to Thom do the same. Already 
having an older brother serving missionary work in India, 
Thom loses a budding friendship with Joseph when the 
young teacher is drafted into military service. Thom’s love 
interest, Annamarie, leaves Wapiti in order to study nursing 
in another city. Though she does return over the Christmas 
holiday, Wiebe withholds any interaction between the 
two characters aside from a glance across the crowded 
schoolhouse. Elizabeth, although not Thom’s close friend, 
escapes Wapiti permanently when she dies following a 
complicated miscarriage; the hidden pregnancy conceived 
by a Métis farmhand. Barely an hour before she dies, 
Elizabeth urges Thom: “Go away from here—Wapiti—for 
a few years. You’re thinking right—to teach those children 
from the Bible— … you’ll be buried here under these 
rules that aren’t as important as this chaff. Go! while 
you can!” (140-141). While the example seems morbid, 
even Elizabeth enters the unknown space beyond these 
prairie Mennonite communities. Wiebe and Toews use 
memory as a method of paralyzing their protagonists into 
personal crisis; Thom and Nomi are incapable of crossing 
the unknown border into an imagined “Canada,” until 
the action of each novel finishes. With engaging fiction, 
the suspension of disbelief allows a reader to imagine 
themselves as the character, so that the reader becomes 
enveloped by the narrative. In creating characters that are 
powerfully drawn toward the unknown, but held in place 
by their ties to memories of the past, family, faith, and fear 
of failure, Wiebe and Toews force their readers to imagine 
themselves on the edge of imagined community. However, 
in A Complicated Kindness, and Peace Shall Destroy 
Many, Toews and Wiebe arrest their readers in memory, 
and challenge them to question what holds Thom and Nomi 
back.   
  On the final pages of Peace, Wiebe strongly 
suggests that Thom will soon be drafted to join the war 
overseas. Indicating that Thom is now strong enough 
to endure, Wiebe writes that “[i]f in suppression and 
avoidance lay defeat, then victory beckoned in pushing 
ahead. Only a conquest by love unites the combatants. And 
in the heat of this battle lay God’s peace” (238). Although 
Thom and Nomi remain fictitiously in place, never leaving 
Wapiti or East Village, the irony of their existence travels 
into the thoughts and conversations of the people who read 
these books. Memory, as Rudy Wiebe and Miriam Toews 
distinguishingly implicate, is sometimes liberating without 
an actual act of liberation.
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Building a Myth:
The Alaska Boundary 

Dispute

- Allison Takasaki

Le Canard (Montreal) Sept.1903.
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The British betrayal of Canada for stronger Anglo-
American relations has been a legendary National myth since 
the decision of the Alaska Boundary Tribunal in 1903.  Since 
then, there is little agreement by historians as to the political 
motivation behind the Alaska boundary dispute.  Some argue 
Canada was Britain’s sacrificial lamb, offered for American 
relations, while others argue Canada had no legal right to 
the Alaska panhandle and got more than they deserved.  The 
dispute was eventually solved in a tribunal between three 
American, two Canadian and one British representative.  
Regardless of Canada’s position in the affair, most agree 
that the actions of Theodore Roosevelt were key to the 
outcome of the tribunal, as his determination for a ruling in 
favor of the Americans was extreme.  The Alaska boundary 
dispute is often framed by Canadians as a British betrayal 
of Canada since the British member of the tribunal, Lord 
Alverstone, voted in favour of the Americans. He famously 
awarded disputed area to the Americans, leaving Canada 
with no Yukon sea access and a feeling of British betrayal.  
While Canadian nationalistic myths propagate the theory 
that Canada was the bait the British used to gain stronger 
relations with the United States, some historians argue 
that Canada had no legal claim to the panhandle, leaving 
the British representative to decide for himself whether 
the Canadians deserved the disputed land.  If this were the 
case, Lord Alverstone did not need to think very carefully as 
Theodore Roosevelt, the stick wielding American President, 
made sure Alverstone knew which way the tribunal should 
rule.  The Americans may have deserved to have the tribunal 
decide in their favour, but the process in which the decision 
was made is not an example of fine diplomatic relations.  
Canadians had a right to feel the “impartial” tribunal 
ruling was unfair.  Nationalistically, however, a loss would 
not necessarily have a negative outcome.  Canada did not 
have a chance in the Alaska boundary dispute, legally or 
politically, as its claims had no real grounds, regardless of 
how the undiplomatic actions of Theodore Roosevelt and 
his counterparts led to justifiable anger amongst Canadians.  
Canada’s net gains from this affair were two small islands 
and a non-strategic canal, but more importantly, a reinforced 
sense of nationalism, born out of the feelings of betrayal due 
to the actions of both the United States and Britain, which on 
its own, could be considered a victory.
 At the time of the birth of the Alaska boundary 
dispute, the relationship between Britain and the United States 
was recovering from a near war experience in Venezuela.  
Thanks to the provisions of the Monroe Doctrine, American 
expansionism was at its height as the document allowed the 
US to take over the Western hemisphere without having to 
compete with Britain.  The Monroe Doctrine was brought 
into question during the Venezuela border dispute between 
Britain and the United States.  While the dispute almost 
led to war, it was settled peacefully in an international 
tribunal.  Canadian-American relations were also beginning 
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by the United States from Russia in 1867, the same year 
Confederation was achieved in the four original Canadian 
provinces.  The territory in question had been defined in the 
boundary treaty established between Russia and Britain in 
1825.  While the treaty was ambiguous to the actual nature 
of the boundary, sovereignty of the area had never been 
questioned.  When gold was discovered in the Yukon in 1896, 
the American presence in the region grew significantly.  So 
did the realization that there was no Canadian sea access 
connecting the Yukon to the Pacific Ocean.  Any trade to the 
area had to be done through American ports.
 Wilfrid Laurier, the Prime Minister of Canada from 
1896 to 1911, found a clause in the 1825 Anglo-Russian 
treaty stating that British subjects would have free access 
to navigation rights of the inlets connecting the British 
territory with the Pacific Ocean.1  Whether these claims were 
legitimate is questionable.  In 1896, Marcus Baker published 
his analysis of the Alaska boundary dispute in the Journal of 

the American Geographical Society of New York in which 
he considered the dispute based on the 1825 Anglo-Russian 
treaty, the 1867 Russian American Treaty, and original 
maps of the area produced by Captain Vancouver in 1798.  
According to Baker, even though the wording of the treaty 
does not match the geography of the area, there should not 
be controversy.2 He is careful to note that neither the United 
States nor Britain had made an official claim to the land.  
Baker also hoped the British representatives would think 
seriously before following Canada’s request and making 
“unwarranted claims to acquire territory.”3  In fairness to 
the Canadian cause, Baker does acknowledge that Canadian 
map makers had been including the contested land on maps 
of Canada since 1884.4  The fact that Canada would be 
represented by Britain diplomatically, a reality of the time, 
was not forgotten, by geographers or Laurier himself.  It was 
Laurier’s hope that Britain would argue for the Canadian 
right to the panhandle as part of the negotiations with the 
Americans over the construction of the Panama Canal.

In the meantime, Laurier and the 
American President William McKinley agreed 
to embark on a Joint High Commission to 
determine the Alaska Canada border, officially 
titled, Joint report of commissioners appointed 
under article 1 of the convention between 
the United States of America and the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland: for the 
delineation of the boundary line between the 
United States and the Dominion of Canada, 
dividing Alaska from British Columbia, together 
with the approved minute of council thereon, of 
25th February, 1896.  Although the title of the 
report suggests the negotiations were between 
the United States and Britain, the negotiations 
were actually a Canadian-American endeavor.  
The title, however, foreshadows the way 
negotiations following the commission would 
continue, with Canadian interests seemingly left in the hands 
of the British.  The Joint Commission ended without reaching 
a resolution; more time would be needed to determine the 
official boundary.5  Several more Joint Commissions were 
established, the third of which almost came to a resolution 
in 1899.  This Commission consisted of a twelve-member 
panel, six members from Canada and six from the United 
States.  Although Britain still represented Canada at most 
negotiations regarding international relations, Canadians 
held five of the six seats reserved for British representatives.6  
An agreement was almost reached, however failed due to 

1  Norman Hillmer and J.L. Granatstein, For Better or for Worse: Canada and the United States into the Twenty-First Century (Toronto, ON: 
Thompson Nelson, 2007) 53.
2  Marcus Baker, “The Alaska Boundary,” Journal of the American Geographical Society of New York 28. 2. (1896): 131.
3  Ibid. 145.
4  Ibid.144.
5  Joint Commission, 1896
6  Lawrence Martin, The Presidents and the Prime Ministers: Washington and Ottawa Face to Face: The Myth of Bilateral Bliss 1867-1982 
(Toronto, ON: Doubleday Canada Limited, 1982) 53.
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to stabilize as the Treaty of 
Washington, signed in 1871, 
cemented the majority of the 
Canadian-American border 
and symbolically guaranteed 
American recognition of 
Canadian territory.  The 
boundary between Alaska and 
British Columbia, however, 
was still ambiguous, and 
would remain so for several 
years without coming into 
question.
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negative American public opinion.7  After the failure of this 
attempt, a provisional boundary was established, giving 
Canada the opportunity to lease an inlet that would provide 
sea access to the Yukon.8  While this could have been seen 
as a small victory, the battle for Alaska continued. However, 
it was about to change dramatically for Canada.  Laurier had 
originally based his claim for the Alaskan territory on the 
hope that Britain would use Canada’s request as a condition 
on the Americans in their negotiations over the Panama 
Canal.9  In 1901, Britain gave the Americans the rights to 
build the Panama Canal, but did not include resolution to the 
Alaska boundary dispute as a clause.  Canada would have 
to establish their claim on their own, and the job was about 
to become more difficult as a new variable was added to the 
dispute that would change the outcome entirely, Theodore 
Roosevelt.
 In September 1901, President McKinley was 
assassinated, leading to the promotion of Vice President 
Theodore Roosevelt to the role of President.  Canada’s 

prospects in the Alaska boundary dispute 
instantly plummeted.  Roosevelt was a strong 
believer in Manifest Destiny and before 
becoming President had already declared, “I 
have studied that question pretty thoroughly 
and I do not think the Canadians have a leg to 
stand on.  We might just as well claim part of 
Newfoundland.”10 Historian Henry Adams once 
compared Roosevelt to a “Texas steer” in regards 
to his attitude towards Canada.11  Roosevelt’s 
initial reaction to the Alaska boundary dispute 
he inherited from his predecessor was “I’m 
going to be ugly.”12  This was the man, after all, 
whose personal motto was “walk softly, carry a 
big stick.”13  To prove his words, Roosevelt sent 
800 troops to the panhandle to assert American 
sovereignty.14 While the American claim to the 
Alaska panhandle had much more validity than 

the Canadian perspective, especially as the Canadian claim 
now encompassed the long established American towns of 
Skagway and Dyea, Roosevelt’s personality would become 
the strongest factor in the outcome of the dispute.15  While 
the facts pointed to an American victory in the dispute, 
Roosevelt was not going to leave anything to chance

 In Canada, anti-Americanism had traditionally been 
a Conservative perspective on the political scene.  Kohn, 
however, argues that the Alaska boundary dispute was an 
opportunity for Laurier to successfully use this traditionally 
conservative perspective to his advantage.  After the failure 
of the Joint Commission of 1899, Laurier needed an issue 
that would unite not only his party, but also the country.  
The Alaska boundary dispute was a ready-made solution.  
Roosevelt, however, had the same issue and also used the 
Alaska boundary dispute for his own political needs.  For 
Roosevelt, this meant a victory in the dispute would be 
needed.  The lengths Roosevelt went to in order to assure 
a victory in the dispute illustrates just how important a 
victory was in his country.  For Laurier, a loss could be just 
as powerful of a tool, but that did not mean he was not going 
to try.
 By 1903, Laurier and Roosevelt negotiated an 
agreement to bring the issue to a tribunal.  The tribunal would 
consist of a six-member panel, three Americans and three 
from the British Empire.  Laurier’s advisors in Canada had 
advised him to push for a seven-member panel consisting 
of three Americans, three Canadians, and one impartial 
member.16  In Roosevelt’s opinion, the Canadian claims had 
no grounds and therefore a tribunal should not even be taking 
place.  To him, even having a tribunal was a compromise.17  
The panel would consist of six “Impartial jurists of repute” 
three appointed by Roosevelt, two by Laurier and one by 
London.18  While neither leader chose appointees who 

7  Hillmer, (2007) op. cit. 53.
8  Edward P. Kohn, This Kindred People: Canadian-American Relations and the Anglo-Saxon Idea, 1895-1903 (Montreal, PQ: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2004) 169.
9  Hillmer, (2007) op. cit. 53.
10  Kohn, op. cit. 73.
11  Martin, op. cit. 51.
12  Ibid. 51,58.
13  Ibid. 66.
14  Hillmer, (2007) op. cit. 54.
15  Kohn, op. cit. 174.
16  Ibid, 175.
17  John Herd Thompson and Stephen J. Randall, Canada and the United States: Ambivalent Allies (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 
2002) 68.
18  FW Marks, “Morality as a drive wheel in the diplomacy of Theodore Roosevelt” Diplomatic History (Winter 1978): 56.
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appropriate member of the tribunal.  However, it is important 
to remember that Root was Roosevelt’s Secretary of War and 
therefore cannot be assumed to be completely impartial.24  
Roosevelt had also issued strict direction to the American 
members of the tribunal that “in the principle involved, there 
will of course be no compromise.”25  Roosevelt’s selections 
greatly angered Laurier, who responded by claiming, 

These gentlemen under existing circumstances 
cannot with any fairness be styled ‘impartial 
jurists’… they could not approach the question 
with an open mind, both having expressed their 
convictions that one side of the case is so strong as 
to render almost facetious the mere presentation 
of the other side.26  

Laurier’s expectation had been for Roosevelt to appoint 
Supreme Court Justices.27  When Laurier posed this question, 
Secretary of State Hay responded on behalf of Roosevelt, 
claiming Roosevelt had invited Supreme Court Judges to sit 
on the panel but they had refused.  In reality, Roosevelt had 
never extended this invitation.28

 Despite Laurier’s anger over Roosevelt’s 
appointments to the tribunal, Laurier’s Canadian choices 
were not necessarily impartial either.  Sir Louis Jetté and A.B. 
Aylesworth were the Canadian representatives.  Although 
neither was completely impartial, both were prominent 
lawyers and not involved directly in government.29  The 
British representative was Lord Alverstone.  While he may 
have been impartial before the tribunal, Roosevelt would be 
sure he would not stay that way for long.  Regardless of the 
official British position on the matter or the actual status of 
Lord Alverstone’s perceived neutrality, Roosevelt quickly 
made it apparent which way Alverstone was to vote on the 
tribunal.  After the near war experience of the Venezuelan 
Crisis, Britain had begun a process of rapprochement with 
the United States, conceding in the Panama Canal dispute.  
The United States had made it clear they were a world 
power capable of living up to their word.  Roosevelt had 
already placed troops in the Alaska panhandle to assert the 
seriousness of their intentions in the areas.  From the British 
perspective, a small patch of land off the coast of a now 
independent colony versus spoiling a potential relationship 
with a developing world power, the British course of action 
would be clear.  Added to Roosevelt’s warmongering tactics 
of diplomacy, Canada would have no chance at the tribunal.
 While it is clear that the British were not going to 
side with Canada at the Alaska boundary tribunal, the actions 
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were particularly impartial, Roosevelt’s representatives left 
Laurier livid.19  Roosevelt’s choices for appointment would 
be another example of his lack of respect for the tribunal as 
all of his appointees had previously expressed unwavering 
support to the American side of the dispute.  Canada had 
no real claim to the Alaskan panhandle, and even in a fair 
tribunal probably would not have received the outcome they 
were asking for; regardless, Canada deserved a fair chance 
to submit its argument.  This panel would not give such a 
chance, allowing for justifiable anger in Canada.
  Roosevelt appointed Senator George Turner, Henry 
Cabot Lodge, and Elihu Root to the tribunal.  Senator 
Turner was a Republican Senator from Washington who had 
previously expressed his belief in the annexation of Canada.20  
Henry Cabot Lodge had been a major player in the Venezuelan 
crisis, publicly announcing himself to be an anti-Imperialist, 
suggesting annexation of Canada to be a logical step in the 
dispute.21  He was in favour, not just of Manifest Destiny, but 
also of “hemispherism” or the American domination of the 
entire Western Hemisphere, including Canada.22  In relation 
to the Alaska boundary dispute, Lodge claimed “if we should 
agree to arbitrate, there is nothing to prevent Spain from 
setting up similar claims in Florida, France in Louisiana or 
Great Britain on the borders of New York.”23  Elihu Root did 
not make such open comments about his feelings towards 
the Alaska boundary dispute, making him seem to be a more 
19  Martin, op. cit. 60.
20  Ibid.
21  Norman Hillmer, J.L. Granatstein, Empire to Umpire: Canada and the World into the Twenty-First Century (Toronto, ON: Thompson Nelson, 
2008) 21.
22  Kohn, op. cit. 16
23  Martin, op. cit. 60.
24  Hillmer, (2007) op. cit. 54
25  Martin, op. cit. 61
26  Ibid. 60
27  Hillmer, (2007) op. cit. 54
28  Martin, op. cit. 60-61
29  Ibid. 62
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taken by both Britain and the United States led to justified 
Canadian anger, especially in regards to the respect shown 
towards Canada’s position on the worlds stage.  While 
Canada had been a dominion since 1867, 36 years later in 
1903, Canada was still viewed, by both the United States and 
Britain, as a part of the British Empire.  At the delegates dinner 
on October 15, 1903 hosted by the Pilgrims Association at 
the Claridge hotel in London, a few days before the tribunal 
was set to begin, Lord Landsdown, proposed a toast to the 
tribunal, claiming “the two great branches of the Anglo-
Saxon race will be found working shoulder to shoulder, 
giving an example to the world of the mode of settling 
differences.”30  This assessment of the tribunal greatly 
offended and angered the Canadian delegates as Jetté and 
Aylesworth were both steadfast in their belief that they were 
there to represent Canada and Canadian interests, honestly 
believing the British would be behind them.  This belief was 
quickly shattered when the Canadian delegates discovered 
that Alverstone had already told Lodge he would ratify the 
agreement, before the tribunal had begun or even before he 
had heard the Canadian perspective of the situation.31  At the 
time it was believed Alverstone would accept the American 
claims, with the exception of a small strip of the mainland 
and four Portland Channel Islands, which he would award 
to Canada.32  The actual settlement awarded Canada less, as 
Lodge was able to negotiate Canada’s share down to two small 
islands and a non-strategic canal.  The Canadian delegates 
proved their disgust with the outcome by refusing to sign 
the treaty.33  The actual land boundary was not surveyed and 
recorded until 1909.34  Canada was the perceived loser of the 
tribunal, betrayed by their ally, the motherland Britain, who 
Canada continued to support in her endeavors propagating a 
new anti-American and anti-British perception throughout 
the nation.  But what would the actual effects of the Alaska 
boundary dispute be on Canada?
 The immediate effect of the Alaska boundary dispute 
on Canada was a feeling of betrayal.  Internally, Canada was 
viewed as the sacrificial lamb used by Britain to secure a 
better relationship with the United States.  The lasting effect 
was that Canada now had a new national myth.  Myths are an 
important part of the development of a new nation; and the 
outcome of the Alaska boundary dispute left Canadians with 
something to rally around, the need to be in control of their 
own destiny internationally.  This national resentment can 
be illustrated through the historical framing of the incident.  
It is not uncommon to read historical accounts claiming 

Canada was betrayed by Britain.  David Orchard’s book The 
Fight for Canada claims “Canada lost all the coastline above 
54°40′, including Skagway and Dyea and all of Lynn Canal” 
due to the outcome of the fixed tribunal.35  However, Canada 
could not lose such territory, as it was not Canadian territory 
to begin with.  B.J.C. McKercher’s The North Atlantic 
triangle in a changing world contends that while Britain’s 
actions were a “sell-out” of Canada, the actions of the United 
States “were not out of character.” Both positions were 
exemplary of the  myths propagated by the Alaska boundary 
dispute.36  It is important to note that while the actions of 
the American and British representatives at the tribunal were 
not diplomatic, Canada had no concrete claim to the land in 
question.  Winning the tribunal was never really an option.

However, Laurier may have known going in to the 
tribunal that winning was not necessarily the only positive 
outcome of the tribunal for Canada.  A well fought loss, 
or a betrayal by the opposition could be just as powerful.  
G.W. Ross, who was the Ontario Minister of Education at 
the time of the dispute, expresses this feeling as he claims, 
“Nothing would please our people more than being able to 
say that Sir Wilfrid Laurier and his Colleagues contended 
with the Americans for four or five months for a fair treaty 
with Canada, and being unable to make such a treaty, they 
were content to trust the future of Canada to the self-reliance 
of its own people.”37  As historian Lawrence Martin concurs, 
there was the “possibility that Laurier could go home with 
nothing and still be a hero.”38  In fact, Canadian perception 

30  Kohn, op. cit. 187.
31  Hillmer, op. cit. 54
32  Kohn, op. cit. 186.
33  Ibid. 188
34  E. W. Nesham, “The Alaska Boundary Demarcation,” The Geographical Journal, 69. 1. (Jan., 1927), 49.
35 David Orchard, The Fight for Canada: Four centuries of Resistance to American Expansionism (Westmount, PQ: Robert Davies Multimedia, 
1998) 94.
36  B.J.C. McKercher and Lawrence Aronsen, The North Atlantic triangle in a changing world : Anglo-American-Canadian relations, 1902-1956 
(Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press, 1996) 23.
37  Martin, op. cit. 55.
38  Ibid.
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of the event was key.  American Secretary of State John Hay 
even noted, “their minds are completely occupied with their 
own party and factional disputes and Sir Wilfrid Laurier 
is far more afraid of Sir Charles Tupper than he is of Lord 
Salisbury and McKinley combined.”39  Even at this time, it 
could be argued that Laurier had as his priority the electorate 
and the perception of the nation, rather than a rightful claim 
to Canadian territory.

The same could be argued about Roosevelt.  David 
G. Haglund and F.W. Marks claim Roosevelt was not against 
Canada in the dispute, but rather a strong believer in Manifest 
Destiny who saw no validity in the Canadian claims.40  
Roosevelt also had an electorate to impress, an electorate 
that was used to expansionism.  While neither author denies 
the tactics Roosevelt used to reach his desired verdict in the 
matter were undiplomatic, they stress that the American side 
of the dispute held much more validity than the Canadian.41  
While Roosevelt would go on to finish his political career 
with a much stronger respect for Canada, the

Alaska boundary dispute would forever change 

39  Ibid. 56
40  Haglund, David G. “The TR Problem in Canada-US Relations.” London Journal of Canadian Studies. 23. (2007/2008): 36.
41  Marks, op. cit. 59.
42  Hillmer, (2007) op. cit. 57
43  McKercher, op, cit. 23.

Laurier’s attitude to Roosevelt, the United States, and 
Canada’s role in international negotiations.42  Laurier would 
finish his political career insisting Canada should push to 
lessen their dependency on Britain giving them more power 
to assert their own rights on the world’s stage.  Laurier would 
ask no more from the United States.43

 The Alaska boundary dispute was not just about 
the land for Canada, it was about cementing a national 
consciousness.  The decision of Lord Alverstone to side with 
the United States led to a popular myth that Canada was 
betrayed by Britain.  While Canada had no real claim to the 
Alaska panhandle, this fact is often lost as the undiplomatic 
actions of Theodore Roosevelt overshadow much of the 
reality of Canada’s claims.  The decision of the panel was the 
correct one; Canada did not deserve to be awarded the land 
in question.  The actions of Theodore Roosevelt, the fixing 
of the tribunal and the subsequent British betrayal, however, 
immortalized the story as a Canadian myth, leading to calls 
of greater Canadian independence that would continue for 
decades to come.
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Dissolving Boundaries:

 Landscape Art in 1960s Canada

-Rebecca Chernovsky Harker

“The artist is the man in any field, scientific or humanistic, who grasps the implications 
of his actions and new knowledge in his own time. He is the man of integral awareness” 
(Sanderson 139). 
    -Marshall McLuhan

In the late 1960s artists decided that traditional 
systems of representation in art were no longer adequate for 
an increasingly technological age. A new spatial sensibility 
was needed to capture the complexity of a technologically 
charged environment buzzing with radios, telephones, fax 
machines, and satellites. Since the Renaissance, physical 
space in traditional art had been rationally ordered and 
contained through laws of perspective. This humanist 
approach to reality, based on a frontal, objective, and 
detached relationship to space no longer seemed relevant 
and visual artists sought to develop larger, more all-
encompassing spatial concepts in order to deal with the 
deluge of technologies that were rapidly emerging.

As technology seemed to become an extension of 
each person, electronic circuits became an extension of 
society’s “central nervous system” resulting in a blurring 
of boundaries between technology, the environment, and 
the self (McLuhan 40). New technology gave people the 
possibility of being everywhere while remaining in one 
place (De Kerckhove 131). It was as if individuals were 
being projected outside of themselves and joined together in 
a convergent space.

In 1967, in The Medium is the Massage, Canadian 
scholar Marshall McLuhan prophesized that new primal 
forms of artwork would arise as technology introduced 
a completely new spatial configuration to the planet. He 
argued new technologies involved everyone, all at once, and 
therefore, no detachment, frame, or single perspective was 
possible. This would essentially lead to an open and primal 
art. McLuhan claimed, “primitive and pre-alphabet people 
integrate time and space as one and live in an acoustic, 
horizon-less, boundless, olfactory space, rather than in visual 
space” (57). 

As the boundaries separating self from environment 

blurred, the environment became an object of evaluation on 
its own terms. McLuhan wrote that the world had arrived at 
a stage where we would begin to process the environment 
itself as an art form. 

If the planet itself has thus become the content 
of a new space created by its satellites, and its 
electronic extensions, if the planet has become 
the content and not the environment, then we can 
confidently expect to see the next few decades 
devoted to turning the planet into an art form. 
We will caress and shape and pattern every facet, 
every contour of this planet as if it were a work 
of art, just as surely as we put a new environment 
around it …  so we will now begin to deal with 
the planet itself as a work of art. (O’Brian 48)

 A year after McLuhan wrote The Medium is the 
Massage, “he was acclaimed in The New York Times Magazine 
as the ‘number one prophet’ of consciousness-expanding art” 
(Willmott 141). While the University of British Columbia 
was celebrating “McLuhan Festivals” in October 1968, an 
exhibition called Earthworks opened in New York. The next 
year, the Cornell Earth Art show opened and became the 
first museum exhibition to display environmental sculpture, 
employing the very new phenomenon of having the artists 
create all the works on site (Boettger 77). As McLuhan 
had predicted, the landscape itself had become a work of 
art. Earth Art was usually created away from civilization 
and the confines of the gallery. Unframed, with no fourth 
wall or single-point perspective, Earth Art presented an all-
encompassing spatial configuration—a primal experience of 
going “back to the land.”

The Earth Art movement occurred at the same time 
as a number of revolutionary changes, both socio-political 
and technological. In May 1969, the year Earth Art opened, 
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new space shuttle technology resulted in the U.S.S.R’s 
Venera 5 landing on Venus. Two months later in July, 600 
million people around the world watched as the Americans 
televised the landing of the first man on the moon. This 
sojourn in outer space taught us to see the earth from an 
outside perspective from which we had never seen it before, 
prompting a reevaluation of our immediate environment. 
The 1960s saying “Far out” became a physical reality. 

Part of the “counter culture” of the late 1960s was 
the psychedelic “acid trip,” which also brought about new 
visions of reality. LSD guru Timothy Leary’s message to 
“Turn on, tune in, drop out” was a provocation to reject 
capitalism by dropping out of mainstream society and 
getting “high” on mind-altering, “consciousness-raising” 
drugs. (Fittingly, after Leary died, his remains were sent into 
outer space.) Many people moved “back to the land” and 
embraced a natural and more primitive existence. Earth Art 
was born in an era of devotion to and an engagement with 
the earth. 
 The back-to-the-land movement was also prompted 
by enormous political upheaval in the United States. 1968 
had witnessed the assassination of both Martin Luther 
King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy. With the Vietnam War still 
raging, the American anti-war movement grew, sending 
draft dodgers up to Canada. As Americans were fleeing to 
Canada from centres like New York, participants in the Earth 
Art movement took on landscape projects that were also far 
from the American centres. 

One of these Americans who came to Canada was 
Robert Smithson who arrived in Vancouver in 1969 to work 
on Earth Art projects including Glue Pour (1969), Island of 
Broken Glass (1970), and Glass Strata with Mulch and Soil 
(1970). Glue Pour involved pouring five hundred pounds of 
water-soluble glue down an incline of earth. The “rundown” 
as Smithson described the work was “entropy made visible” 
and was intended as a response to the industrial landscape. 
New York curator and activist Lucy Lippard, Smithson’s 
wife—artist Nancy Holt, and Vancouver photographer 
Christos Dikeakos, “assembled beside a road cut in the 
woods at the University of British Columbia” to witness 
Smithson’s piece. (Milroy R4). Smithson had created two 
previous pour pieces using permanent material, which 
created a different effect than Glue Pour, which washed 
away with the rain. Using the environment brought the work 
into a multi-dimensional realm, pushing the landscape genre 
way beyond its traditional confines.

Smithson developed a vocabulary that involved the 
words “site” and “nonsite.” He used “site” to indicate the 
geography where his earthwork took place and “nonsite” 
to describe the gallery space. The nonsite functioned as 
an “abstract container” that held relics of the site, such 
as photographs, or maps. He regarded the site-nonsite 
dichotomy as not only one of outside and inside but also of 
actual and abstract. 

The site, in a sense, is the physical, raw reality— 
the earth or the ground that we are really not 
aware of when we are in an interior room or 

studio or something like that— and so I decided 
that I would set limits in terms of this dialogue… 
instead of putting something on the landscape 
I decided it would be interesting to transfer the 
land indoors, to the nonsite, which is an abstract 
container. (Tsai 36)

 By labeling the gallery a void, or “nonsite,” Smithson 
was directly critiquing the constraining gallery space. His 
earthworks were in themselves a dematerialization of the 
art object and worked as a diametric to the artificiality and 
intense commercialization of the art market at the end of the 
1960s, with gallery dealers like Leo Castelli in New York. 
In the site, Smithson embraced the idea of a synesthetic 
environment with multiple points of view rather than an 
inherited paradigm of embedded pictorial conventions, 
especially the confining rectangular framing device that 
he termed “the primacy of the rectangle”(O’Brian 74). A 
total environment was unmediated, allowing continuous 
metamorphosis. 

In 1969 N. E. Thing Co. (NETCO), a Canadian 
husband and wife team, was also doing Earth Art. Iain and 
Ingrid Baxter were part of the counter-culture art scene in 
Vancouver, creating works parallel to Smithson’s. In 1966 
Iain Baxter had made Paint into Earth, which predated 
Smithson’s Glue Pour of 1969. In this earthwork he poured 
a quart of white outdoor paint into a hole dug into the ground 
(Baxter 21). In 1968 NETCO, again predating Smithson, had 
also created a series of mirror works using their yard. In Single 
Light Cast, Double Light Cast, and Reflected Landscape they 
placed mirrors in a river and photographically experimented 
with angles, light and reflection. In 1969 they made Reflected 
Arctic Landscape as part of a series of earthworks they did 
in the Arctic. In this piece they took a photograph of a sunset 
being reflected off of a mirror placed in the ground. The 
image was presented as a backlit transparency in order to 
emphasize the constructed artifice that went into making a 
clichéd image of the landscape. Like Smithson, by visually 
pulling apart the environment into fragmented realms they 
moved beyond the traditional depictions of landscape and 
found new unexplored perspectives. By working far from the 
main art centres, often in remote geographical locations, these 
artists were also parodying the centres’ claim of authority by 
assuming that power for themselves (Wood 15).

In keeping with the late 1960’s growing fascination 
with the geographical periphery, the Arctic became a subject 
of interest. As McLuhan argued  in The Medium is the 
Massage  “our time is a time for crossing barriers, for erasing 
old categories—for probing ground” (10). In Telexed Triangle 
(1969) NETCO employed new technology to investigate 
notions of territorial and conceptual space by transmitting 
documentation in facsimile from Inuvik to Vancouver 
and Halifax. Ingrid called this an “aesthetic of distance” 
where communications technology allowed them to travel 
through time and space into uncharted territories (O’Brian 
67). NETCO saw themselves as probes asking questions 
that would lead to a collapse of established boundaries. As 
McLuhan predicted, “artists were early warning systems 
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who perceived shifts in sensory perception effected by 
technological change… a shift was taking place from print 
technology that favoured visual and linear perception, to 
electronic and communications media that employed all the 
senses and favoured simultaneity” (O’Brian 67).

NETCO went to Inuvik with Lucy Lippard, who was 
to return to Vancouver the following year to work on Glue 
Pour with Robert Smithson. In Inuvik they recorded their 
explorations at what Smithson called the “site” and brought 
back to the “nonsite” a series of maps and documentation. 
In Circular Walk Inside the Arctic Circle Around Inuvik, 
N.W.T  (1969) they wore pedometers and charted the number 
of steps it took them to travel around the circumference of 
Inuvik. As part of the documentation Ingrid took snapshots  
of Iain walking around the perimeter. By counting footsteps 
instead of nautical miles NETCO was employing humour to 
dispute conventions of mapmaking and navigational claims 
to land. The snapshots reduced the official act of surveying 
into a banal act of tourism (Mewburn 10). That year NETCO 
had registered themselves as a company as a tongue-in-
cheek gesture that worked in Circular Walk Inside the Arctic 
Circle Around Inuvik, N.W.T as an ironic gesture mimicking 
the capitalization of landscape. Through humour NETCO 
inverted totalizing concepts of directionality creating an 
artistic alternative to the rationalized grid defined and 
claimed by science. “Our time presents a unique opportunity 
for learning by means of humor—a perceptive or incisive 
joke can be more meaningful than platitude lying between 
two covers,” wrote McLuhen (McLuhen 10).

In 1968 in One Mile Ski Track, Converging Drawings, 
and Snow, NETCO parodied spatial motifs associated with 
myths about the Canadian landscape by creating earthworks 
out of snow. Using the snow as a canvas and his body as a 
drawing implement, Iain fashioned images in the landscape 
at a local mountain in North Vancouver. In Snow, he brought 
back a large photograph from the “site” and laid it on the floor 
of the “nonsite.”  He then covered the photograph with glass 
allowing the viewer to walk over it and indirectly experience 
the earthwork within the gallery space. In P-Line Straight, 
as a tongue-in-cheek statement about staking out spatial 
territory, Iain used urine as his medium inscribing the snow 
with his personal marks (O’Brian 66). Again, by employing 
humour NETCO was provoking viewers to reevaluate their 
relationship to the environment and providing a commentary 
about imposed spatial boundaries. 

Michael Snow and Joyce Wieland, another 
Canadian couple working at the same time as NETCO, were 
embarking on their own experimental landscape projects. 
Wieland’s Reason Over Passion (1969) was an experimental 
landscape film that she shot driving across Canada. In Man 
Has Reached Out and Touched the Tranquil Moon (1970) 
she used plastic to package a symbolic Canadian landscape 
equipped with a small Canadian flag. The piece acted as a 
“counter-environment” in a play on Smithson’s site-nonsite 
dialectic. Smithson had recently referred to a photograph of 
the moon as a “nonsite” poking fun at the “bathos of such 
a grandiose and imperialistic excursion” (O’Brian 83). By 

packaging Canada in plastic Wieland was also speaking 
to the technological remediation undermining the recent 
landing on the moon. 

Michael Snow used technology to break down 
visual hierarchies in his experimental film Région Centrale 
(1970). Like NETCO and Smithson, Snow went to a remote 
geographic location in Canada to create this work. He built 
a contraption with a camera and allowed the mechanism to 
operate on its own, becoming almost as “wild” as nature itself 
(Reid 418). The result was a psychedelic narrative of the 
surrounding landscape. Described by Smithson as “delirious” 
the camera annihilated any single-point perspective creating 
an immersive multi-perceptual experience. The electric 
circuitry, as McLuhan predicted, literally became “an 
extension of the central nervous system” (McLuhan 40). In 
1969 Snow outlined his intention for the film: 

The film will become a kind of absolute record 
of a piece of wilderness. Eventually the effect of 
the mechanized movement will be what I imagine 
the first rigorous filming of the moon surface. But 
this will feel like a record of the last wilderness 
on earth, a film to be taken into outer space as 
a souvenir of what nature once was. I want to 
convey a feeling of absolute aloneness, a kind of 
Goodbye to Earth which I believe we are living 
through. (Snow 56) 
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 Although Snow’s intention sounded nihilistic it was 
actually a positivist embrace of the full integration of human 
beings and nature with technology. “Electric circuitry is 
recreating in us the multidimensional space orientation of 
the “primitive,” wrote McLuhan (56). Région Centrale was 
a celebration of an awakening, bringing us back, full circle 
in time, to a primitive space. 

The conceptual Earth Art movement of the late 1960s 
was a response of artists to social changes that were brought 
about by exploding technological advances. The 1960s was a 
time of breaking boundaries, when technology was “forcing 
us to reconsider and reevaluate practically every thought, 
every action, and every institution formerly taken for 
granted” (McLuhan 8). Artists like Robert Smithson, N.E. 
Thing Company, Michael Snow, and Joyce Wieland, were 
able to articulate a new vocabulary previously unknown in 
art, which gave expression to people’s changing relationship 
to the environment. Through new spatial paradigms, they 
challenged the constraints and authority of the gallery 
system in order to show, in abstract form, the “real” art they 
were creating in the landscape. By creating works within 
and from the environment itself, artists, people of “integral 
awareness,” produced art that reflected the spirit of the times 
(Sanderson 139) 
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ABSTRACTION AS THE  CULTURAL 
JUSTIFICATION FOR A STAPLES ECONOMY

-Sam Mohamad-Khany
The dictionary of Human 

Geography describes staple as 
“a principal item of TRADE or 
consumption produced and/or 
consumed by a SOCIETY,” and 
further asserts that a resource based 
economy, with heavy dependence 
on exportation of raw material make 
it vulnerable to “fluctuations in 
demand and prices” that are often 
determined in the metropoles of the 
world economic system (Barnes 2000, 
786). What does Staples Theory of 
the Canadian economist Harold A. 
Innis have to do with Canadian art of 
the first half of 20th century? And to 
what extent can such theory explain 
the drive of Canadian artists of this 
era - away from regionalist and earlier 
classical European traditions - to a 

more nationally driven modernist 
tradition that leads up to Abstraction? 
The following analysis will attempt 
to untangle the complex web of 
relationships that have influenced the 
development of Canadian modern art. 

It is useful to examine the 
economic, geographic, social, and 
cultural forces that have played a 
crucial role in Canadian art of the 
1930s and 1940s in an effort to 
recognise whatshaped the arts and the 
artists of the time. For strict Modernist 
Historians, such as Alfred J. Barr, 
such study of art in conjunction with 
other socioeconomic and historical 
factors is gratuitous, as they perceive 
this art “as independent of historical 
conditions, as realizing the underlying 
order of nature and as an art of pure 

form without content” (Schapiro 1937, 
187). Therefore, one might argue that 
the study of art needs to be decoupled 
from other socioeconomic forces. 
However, recent sea changes in the 
understandings of art, and the role that 
the international movement of capital 
and finance plays in art’s development 
and global sales, establishes important 
linkages that exist between various 
forces of our society (Stallabrass 2004, 
4). For example, the United States with 
its dominant economic power has the 
highest share of global art sales, while 
the rest of Western world dominate the 
remaining share of such market activity 
(Stallabrass 2004, 4). Indeed, as Julian 
Stallabrass points out,  “to raise this 
parallel is to see art not only as a zone 
of purposeless free play but as a minor 
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speculative market in which art works are used for a variety of 
instrumental purposes, including investment, tax avoidance 
and money laundry” (Stallabrass 2004, 4). Therefore, one 
can not decouple the study of art from the very society - with 
its prevailing market institutions and modes of production - 
that produces it and, hence, such important factors cannot be 
overlooked.

Much of the literature on this era examines the 
movement of Canadian artists away from their traditional 
practices to a more international avant-garde movement that 
enabled them to break ‘free’ from the country’s colonial past 
and emerge as important players in the shaping of the national 
image of Canada. Indeed, similar to other intellectuals of 
post-World War I Canada, many artists attempted to join the 
growing national discourse that had gained prominence in 
the country – manifested in the works of the Group of Seven 
(Arnold 2000, 269). “The Terminal City and the Rhetoric of 
Utopia” by Grant Arnold in Beyond Wilderness, examines 
such movements by Canadian photographers such as John 

Vanderpant. Earlier works of Vanderpant during the mid-
1920’s had positioned his Pictorialist photography as ‘high 
art’ through the “adoption of a codified formal vocabulary 
emphasizing qualities such as soft focus, atmospheric 
effect, and carefully balanced composition to emulate 19th 
Century European painting” (Arnold 2000, 269).  So when 
Vanderpant criticized the very practice that he was dedicated 
to, it marked a break from an art that he had perceived as 
Eurocentric, in search of a more modern art that addressed 
the contemporary conditions of his time. Additionally, this 
art would have a certain vocabulary that was compatible 
with the prevailing national art – the works of the Group 
of Seven (Arnold 2000, 270). Arnold asserts that for artists 
“to be positioned outside of the national movement around 
the Group of Seven was to be denied access” to progress 
and “participation in the modern age” (Arnold 2000, 270). 
Such sentiments were shared by Arthur Goss and Harold 
Mortimber-Lamb, who called for a ‘national’ vocabulary 
in photography. However, issues of patronage and support 
should not be neglected, as artists who did not directly 
participate in such Nationalist-Modernist discourse, which 
was often advocated by the National Gallery of Canada, 
were often denied Governmental and institutional support 

(Arnold 2000, 271). Arnold further examines the adoption 
of modernist aesthetics by Vanderpant, arguing that in his 
attempt to stay relevant, Vanderpant needed to align his 
art with essentially Canadian, national, and modern ideals, 
therefore positioning himself within the mainstream avant-
garde (Arnold 2000, 271). Artists like Vanderpant divorced 
themselves from the European tradition, by avoiding 
“unnecessary details,” while accepting a directness dictated 
“by the Canadian Landscape itself,” leading to what 
Vanderpant claimed as a direct response to the “spirit of 
Canada” (Arnold 2000, 271). 

In his essay, however, Arnold does not necessarily 
explain in depth the issues of patronage and national 
hegemony in art or the rise of the cosmopolitan art market 
that was often dictated by the core cities within the country 
and within the wider world economic system. Additionally, 
while Abstraction is framed as a nationalist form in Canada, 
it was also an international movement adopted by artists 
around the world. Robert Linsley’“Painting and the Social 

History of British Columbia,” in Beyond Wilderness, 
attempts to address such relationships. For Linsley, Arnold’s 
conception of abstraction as the directness and ‘essence’ of 
Canada, disguises the important international economical 
forces at work on the national stage. Linsley claims that 
“here nationality or specific regional identities appear as 
convenient fictions that serve to mask the true internationalism 
of business” (Linsley 1991, 317). Therefore, the works 
by the Group of Seven, which depicted the vastness and 
openness of Canadian lands—such as Lawren Harris’s 1922 
Above Lake Superior (Figure 1)— veils social and regional 
issues, while promoting a Canadian brand. Already, in this 
work, one can see Harris’s move towards abstraction, with 
broader planes of color, flatness of canvas, and attention to 
formal qualities of painting that reach new heights in his 
subsequent works such as his 1937 painting  Abstraction 
(Figure 2). Contrasting these two works to Harris’s earlier 
1919 work, Shacks (Figure 3), illuminates an interesting 
shift in practice with particular consequences for the viewer. 
Shacks clearly shows a social dimension by including the 
so-called ‘unnecessary’ details, such as the conditions of 
lower income housing in Canada.  A comparison of these 
works illustrates how an attempt by an artist to get at the 
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“essence” of things, or their own deep inner “feelings” (as 
Meyer Schapiro (1937, 191) claims about Abstraction) veils 
the problems of modern capitalist society. The move towards 
abstraction covers up the consequences of the existence of an 
international economic order that affects Canada as a nation, 
and subsequently its art.  This reveals the ironic aspect of 
Abstraction. Without tackling socioeconomic problems, 
the avant-garde artist attempts to capture the essence of the 
world, or to reveal the inner psyche of the human condition.  
With this omission, artists lend their art to an alienating 
system, rendering Abstraction an art catered solely towards 
bourgeois taste and needs (Hopkins 2000, 11). 

Emily Carr refers to such feelings of alienation 
in her 1935 journal. In her May 31st entry she states that 
“sometimes the soul gets so lonely it tries to break through 
its silence” (Carr 1935). Although Carr never truly reached 
the stages of Abstraction that Schapiro or Barr would qualify 
as truly Abstract art, it seems that she was pressured by the 
forces of her time to move towards such aesthetics. In her 

April 11th,1935 journal entry, she alludes to the influence of 
the works of Lawren Harris by saying: “it will be interesting 
but I can’t quite find the spirit in abstract. Maybe I am too 
earthy, but I want to seek out, to follow the spirit” (Carr 
1935, 179). This connection to earthiness and her resistance 
towards abstraction might be the reason that some of her 
work, such as 1940’s Logged-over hill-side (Figure 4), do 
indeed tackle the social and economical forces that are at 
play in the margins of Western Canada. This is a significant 
aspect of Carr’s work that is ignored in Robert Linsley’s 
essay. This 1940 painting shows Emily Carr’s concern with 
the destruction and industrialization of British Columbia’s 
natural forest by multinational corporations. However, her 
1939 work, Above the trees (Figure 5), seems as an attempt 
by her at getting closer to the aesthetics of Abstraction that 
have already been fully adopted by Lawren Harris. 

In spite of the fact that Carr never fully adopted 
the language of Abstraction, as Robert Linsley argues, 
her depiction of British Columbia through modernist 
techniques was seen, at the time, as an attempt by her to 
shatter “the colonial vision” of the region (Linsley 1991, 
319). Her expressionistic style, with its unique “swirls” 
and “expansion and contraction of form”, can be viewed 

as “evidence of achieved unity of subject and object, other 
emotions and the world around her” (Linsley 1991, 319). 
However, Linsley deems such unity of nature and subject 
“impossible in principle” - particularly for Carr, “rooted 
as she is in a society founded on alienation from nature as 
the precondition for its exploitation” (Linsley 1991, 319). 
Therefore, Linsley claims that the more artists attempted 
to eliminate all distractions and directly engage with the 
Nature that existed in front of them—the so-called Canadian 
‘wilderness’ of the Group of Seven—the less their art tells 
the viewer about the landscape itself (Linsley 1991, 319). 
To the viewer, the highly aestheticised works of Emily Carr 
and the Group of Seven do not resemble the extensively 
exploited modern landscape supporting Canada’s Staples 
economy and its corporations. Consequently, the attempt by 
the Modernist artist to break Canadian art from its colonial 
past might have paved the way for neo-colonialism and neo-
imperialism’s cultural justifications. Appropriately, Linsley 
recognizes that the audience of such art is a public that is 

disconnected from nature, as he states: “landscape painting 
is a product of the modern city, painted by and for urban 
dwellers; it presents a particularly urban experience of nature 
as a spectacle” (Linsley 1991, 319).  
 It is plausible to argue that the contemporary 
understanding of modernism and the issue of Abstraction, 
as discussed by Robert Linsley and Grant Arnold, are distant 
from the arguments that Alfred J. Barr and Meyer Schapiro 
would have engaged in, at the height of Abstraction’s 
supremacy. Arnold’s focus on the institutional pressure 
that encouraged artists to peruse this new artistic form 
complements Linsley’s analysis of the problems that arise 
with representation of our natural world, through modernist 
vocabulary, as part of a nationalist movement. This, 
however, does not mean that the historical arguments about 
Abstraction were free of controversy, and disagreements. 
Meyer Schapiro’s 1937 essay, “The Nature of Abstract Art” 
provides a good understanding of such arguments. Shapiro’s 
contemporaries, such as Barr, attempted to disconnect the 
historical forces from the development of Abstraction. For 
them, “the art of the whole world was now available on a 
single unhistorical and universal plane as a panorama of the 
formalizing energies of man” (Schapiro 1937, 186). While 
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both Barr and Schapiro agree that these artists are in pursuit 
of pure ‘objective art’ that strives to get to the essence of the 
universe, Barr’s account of Abstraction “remains essentially 
unhistorical.” And yet Schapiro recognizes the importance 
of the historical context: 

The broad reaction against an existing art is 
possible only on the ground of its inadequacy to 
artists with new values and new ways of seeing. 
But reaction in this internal, antithetic sense, far 
from being an inherent and universal property of 
culture, occurs only under impelling historical 
conditions. (Schapiro 1937, 189)

 Schapiro further argues that the reaction of artists to 
previous art is connected to the “experience of the artists”  
and the dynamics of their changing world as it shapes their 
understanding and artistic practices (Schapiro 1937, 191). 
Schapiro’s argument is, therefore, far more realistic than 
the one given by Barr, and more so when it is applied to 
the Canadian art. Schapiro asserts that “there is no pure 
art unconditioned by experience” (Schapiro 1937, 196). 
Therefore, works such as Riopelle’s 1952 untitled (Figure 
6) and Guido Molinari’s 1961 Opposition rectangulair 
(Figure 7), as Schapiro would argue, do not simply belong 
to the bottom of Barr’s deterministic diagram of the progress 
of Modernism (Figure 8), , solely due to the exhaustion 
of other possibilities by other Avant-garde artists (like 
Mondrian, Miro, or Picasso) who preceded them. Artistic 
expression is  attributed to the experiences of these artists 
even as socioeconomic influences can be deemed important. 
However, Schapiro fails to emphasize the colonizing aspect 
that the socioeconomic currents (and institutions) can have on 
the artists. For example, to what extent did American artists, 
backed by well-funded institutions such as the Museum of 
Modern Art, influence the artistic practice in Canada? Did 
they to provide a cultural legitimization of the post-World 
War II Fordist economy that was dominated by the United 
States? Did Jackson Pollack’s drip paintings, which arguably 
embodied American ideals of freedom of expression and 
individualism through their unique expressive gesturing , 
form a North-American way of artistic practice that needed 
to be followed by artists such as Riopelle (Dubin et al. 
1985, 471) ? Or, similarly, to what extent does the selective, 
discriminating patronage of Canadian art institutions create 
a national art with modernist aesthetics? Despite the lack 
of clear answers to such questions, Schapiro does rightly 
distance himself from a deterministic vision of Abstraction 
that is promoted by the likes of Barr. It is worth noting that 
such deterministic views of progress of modernism in arts, 
parallel similar determinism in economics of modernism and 
development that are often promoted by United States.  

Given the nationalist movement to create a Canadian 
art, modernist artists were compelled to join the modernist 
aesthetics if they wished to remain viable and relevant. 
The artists of the time followed the footsteps of the Group 

of Seven to address modern conditions, while creating a 
national identity of Canada through a (non-Eurocentric, 
non-colonial) modern art (Arnold 2000, 269). However, 
the ideal of creating a quintessentially Canadian national 
identity (similar to other utopian agendas of modernism) 
fails to protect Canada’s economy or culture from the 
formation of a new dependent relationship, in which Canada 
becomes the ‘periphery’ for the Multinationals of the ‘core’. 
Ironically, as Linsley argues, this project of national identity 
that is supposed to keep Canada from hegemonic forces 
of international capitalism, “works to bond it to financial 
capital” through its policies, while these corporations seek 
to keep various staples producing region of the country 
as ‘distinct’, by keeping them at “subservient  distance” 
(Linsley 1991, 317). Subsequently, works of the artists who 
strive to get to the ‘essence’ of Canada  by stripping down art 
from its social content in a drive for objectivity and purity, 
are in danger of the fetishism1 of nature and landscape as 
they allow with each layer of abstraction the veiling of the 
grim realities of the Canadian Staples economy. The Fordist 
mode of production finds the aesthetics of Abstraction as a 
proper cultural logic for its operations. Given such emerging 
contemporary analysis of the role of Abstraction, one needs 
to muddy up the pure view of modern art – an art totally 
decoupled from its socioeconomic context – in order to 
expose the various processes that had shaped the linkages 
between art and the social conditions that produced it. 
However, this only reaffirms the need for a continued effort 
by the academic community to continue to unpack and study 
the ways in which such linkages influence the development 
of national art. 

1  The idea of Commodity Fetishism first presented by 
Karl Marx, Capital, Volume 1(1868): In which society does not 
see the complex socioeconomic chain behind a commodity, lead-
ing to the ‘Fetishism’ of the commodity without the recognition 
of the underlying economic systems at play, by the consumer.
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Snuggle Time or Study Time? 
One Single Mother’s Experience Navigating the 
Contradictions of Political Rhetoric and Reality1 

1 This essay was originally written as part of a Women Studies’ research project designed to examine the ethical dilemmas 
which are inherent in all interview-based research. While the self-reflexive methodology section of the original essay is not included 
here, I feel it important to point out that in order to avoid exploitation and/or appropriation of my narrators’ experience, as well as 
undermine unequal power dynamics, my research was informed by First Nations research methodology which stresses the importance 
of respect, relevance, reciprocity and responsibility. In particular, I was guided by the following self-reflexive ethnographic research:  
Roman, Leslie. (1993). “Double Exposure: the Politics of Feminist Materialistic Ethnography.” Educational Theory, 43 (3), 279-308: 
McCorkel, Jill & Myers, Kristen. (2003). “What Difference Does Difference Make? Position and Privilege in the Field.” Qualitative 
Sociology, 26 (2), 199-231: Herzog, Hanna. (2005). “On Home Turf: Interview Location and Its Social Meaning.” Qualitative Sociol-
ogy, 28 (1), 25-47.
2 Names have been changed.

Drawing on a range of 
contemporary feminist anti-racist 
research, and an hour long interview, 
the following paper will explore the 
lived experiences of a low income, 
working class young single mother in 
British Columbia. In particular I ask: 
what are some of the multiple financial, 
social, and ideological oppressions 
which shape and inform her everyday 
realities, and what strategies does she 
employ to navigate and resist these 
oppressions? I will explore the main 
themes of education, sexuality, and 
feminist mothering as I argue that 
female headed single parent families 
in BC are unjustly penalized by the 
neo-liberal agenda of the federal and 
provincial governments because they 
deviate from the traditional heterosexual 
nuclear family formation. In addition, 
far from being passive victims of state 
sanctioned social inequalities, some 
single mothers, such as my narrator, are 
actively resisting their oppression and 
challenging the patriarchal status quo. 

During the 2006 federal 
election campaign, Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper’s Conservative party 
promised to “Stand up for Canada…
[for] everyday Canadians – the 
hardworking people who pay their 
taxes and play by the rules” (“Stand Up 
For Canada,” 2006, p. 3). It has since 
become painstakingly clear through 
federal policies and programs that “the 
rules” were written and implemented 
by an elite and privileged few, and that 

“everyday Canadians” is an exclusive 
category honouring the wealthy 
and reinforcing the status quo. The 
Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB), 
for example, gives $100 a month to 
families with children under the age 
of six to put towards their childcare 
costs. Grossly inadequate to pay for 
childcare, this policy benefits families 
with one ‘breadwinner’ and one stay-
at-home parent. The insidious nature 
of this policy is that it promotes the 
traditional nuclear family as the norm 
and penalizes all others who deviate 
from the restrictive “Standard North 
American Family” formation.  Single 
mothers, the majority of whom occupy 
a marginalized socioeconomic status in 
society (Reed, 2005, p.4), are seen as 
not playing by the rules. My narrator 
Sam2 describes how “We blame these 
young women a lot of the time, we 
say like oh, they made decisions they 
shouldn’t have made, or they weren’t 
as careful as they should have been.” 
 A similar vein of ideological 
rhetoric underlies the political actions 
of Gordon Campbell’s BC Liberal 
government. In “Losing Ground: The 
Effects of Government Cutbacks on 
Women in British Columbia, 2001-
2005,” Gillian Creese and Veronica 
Strong-Boag expose the gaps between 
Campbell’s political promises of a better 
life for all British Columbians and the 
policies his government implemented. 
Peeling back the layers of social 
inequality we see that Campbell’s 

government punishes society’s 
marginalized and disadvantaged 
citizens, of which a disproportionate 
number are single mothers. Single 
parent families, 88% of which are 
headed by women, constitute one third 
of all welfare recipients (Creese & 
Strong-Boag, 2005, p.1). This raises 
the question of whose best interest is 
being protected and promoted.  Creese 
and Strong-Boag state that Campbell’s 
ignoring of the “long history of gender 
inequality that Canada continues to 
struggle with…is tantamount to being 
indifferent to the welfare of half of 
the population” (Creese & Strong-
Boag, 2005, p. 1). Reducing welfare 
payments and narrowing eligibility 
requirements, for example, has had 
especially grave outcomes for single 
mothers and their children. Creese and 
Boag also argue that BC government 
policies work to discourage and hinder 
single mothers’ participation in post-
secondary education (Creese & Strong-
Boag, 2005, p.2). This undermines low 
income female headed single parent 
families’ attempts at breaking the 
cycle of poverty by working towards 
‘good’ jobs (read economically 
secure, personally fulfilling, and 
stable employment). At the federal 
and provincial level, single mothers 
continue to be penalized for deviating 
from the traditional heterosexual 
nuclear family norm.3

 It is from this recognition 
of the fundamental inequalities and 
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insidious nature of state actions in imposing restrictive and 
ideologically motivated familial norms that I explore the 
lived realities of working class single mothers in British 
Columbia. I reject neo-liberal views that economically 
disadvantaged single mothers are to blame for their poverty. 
My interview with a young working class single mother 
adds to the scant but growing body of feminist knowledge 
which argues that the economic disparity of low income 
single mothers is not because they are lazy workers and by 
association irresponsible parents, but the result of sexist 
government policies and mainstream socially constructed 
stereotypes (Little, 2003; Creese & Strong-Boag, 2005). 
 To supplement the scarce feminist research on single 
mothers I interviewed Sam, a 26 year old Canadian born, 
white, heterosexual, divorced, single mother with a seven 
year old daughter. Sam is not on social assistance and bears 
the full economic responsibility of providing for herself 
and her daughter. She has primary custody of her daughter 
although Nathalie spends two out of three weekends with 
her father. Nathalie’s father comes from a wealthy family, 
but Sam does not receive any alimony as she was the major 
financial contributor during their marriage. In lieu of child 
support the court ordered Sam’s husband to pay $36 a 
month for Nathalie’s dance lessons (with summers off). This 
absurd court decision does not protect or promote Nathalie’s 
interests and it is incredibly frustrating for Sam because her 
ex-husband is not being held legally, morally, or financially 
responsible as a father. In fact, his parents pay the $36 a 
month. Sam pays for everything else including fieldtrips, 
extra daycare fees, monthly bus passes, swimming lessons, 
and other expenses. Sam explains how Nathalie’s father 
enjoys “the fun and exclusive time of the weekend and has 
none of the responsibilities of an actual parent.” 

The financial requirements of being a single mother 
in British Columbia are staggering, and on top of being a 
dedicated single mother, Sam is a full time college student 
working towards her Professional Development Program 
(PDP) teaching certificate from Simon Fraser University. 
She recognizes that “it’s really unrealistic in this era for a 
single mother to not have higher education.” Throughout 
the school year Sam works part time with special needs’ 
elementary school children to supplement her inadequate 
student loans. 

Rhetoric V. Reality: A Crack in the Foundation
As a social institution, the family has been expertly 

constructed by the state as a wholly private concern (Isgro, 
2005). When perceived as a private institution, governments’ 
roles in shaping this public/private divide is frequently 
employed by conservative state actors as a way to avoid their 
responsibility to socio-economically marginalized “everyday 
Canadians.” In “Unsanctioned (Bedroom) Commitments: 
3 My use of the phrase “traditional heterosexual family norm” acknowledges that heterosexuality is privileged in Canadian 
society. The focus of my paper, however, is not in deconstructing the heteronormativity of our status quo. For more on the relationship 
between the social constructions of sexuality and family formation, see Gillian Dunne “Opting into Motherhood: Lesbians Blurring 
the Boundaries and Transforming the Meaning of Parenthood and Kinship,” Gender & Society 14:1 (February 2000): 11-35.

The 2000 U.S. Census Discourse around Cohabitation and 
Single-Motherhood,” Kirsten Isgro challenges the view 
of family as private by arguing that “marriage is most 
definitely not a private concern; rather one’s marital status 
is important to one’s standing in the community and State, 
requiring legal and public sanctions” (Isgro, 2005, p. 40). 
Through her analysis of Newsweek’s coverage of the 2000 
U.S. Census findings and the moral panic surrounding an 
apparent decline of the nuclear family, Isgro shows how “as 
institutions, family and marriage continue to symbolize a 
great deal about citizenship within the United States” (Isgro, 
2005, p. 40). 

A similar argument can be made about Canadian 
citizenship. Policies like the $1200 a year UCCB allows 
the federal government to claim it is supporting Canadian 
families without providing any real aid and/or relief to those 
with lower incomes. The private/public split is evident in 
proclamations by the federal government such as “when 
it comes to child care, the best role for the government is 
to trust parents and let them choose what’s right for their 
children” (“Canada’s Universal Child Care Plan”, n.p.). With 
this statement the government washes its hands of the needs 
of society’s economically disadvantaged families. 

Because of the great success of mainstream 
constructions of the family as separate from the public 
realm, it is often difficult to see the connections between 
ideologically driven state policies and the everyday realities 
of “alternative” families, such as single parent female 
headed households. Throughout my interview with Sam, 
however, many of the contradictions between official 
state discourse and in/actions were apparent. Sam’s lived 
experiences and knowledge as a low income, working class 
single mother in BC exposed a crack in the foundation of 
government mediated social constructions of the family as 
a private institution. It is from this crack that I begin my 
critical analysis of the underlying sexist, classist, racist, and 
heteronormative ideologies which justify and reinforce the 
Canadian status quo.

Education is often touted as fundamental to the 
health of democratic societies (Creese & Strong-Boag, 2005, 
p. 21). Post-secondary education is especially valued in BC. 
In 2005, Premier Gordon Campbell claimed he wanted “to 
make B.C. the best educated and most literate jurisdiction on 
the continent” (“Great Goals for a Golden Decade”, 2005, 
p.1). This official rhetoric is contradicted by the government’s 
policies and programs which have consistently made it more 
difficult for women, let alone single mothers, to attain post-
secondary education. Sam expressed frustration with the 
contradictions between rhetoric and actions of the provincial 
government, explaining that “it’s really hard because they 
say that they don’t want single moms on welfare; they say 
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they want to provide these higher educational opportunities 
and stuff, but there’s not a lot of support for single moms that 
really adequately meet what they need”. 

Post-secondary education continues to become 
increasingly expensive (Creese & Strong-Boag, 2005, p. 
23) and BC student grant programs continue to become 
increasingly restrictive. Boag and Creese point out that 
“while formal bars to women’s full participation in education 
have been removed in recent decades, rising costs and 
disappearing facilities supply real, if sometimes less visible, 
barriers” (Creese & Strong-Boag, 2005, p. 21). Coupled 
with the ongoing rise in the basic costs of living, the ongoing 
gendered wage gap and sexism faced by women in the labour 
force, as well as inadequate childcare provisions, single 
mothers face disproportionate barriers to post-secondary 
education. During her four and a half years in college, Sam 
has met only two other single mothers in her classes.

Sam’s choice to pursue a post-secondary education 
was based on the realization that a degree is essential “for us 
[her and Nathalie] to be stable, for me to be able to provide 
a hope of post-secondary education, and do things like 
vacations and stuff as we get older.”  Sam recognizes the 
importance placed on higher education as a key to upward 
social mobility in Canadian society. In Canada almost half 
of all single mothers (46.7%) raise their children in poverty 
(Reed, 2005, p. 4). The 2001 Census data of B.C. shows 
how not only do workers with post-secondary education, in 
particular university degrees, earn disproportionately more 
than those without, but “the earnings gap between young 
workers with and without postsecondary completion is 
growing” (“BC Stats”, 2001, p.2).
 Sam expressed how important university education 
was for her future economic well being. In addition to being 
a full time student Sam works part time to support herself and 
her daughter and pay for school expenses. Her current annual 
income is just under $30,000 and will increase substantially 
once she completes her degree. Sam estimates that once she 
has her PDP her income “is going to go up, you know, by a 
minimum of $10,000 and the more education I get within 
that it’s going to go up even further.”
 In her analysis of the accessibility of post-secondary 
education for single mothers in Nova Scotia, Katherine 
Reed argues that “the current and severe lack of realistic 
support from governments calls into question the real value 
placed on low-income women and children in Nova Scotia”  
(Reed, 2005, p.11). For Sam, like many single mothers, post-
secondary education is an important investment in the future 
well being of them and their children. Unfortunately socially 
conservative, neo-liberal political agendas place increasingly 
thick barriers to their educational success. 
 When I asked Sam what was the hardest part about 
returning to school and staying in school she answered 
without hesitation “the finance part.”  In 2003-2004, average 
college tuition in BC was $2,479, a staggering 80.6% 

more than the levels in 1990. For the same period, 2003-
2004, average university tuition in BC was $4,140, a 76% 
increase since 1990 (“The Price of Knowledge 2004: British 
Columbia”, n.p.). To finance her education Sam requires the 
assistance of government student loans. In order to qualify 
for student loans, Sam needs to be a full time student which 
requires enrollment in a minimum of three courses. In the 
Fall semester of 2007 Sam explained how due to the current 
student loan restructuring “they [BC Student Aid] assessed 
me at what my need would be and they said my need was 
about $12,000 to survive, and then they gave us [Nathalie 
and I] about $8,000”. Keeping in mind that the 2005 low 
income cut off rate for a two member household living in 
a metropolitan area as calculated by Statistics Canada was 
$25,867 (First Call, BC Child and Youth Advocacy Coalition, 
2007), Sam’s articulation of the inadequate nature of student 
loans is specifically alarming.

I mean that’s [the $8,000 student loan] got to include 
my tuition, my books, my rent, our food, if we get 
sick, it’s got to include all your bills, it’s got to 
include everything! Especially living in Vancouver 
where even the rents are exorbitant. $8,000 is not 
enough for two people to survive on.

Sam is forced to work part time to supplement her loans 
and the $36 a month she receives from Nathalie’s father’s 
parents. This further complicates her participation and 
success in post-secondary education. 
 In “Student Financial Aid and Low Income Mothers,” 
Donald Heller and Stefani Bjorklund argue that merit is 
replacing financial need as the primary marker for scholarship 
eligibility in the U.S, and that this further disadvantages low 
income single mothers who have to split their time between 
family, education, and labour force responsibilities (Heller 
& Bjorklund, 2005). When asked about the plausibility of 
receiving additional support from merit based scholarships, 
Sam answered that “it’s just unrealistic.” While juggling a 
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full course load, part-time paid work, and the responsibilities 
of a full time single parent Sam has an impressive 3.3 Grade 
Point Average. However she explains that her grades are not 
high enough to be competitive for merit based scholarships.

It really limits you unless you can pull off those super 
high grades to get the merit-based scholarships. 
And please tell me [how] a single mother of one, 
or two, or three children who has the time to do 
nothing but school work and pull out A+ papers.

 At Langara College, the institute which Sam 
currently attends, only students registered in a minimum 
of 12 credits (four, three credit courses) are eligible for 
scholarships based on merit (“Langara College Financial 
Aid”, n.d.). This disadvantages single mothers who do not 
have the resources (financial or temporal) to enroll in four 
classes per semester. Furthermore, because of the income 
Sam earns from her part-time job she is not “in dire need” 
and does not qualify for needs based scholarships. 
 Sam describes being a single mother balancing 
school and paid work as “stressful.” Although Sam is 
pursuing post-secondary education to ensure a financially 
secure future for herself and her daughter, she regrets that 
these responsibilities take away from quality time with 
Nathalie. 

She [Nathalie] deserves more of my time and 
attention…I feel bad sometimes because she’ll 
really like…I’ll tuck her in and whatever and I’ll 
say “Oh. I’ve got to go”. Or the nights when I say 
that I’ll stay a little longer she’ll be like “Oh no. 
You need to do homework. Don’t worry about it.” 
Even though I know she really wants the little bit 
of snuggle time.

For Sam, like many single mothers in post-secondary 
education, finding a balance between time to snuggle and 
time to study is a constant struggle.
 School and her responsibilities as a single mother 
are not separate spheres, and often cross over. Sam graduates 
from Langara College this summer with an Associates of 
Arts Degree with a concentration in Women Studies. She 
described to me how her education in feminist studies has 
impacted her mothering. Sam recalls how Women’s Studies 
provided her with counternarratives to dominant discourses, 
and allowed her to make connections between her lived 
experiences and oppressive societal forces. Feminism has 
since become an important part of her role as a mother.
 I think it’s really [important], for me now…to impart 
feminist ideals to my daughter,  to Nathalie, and really have 
her understand that she is strong in her own right as a  
person  and not anything linked to her gender. 
 In “Feminist Mothering: Challenging Gender 
Inequality by Resisting the Institution of Motherhood and 
Raising Children to be Critical Agents of Social Change,” 
Fiona Joy Green explains how feminist mothering is a 
political act. Through her interviews with middle/upper 

class, self-defined feminist mothers Green explores how 
feminist mothers provide their children with alternatives to 
mainstream social constructions of gender and prescribed 
gender roles (Green, 2005). 
 My interview with Sam reinforced Green’s 
conclusions on feminist mothering. Sam encourages Nathalie 
to question stereotypes and to come to her own conclusions. 
When discussing her strategies on undermining mainstream 
society’s sexual objectification of women, Sam explained:

I don’t want her associating her worth with her 
looks…if she refers to looks or if she refers to 
something like that I always try to ask her “why 
do you think that?” or “do you think that is really 
important? Do you think that really matters?” and 
just try and challenge her a little bit and see where 
that goes. 

 Sam works hard to provide her daughter with the 
necessary tools to be a critical thinker, autonomous decision 
maker and active social citizen. She does this consciously 
through the books she reads to Nathalie, the toys and videos 
she allows in the house, as well as the way she listens and 
communicates with her. When asked about the possibility of 
Nathalie growing up and supporting political views which 
do not fall in line with her own, Sam explains how “it is 
inevitable, because I am teaching her to think for herself.”  
However, Sam hopes that she has provided Nathalie with 
the tools and desire to not “blindly accept a lot of what is 
put out by society…or feels that somehow the Right and 
the Conservative is very just.”  Sam concludes by saying “if 
that’s what is right for her then I have to find a way to accept 
it. I pray it never comes to that, but…”
 In “Working Class Mothering: Values and Strengths,” 
Val Gillies argues that working class mothers work hard to 
ensure their children’s survival in a society characterized by 
inequality. The low income women in Gillies study were 
concerned with how to keep  “children safe, soothe feelings 
of failure and low-self worth, and challenge injustice” 
(Gillies, 2007, p. 142). Sam expressed similar concerns 
when discussing the problematic meritocracy of current 
Canadian society, and the difficulties single mothers and 
their children face in trying to break the cycle of poverty. 
She regrets how children are socialized to internalize norms 
which reflect middle class ideals and that are “completely 
incongruent” with the needs and realities of children from 
low income working class families. Sam finds problematic 
the message sent to children that how well you do reflects 
how well you’re treated. She works hard to provide Nathalie 
with the tools to counter such negative messages. Sam 
worries that children from low income families “really come 
to have a low self worth and they really come to have a belief 
that they don’t deserve more than these lifestyles, than these 
perpetuations”. 
 In her analysis of the experiences of working class 
single mothers, Gillies discusses how many single mothers 



resisted the thought of re-marrying or co-habitating because 
they refused to risk their parental independence and control 
over how they raise their children (Gillies, 2007). Sam, 
who “hasn’t really dated” since her divorce, explains how 
“hopefully anybody I would be with would have similar 
ideals as me, and would help to reinforce what I’m trying to 
teach.” She is not avoiding dating because of a fear of having 
her politically conscious mothering undermined, although 
this does frequently occur when Nathalie spends time at her 
father’s house. Despite Sam’s explanation to him that she 
did not want Nathalie playing with anything Barbie related 
because she did not want Nathalie to internalize the sexist, 
racist messages that she thinks they promote, Nathalie “has 
a ton of Barbies at her dad’s house.” Sam also expressed 
frustration at her daughter being shown misogynistic 
televisions shows such as “Family Guy” when spending 
time with her father. 
 More often than not, any discussion of single 
mothers in popular, mainstream discourse puts their sexuality 
on trial. Ariella Friedman’s research entitled “Sexuality and 
Motherhood: Mutually Exclusive in Perception of Women” 
demonstrates the existence of a motherhood/sexuality 
dichotomy. Friedman argues that highly sexualized women 
are perceived as being selfish mothers who do not care for 
their children’s daily needs (Friedman, 1998). When taken 
into account the historical construction of single mothers 
as oversexed, immoral, “fallen women,” the dichotomy 
can have very real consequences. In her theoretical 
construct of moral regulation Margaret Little shows how 
this construction/perception of single mothers results in 
an intrusive “obsession with the spousal status of single 
women” (Little, 2003, p. 252).  Sam affirmed the existence 
of a restrictive motherhood/sexuality divide, arguing that 
ultimately the sexuality of a single mother is problematic 
because it challenges the patriarchal status quo. 

I think that definitely single mothers who have 
relationships are often viewed as being promiscuous, 
you know, and being irresponsible in their parenting 
duties because they are taking time away from their 
children. But really it depends on how you approach 
it, because if you are in a marriage there is time that 
your partner is going to get that your children don’t 
get. And that’s ok – it’s seen as ok because it is 
condoned by the state, but if we’re not, you know, 
under some institution then it’s not ok…it’s a way 
also of controlling the sexuality of women.

 When asked if this had any resonance with her own 
experience, Sam explained how dating wasn’t a priority. She 
is not dependent on, or looking for, an “insta-dad” for financial 
support. She states however that dating is difficult because 
“guys automatically…assume that because you’re dating 
and you’re a single mom that you’re looking for someone 
to fulfill that father role.” Sam receives some pressure from 
friends and family to date. However she feels as though it is 

misplaced, and at times insulting. The implication that she 
is not complete without a man negates everything she has 
achieved on her own over the past four years. 
 In a society which privileges traditional, 
heteronormative, nuclear families, Sam’s status as a single 
mother is frequently accompanied with judgments that she is 
a vulnerable woman and an incapable/irresponsible parent. 
Sam is rightfully proud of all that she has accomplished, as 
a single mother, student, and labour force participant. Sam 
appreciates that her friends’ and family’s desire to see her 
date “comes from a place that they don’t want to see me 
alone”. When asked if she felt alone Sam responded

Not really. I mean I’ve got Nathalie, and I’ve got 
such a great support of family and friends. I think 
that we look to this one partner ideal as some sort 
of fulfillment…but our lives can be fulfilled in 
so many other ways that it’s almost demeaning 
that you’re expected to not really become a full 
individual until you have another individual in your 
life, which seems contradictory.

Conclusion: Lessons Learned and Light Shone 
 Through interviewing Sam, the contradictions 
between political rhetoric and the reality faced by some 
young, low income, working class single mothers in BC are 
apparent. Female headed single parent families are unjustly 
penalized by the neo-liberal agenda of the current federal 
and BC provincial governments. An example is the barrier 
Sam faces as she pursues post-secondary education. One 
strategy Sam uses to navigate her responsibilities and time 
constraints is to take online courses. Distance education 
provides her with flexibility and allows her to maintain the 
three course minimum required to be eligible for student 
loans. However, many of the classes Sam requires for her 
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degree are not offered online or they require pre-requisites 
which are only offered on a campus during the day. Much 
may be gained from future feminist anti-racist research on 
the pros and cons of online learning for single mothers in 
BC.
  As a single mother in a nation which privileges 
traditional heteronormative nuclear families Sam is 
considered “incomplete without a man.”  Her sexuality is 
perceived as threatening patriarchy because it falls outside of 
the institution of marriage. As a critically thinking anti-racist 
feminist, Sam recognizes the role of both society and the 
state in perpetuating sexist stereotypes, and she works hard 
to help her daughter recognize and resist oppressive gender 
roles. A longitudinal study on anti-racist feminist mothering 
is another interesting direction for future research. Have the 
children of self-defined feminist mothers embraced their 
mother’s ideals and politics, and have they incorporated 
their feminist upbringing into their adult lives?  Learning
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about the impact of feminist upbringing on family dynamics 
and the political/social engagement of adult children would 
enrich the scant research on the lived experiences of single 
mothers. 

In “The Anthem,” Leonard Cohen sings “ring the 
bells that still can ring/forget your perfect offering/there is 
a crack in everything/that’s how the light gets it” (Cohen, 
1992). Sam’s lived experiences exposed a crack in the 
foundation of government mediated social constructions 
of the family as private institution and of single mothers as 
deviant, irresponsible, lazy parents. Through this crack shines 
Sam’s strength, courage, perseverance and agency in the face 
of discriminatory state policies and sexist stereotypes. By 
raising her daughter to be a critically thinking, autonomous 
person with feminist, socialist, anti-racist ideals, there is a 
strong chance that Sam’s resistance against the status quo 
will continue in the generations to come. 
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somehow between guest speakers from 
Nunavut and a counselling session on 
bullying, the girl found herself sitting 
at the dining table of her Social Studies’ 
student teacher.

“I have to let him off before, or park the 
car in the front,” the mother went on.

Looking out past the living room 
window onto the street, she allowed 
the bright daylight piercing through a 
pile of clouds to scorch her retinas for 
a moment before turning them back to 
focus on the boy’s mother. 

“Here’s his sketch book.  He likes to 
draw.  All pictures of Transformers, 
though.”  The mother paused and 
smiled.  They glanced over to see if he 
had heard.  He was lying still; none of 
their words had seemed to cause a ripple 
in him.  They could just see him lying 
with his back to them, from beyond the 
dining table into the living room, over 
the back of the couch.  “Sometimes 
he’s jumping on tables…Anyway, the 
psychologist says that he’s very smart.  
Especially in Math.  But he doesn’t do 
his homework.  He says he doesn’t get 
it.” 

There is a strain of a kind that comes 
from running on when one can 
only keep going, after life altering 
circumstances, along a narrow road of 
highway constantly riding the periphery 
of desolation.  Still his mother’s voice 
never hinted at desperation.  She let out 
a soft breath as her shoulders shrugged 
lightly up, then down. Her face so 
youthful and calm, it belied her age. 
She looked steadily across the table, as 
she talked.  The steadiness was equally 
matched between listener and speaker.  

“He thinks about killing himself.  He 
thinks that God doesn’t love him 
because he took his father away.”

Her feet were cold tucked under her, 
even through the socks.  She pressed 
the gold plastic rim around the 
turquoise dining table and watched as 
her fingernails turned white.   

“He said, ‘Ha ha, I can do this better 
than you!  I’m smarter than you are!’ 
So the other kids punched him out! 

The Humming bird boy
- Amanda Lo

Blood bubbled up.  Against the sound, 
a heartbeat filled an entire eardrum.  
She watched at a distance before 
approaching.

Still he lay on his side, with his head to 
his left arm. The sun acted like a natural 
spotlight, incandescent, cast down the 
hall framing the doorway from top to 
bottom, illuminating each speck of 
dust so they appeared suspended. Each 
particle streamed, fell, floated as he 
breathed in air, the sound as though 
through a funnel in the side of his head.  
A slight tremor came over his eyelashes 
as they recorded the shadow of a girl 
appearing, with hair outlined softly by 
light and dust settling, swirling around 
indicating motion toward him.  

She gripped her left elbow in her right 
hand as she took in his slight eight-
year-old figure, sprawled.  He seemed 
compressed, or maybe it was the effect 
of his crumpled t-shirt and jeans, as he 
stayed in the hollow of the dark green 
couch sagged with age.  Two running 
shoe clad feet with grey fraying laces 
hung off the edge.  She thought he 
looked directly at her as she came down 
the hallway, but as she drew near she 
realized his gaze sliced through her.  

“It was just last June,” the boy’s mother 
explained to her as she motioned for 
them both to sit down by the turquoise 
dining table, “That he found a dead 
bird in the garage, so now he won’t go 
in there.”

Lace curtains clung to the windows like 
froth.  She tried to reposition herself 
sitting with one leg curled under her as 
she listened to his mother.  It was an 
overcast day after school, reminiscent 
of lessons on Confederation.  The 
boy’s mother was doing her practicum 
out of Simon Fraser University, and 
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“But I don’t want to pull him out 
again.”  

They both turned from the dining table.  
The living room was darker now as the 
afternoon quickly gave way to evening.  
His outline was just barely perceivable.  
An arm extended out now.  “Looking, 
looking, looking!  But what does he see 
turning that piece of lego?”   

    

Soggy fields lay ripped open and 
splayed like the innards of a spaghetti 
squash, kicked up by field hockey cleats.  
Beyond was the bus stop where she 
stood looking over the top of his head 
as they waited.  Down by the secondary 
school, a bunch of high school aged 
kids were off to the side of the parking 
lot.  Not sure if they were sizing them 
up or just making their own plans, she 
sighed.  A puff of steam escaped her lips 
mingling with the distinct impression 
of smoke that permeated the air.  It was 
a strange situation she’d gotten herself 
into.  If anyone were to look at them 
now, they would see an eight-year old 
boy standing close under a bus shelter, 
together with a 14 year-old girl, he 
nudging a pebble along the ground with 
his toe, and she concentrating down the 
road.        

Sitting in her Science 10 class, she 
struggled against the dangerous 
fatigue of warm stagnant air and after 
lunch satiation that leads the mind on 
wandering matters more interesting than 
force equals mass times acceleration.  
There was always an incredibly odious 
stench about the room, possibly of past 
dissections and disinfecting agents.  
Steely curtains essayed to be drawn 
closed to the windows blocking out 
grey daylight, but a few of the hooks 
were missing adding to the overall 
glum atmosphere of the room.  Rows 
of off-colour tall plastic chairs pushed 
up against high benches and sterile 
beakers stacked up in their shelves, 
forgotten and unused.  The usual 
humming from long fluorescent bulbs 
overhead was given a reprieve today, 
as a science video, emitting the main 
source of spectral energy, was to play 
the main medium of instruction. 

“The human heart,” began a low male 
disembodied voice reverberating over 
the speakers as a jogger came into 
view in a sweatband, and other dated 
attire.  The image beamed in hundreds 
of little spots of cyan, magenta, and 
green.  Light and sound entered into 
the thought processes of about 30 
malleable craniums, surging with 
electric impulses and hormones as 
they may or may not have been paying 
attention. 

Her mind perceived the low voice, 
its matter-of-fact scientific calmness, 
and instantaneously formulated 
questions.  

“In an average lifetime, the heart 
beats more than two and a half billion 
times.”  

As the jogger sweated and his leg 
muscles twitched, she contemplated 
her own fast beating heart.  The 
low voice continued on about how 
exercise is good for you.  There was 
some sort of irony about it.  If you 
are strengthening your heart muscles, 
but speeding up your heart rate at 
the same time, how much closer are 
you to two and a half billion times?     

A resonating buzz sounded and the 
school halls streamed with adolescent 
bodies.  Blurs of laughter blended 
with the sounds of metal locker doors 
slamming and squeaky runners step-
shuffling to avoid colliding with others.  
She raised her head briefly to the 
sound of a rattling locker door by her 
head.  Crowds stood closely together 
in groups intermittently down the 
hall.  Rows of metal doors ran parallel 
behind them, clanging up and down 
and banging shut to the percussion 
of locks.  Some crowds seemed 
boisterous, smiling and laughing, as 
they talked to one another, eager to 
leave, but still stalling, tossing a Nerf 
football.  Amidst the dull registry of 
the animation, someone sat drawing 
in a sketchbook a few lockers down.  
No one else glanced down that way, 
including her.  She clacked her books 
shut, threw on her long wool jacket, 
and exited the hall.
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something clasped inside his palm.  
He rolled out of the garage and into 
the sunlight and in his upturned palm 
it lay, dark and small, and incredibly 
fragile.  She was beside him. It 
looked like an insect, at first, still and 
unmoving.  And then, as he held his 
palm from out of the shelter of his 
other hand, the sunlight came over 
them entirely.  Frighteningly fast, it 
flitted up into the air, hovered just a 
moment and then it was gone. 

On the other side was the atrium 
adjoining the high ceiling secondary 
school in a round curve to the stunted 
elementary school building.  She 
walked past voices, pulsating, high 
and breathless.  She backtracked.  
There appeared a grotesque tangle.  
Arms, hands, legs, were interlocked.  
Grasping, and shuddering, jaws 
clenched tightly.  She froze.  One of 
the kids had on a puffy black jacket. 
She could see their faces distinctly.  
And their eyes, were open wide.  There 
was a brief moment of recognition, 
and then she reacted. 

Slow processes of iridescent colours 
and soft feathers unfurled and 
unwound, as it appeared stunned.  
Some slow recognition came over 
him as to what he had done.  He was 
down on his belly holding, stroking 
the soft, fragile, silky green and rose 
colours with one finger, watching the 
legs curl up and the long needle like 
beak struggle and gasp for air.  He lay 
there in awe and wonderment against 
the smooth dark cool of the cement 
floor.  He felt the fast beating tiny 
little heart that had previously been 
firing away at 1 260 beats per minute, 
rotating its wings at an imperceptible 
whir in the air.

A voice came over him.  It entered his 
ears like chunky blocks of digitized 
sound or noise under water.

A cool shadow fell across his back. 
His mother reached out a hand to 
his small shoulders giving them a 
shake. As her autonomic system raced 
sending her heart to her throat and 
making her fingertips cold, she knelt 
down beside him.  Two white knees 
appeared trembling by his head.  

“Hey!  Hey!”

Soon he could feel his own heart and 
this warm creature’s moving at the 
same rate.  Beating, beating, beating.  
And then slower, and slower, and 
slower, until—stop.

Then she was aware there was 
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Each image captured in a 
photograph tells a story. The stories that 
photographers wish to tell are portrayed 
in their images and are ultimately 
interpreted by the viewer. This results 
in the creation of a narrative that is 
told and re-told every time the image 
is viewed. 

In the early part of the 
twentieth century, the photographer 
alone determined what story each 
image was going to tell. When white 
photographers discovered a market for 
images of First Nations, this resulted in 
the creation of a colonial, Eurocentric 
representation of First Nations people 
and culture. The narratives that were 
created as a result of early non-Native 
photographers efforts to capture the 
‘traditional’ First Nation, has resulted in 
the creation of stereotypes that persist 
today. Colonizers saw First Nations 
culture as ‘traditional’ if it was free from 
post-contact influences. Recently there 
has been a movement by First Nations 
communities to re-capture and reclaim 
the stories that were told in the colonial 
images, thereby reinterpreting these 
representations through an indigenous 
lens. Currently, First Nations people 
and more specifically First Nations 
photographers are challenging these 

narratives that have been created by early 
non-Native photographers’ attempts 
to preserve what they thought to be a 
“vanishing race” (Francis 24). Today, 
communities along the Northwest 
Coast of British Columbia are using 
these images to help in the discussion of 
self-determination and ultimately using 
them to empower their communities. 
For example, contemporary First 
Nations photographer David Neel 
is working towards re-claiming his 
people’s identity through the process 
of re-writing the colonial narratives 
created by such photographers as 
Edward S. Curtis and his notoriously 
staged images of First Nations. In order 
to break these narratives it is necessary 
to understand the visual and deconstruct 
the images because “colonial discourse 
mobilized such a potent arsenal of 
images, visual metaphors, and symbolic 
icons” (Greenwell 3).  This paper will 
discuss the contemporary photography 
of David Neel of the Kwagiutl 
nation and Marianne Nicolson of the 
Dzawada’enuxw nation in relation to 
the enthnographic photograph archive 
created during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries by white 
photographers of Northwest Coast 
peoples. The purpose of this paper is 

to elucidate the socio-cultural function 
of both the contemporary images 
created by First Nations artists and how 
they respond to the colonial archive 
exemplified by the work of Edward 
Curtis.

The development of 
photography at the height of the 
industrial revolution was seen as 
a groundbreaking tool that could 
document visual images in a new way 
counter to those produced by painting 
(Lyman 24).  It was increasingly 
apparent that paintings were subject to 
“human intervention” and photographs 
were able to eradicate this subjectivity 
(Lyman 24).  It was commonly argued 
that the creation of the camera allowed 
for the opportunity to preserve the past 
at a particular moment in time free 
from outside influences.  According to 
art historian Christopher Lyman, “The 
public developed increasing motivation 
for the belief that photography produced 
objective documents” (24).  It did 
not take long for photographs to be 
incorporated in exploring expeditions, 
as it would provide proof of their 
encounters and findings. In the case of 
North American exploration, one such 
group that grabbed the attention of 
explorers was the First Nations people. 
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Figure 3 - Marianne Nicolson 
Excerpt From a House of God, 1992



They were seen as exotic and in need of documentation. When 
the first photographic image was captured of First Nations 
peoples, there was little understanding that the images 
created as a result of photography would come to have such 
a profound effect on people’s lives (Boesen & Graybill 11).  
The realization that photographs could be used as a tool to 
capture images forever resulted in many fields of scientific 
study incorporating photographs into the documentation of 
their work.  The study of variation among cultures, ethnology, 
and more specifically the enthnographic study of cultures, 
emphasized observation versus interpretation, providing the 
opportunity for colonial photographs to capture a culture on 
film for preservation (Lyman 9).  

As white settlers colonized British North America, 
there was an infatuation by non-Natives with First Nations 
culture. This interest propelled intensive ethnographic 
studies of the various First Nations groups. It was deemed 
that the First Nations were decreasing in population and 
thus determined to be ‘vanishing’ (Francis 24). According 
to author Marcia Crosby, ethnographers’ assumptions failed 
to acknowledge that First Nations communities were going 
through a change rather than a decline (270). Furthermore, 
Crosby asserts that as a result of these changes that non-
Natives saw as “fatal,” their first reaction was to “salvage” 
what was left of the dying culture (274). This resulted in 
what Crosby refers to as a “salvage paradigm” (274). This 
paradigm was  “predicated on the concept of dead or dying 
people whose culture needs to be “saved.” Those doing 
the saving choose what fragments of a culture they would 
salvage. Having done this, photographers become both 
the owners and interpreters of the artefacts or goods that 
survived the ‘dying’ culture” (Crosby 274). The works of 
such photographers as Edward Curtis, Llyod Winter, and 
Percy Pond arguably participated in the salvage paradigm, 
capturing and documenting the peoples and their cultures 
that were supposedly ‘vanishing’. 

The colonizers saw First Nations culture as contrary 
to Western culture; primitive and thus static, as opposed to the 
evolving and progressing West that was continually expectant 
of change (Lyman 18). Assuming this dichotomy in culture 
allowed colonizers to label First Nations as different, and 
view them as others (Crosby 267).  By defining themselves 
in terms of their differences to other cultures, colonizers 
created a binary between what was authentic and inauthentic. 
The assumed notion of colonizers that First Nations culture 
was only deemed authentic when it was primitive and static 
was wrapped in contradiction. If First Nations incorporated 
non-Native culture, they were seen as inauthentic or not 
‘traditional.’ Combining these assumptions with an interest 
in the exotic ‘other’ resulted in an incorrect and Eurocentric 
visual representation in photographic images. 

The desire to see a ‘traditional’ First Nation 

individual in a photograph, drove photographers to 
manipulate the images in order to achieve the desired effect. 
Photographer Edward Curtis intended for his photographs to 
“take the viewer back before history began into a romantic 
world of a technologically primitive people” (Francis 41). 
According to Christopher Lyman, Curtis classified his work 
as “art-science” (17). By labelling his work as “art-science,” 
Curtis was able to declare his work as an ethnographic study 
that would help to preserve the ‘vanishing’ race. He wished 
to present his images of First Nations as though they were 
free of contamination from colonial society. This drove him 
to construct the images as though they were taken in a pre-
contact culture. Curtis was quoted in saying that “above 
all, none of [his] pictures would admit anything, which 
betokened civilization, whether in an article of dress or 
landscape or objects on the ground” (Boesen & Graybill 32). 
He viewed First Nations as a homogenized group, neglecting 
to acknowledge the many differences that existed between 
groups. This is apparent in his work where he often dressed 
his “Indian subjects in clothing that was from other First 
Nations groups” (Wyatt 25).  

Curtis was not interested in capturing how 
First Nations actually lived, as “there was a market for 
photographs of the noble savage, not the degraded heathen” 
(Neel 15).  According to historian Daniel Francis, Curtis was 
committed to representing the “imaginary Indian,” that is to 
say an authentic First Nations as constructed by colonizers 
(41).  The false construction of First Nations can be seen 
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Figure 1: Edward S. Curtis. “Twin Child Healer  Kwakiutl, 1914”



in Curtis’s photography entitled “The Twin Child Healer 
- Kwakiutl,” done in 1914 (Figure 1). The photograph 
depicts a man and a women sitting in a bush. The female 
aboriginal is only covered in a single blanket and her hair 
is dissolved, while the aboriginal male in the photograph is 
talking down to her. To the viewer this image taken by Curtis 
perpetuates the stereotype of First Nations as ‘savages’ as 
they are represented as people literally living in the bush. 
Colonial society believed Curtis to be the authority on visual 
documentation of First Nations.  As a result, his images 
greatly contribute to perpetuating colonial stereotypes of First 
Nations. However, Curtis was not alone in his construction 
of visual imagery that only presented a colonial perspective; 
photographers Winter and Pond also contributed to the false 
representation of First Nations.

Situated in Juneau, Alaska in the early twentieth 
century, photographers Winter and Pond, like Curtis, 
were commercial photographers. Winter and Pond needed 
to make an income off of their works and for this reason 
they produced their images with the intentions of attracting 
the tourist traffic (Wyatt 23). The majority of their images 
focussed on Tlingit and Haida First Nations.

 Unlike Curtis, Winter and Pond had their own 
portrait studio in which they could change the lights and 
backdrop to suit the desired image they wished to create. 
Author Victoria Wyatt states in her book Images From the 
Inside Passage, “Winter and Pond certainly did consciously 
orchestrate the context of their pictures …to create certain 
impressions of their subjects” (23).  However, Winter and 
Pond did not go to the same extent as Curtis to ensure that 
their images were free of references to a post-contact culture 
in First Nation communities. 

In the examination of several of Winter and Pond’s 
photographs, it becomes apparent that many of the subjects 
are wearing ceremonial regalia overtop of their nineteenth 
century clothing. In an image entitled “Chilkat Indian 
Potlach Dancers” (Figure 2) it is exceedingly clear that 
two cultures are present in the lives of their subjects, for 
example one can see a man’s pocket watch. Other images by 
Winter and Pond further incorporate aspects of First Nations 
experience in a post-contact society. For these reasons, 
Winter and Pond’s photographs are a better documentation 
of First Nations experience at the turn of the century. As 
anthropologist Margaret Blackman states, “no photograph 
can be accepted as “representative” of a way of life without 
additional documentation” (Blackman 92). However, while 
some might consider these images to be representations of 
inauthentic First Nations, Winter and Pond’s images show 
that First Nations were not a dying culture but rather were 
adapting to the changes forced upon them (Wyatt 10). 

In colonizers efforts to save a dying race, 
photographers asserted that their images were aiding in this 
salvation effort. However, like the colonial experience, these 
images were laced with underlying intentions and fraught 
with misrepresentation. As stated earlier, the group who 
is deemed to be doing the saving is ultimately the one in 
power (Crosby 274). This is clearly translated into to the 
photographic images as they bring forth the question of who 
is the owner of the image? Or whose story is being told?

Since the non-Native photographer was the one 
performing the ethnographic study it is easy to conclude 
that the colonizer was in power. By placing a First Nations 
individual in a photograph it removed them from the reality 
of their lives. The photographer determined what each visual 
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Figure 2: Winter and Pond. # 70 -
 Chilkat Indian Potlach Dancers. 



document was going to represent. First Nations were at the 
mercy of the photographer. It is important to recognize that 
the First Nations sitters were not without agency; however, 
there was an unequal distribution of power due to the socio-
political climate of the time, whereby, the white photographer 
as colonizer maintained the position of power. The First 
Nations subject could not control the representation of her 
or his own cultural identity; as soon as a photograph was 
taken it was then in possession of the photographer and 
would be theirs to manipulate (Francis 43).  In most cases 
the final image would be one that reflected the notion of 
First Nations culture as primitive, static and unchanging. 
As stated by author Joanne Hearne in an article entitled 
“Telling and Retelling in the ‘Ink of Light’,” the result of 
the photographer determining the construction of the image 
was the creation of a “Portraiture of Dominance” (310). As 
visual documents, the images captured by Curtis, Winter, 
and Pond, created a framework that was used to determine 
First Nations authenticity. If First Nations did not reflect the 
stereotypes created by the photographs then they were seen 
as inauthentic not only by Canadian settler-society but would 
also come to be seen as such by First Nation communities. 

Many First Nations turned to these visual images to 
gage their own authenticity as these photographs provided 
the only connection many had to the past, and the only form 
of visual documentation of their communities. Many First 
Nations groups compared themselves to these photographs 
and were ultimately dismayed because they saw themselves as 
inauthentic. First Nations were manipulated into internalizing 
these images as truth and thus fell into the colonial narrative 
of seeing their culture as one that was dying. Photographer 
David Neel states that these images have “come back into 
our communities to influence how our own people look at 
our culture and heritage! Due to a lack of understanding, 
our young people interpret these photographs as accurate 
depictions of our ancestors” (Neel 18). However, recently 
First Nation communities have come together and critically 
assessed the validity of these narratives created as a response 
to these early twentieth century images. First Nations are no 
longer determining their authenticity in colonial terms.

Although colonization was detrimental to First 
Nation communities across Canada, it did not completely 
destroy Aboriginal cultures.  Contrary to Curtis’s myth 
of the ‘vanishing’ race, Marcia Crosby discusses First 
Nations endurance of the processes of colonization and 
assimilation. Aboriginal communities along the Northwest 
Coast never left, they simple adapted and changed as a result 
of colonial influences (Crosby 270).  After the implications 
and impact of colonial domination and subordination, First 
Nation communities are now looking for some positive 
outcomes these colonial photographs provide. Hearne states, 
“Kwakwaka’wakw, Inuit and other groups have used Curtis’s 

images to reconnect with a pre-contact past, appropriating 
and reframing mediated images to assert a distinct cultural 
identity and collective sovereignty” (310). The work of Neel 
and Nicolson can be seen as a response to, or an alternative 
representation of, First Nations peoples, as they are conceived 
through the indigenous lens.

Recapturing a sense of community is the predominant 
theme throughout the work of photographer Marianne 
Nicolson. Her work challenges the framework created by 
early photographers, in that she does not present her work as 
authentic in terms of colonial society’s definition. Nicolson 
asserts that she doesn’t “feel [that] she can produce only 
traditional work in a traditional context … but wants to be 
true to [her] experience in growing up both with Native 
and non-Native influences” (McMaster 100). She embraces 
the changes that her community in Kingcome Inlet, British 
Columbia, has had to go through. She breaks down the idea of 
authenticity by stating that the changes that were experienced 
by First Nations should not be regarded as discrediting their 
culture. “I’d like our people to get back to where we can 
look at new material and ideas and incorporate them into our 
own identity” (McMaster 101).  Nicolson clearly depicts the 
day-to-day life events that occur in her community. This is 
apparent in one of her images that belong to the collection 
of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, which is in “From 
House of God,” 1992 (Figure 3). Using black and white 
photography, Nicolson captures three young aboriginals 
in her community smiling, enjoying and exploring their 
surroundings. Like the photographs of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, Nicolson’s black and white 
images are continuing a cultural narrative. However, it is 
one that is accurately reflecting the current life experiences 
of members of Nicolson’s community. Through her work 
Nicolson is providing the opportunity for the voices of First 
Nations to be heard. As a result of having the opportunity 
to voice their own narratives, First Nation communities are 
embracing their cultures. Today the act of embracing is an 
act of empowerment for these communities. 

Photographer David Neel further discusses the idea of 
empowering today’s First Nation communities by challenging 
old narratives created in the ethnocentric photographs of the 
past. Neel embraces a technological tool that was once used 
against his people to create a new Aboriginal narrative to 
improve lives of people in his community (19). His work 
entitled “Our Chiefs and Elders,” is influenced by the work 
of Curtis and by doing this he is creating in his images a 
counter-narrative to that of the ‘vanishing’ culture. Unlike 
Curtis, Neel’s entire process of capturing the image is a two-
way relationship where the subject, the Elder, has a voice in 
determining how the image will be constructed. The choice 
of using Elders as his subject was done with the intention to 
showcase First Nation community leaders and to demonstrate 
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that their people have never gone away. Furthermore, Neel 
photographs the Elders in four different modes to show all 
aspects that make them who they are. These include the 
ceremonial, the personality, the environment, and the Action 
(Neel 188). Ultimately these photographs have allowed 
for “First Nations to speak for [themselves] and to create 
[their] own images” (Neel 11). The work produced by Neel 
is challenging stereotypes and ultimately empowering First 
Nations. As contemporary Mohawk photographer Shelley 
Niro asserts, through photography  “Native people are going 
to start using their imaginations...and start creating their 
own image of themselves...to reaffirm what we are” (in 
Ryan 13). Neel’s images of Elder Catherine Adams, from 
the Gwa’sala’Nakwaxda’xw Reserve, present the idea that 
these photographs are continuing tradition (Figure 4 & 5). 
Unlike the colonial definition of ‘tradition’ in reference to 
First Nations’ culture, Neel’s photographs are continuing the 
tradition of storytelling in an Aboriginal context. By showing 
Catherine Adams in her ceremonial dress and her everyday 
clothing, Neel challenges the idea of authentic. The multiple 
images of the elders, shows them in the different roles that 
they play in their communities. Unlike Curtis’s images, 
Neel’s photographs show that it is possible to have more 
than one identity.

Through the analysis of contemporary and 
ethnographic photographs of First Nations, we can conclude 
that both are telling a story. The colonial, Eurocentric 
narrative created by the early photographers resulted in 
labelling First Nations as either authentic or inauthentic 
based on their own cultural behaviour. First Nations that 
remained static were deemed authentic and thus ‘traditional’, 
where those who adapted and changed under the oppression 
of colonizers were seen as inauthentic. However, the work of 
contemporary First Nations photographers challenges these 
Eurocentric notions.  First Nation artists are continuing their 
tradition of storytelling; their new narrative is a reflection of 
their culture’s ability to adapt to new situations and persist 
for generations to come. Aboriginal artist Jimmie Durham 
emphasises an indigenous understanding of authenticity and 
tradition. Durham states, “traditions exist and are guarded 
by Indian communities. One of the most important of our 
traditions is…Constant change-adaptability, the inclusion of 
new ways and new material—is a tradition that our artists 
have particularly celebrated and have used to strengthen our 
societies” (Durham 1993).  The work of Neel and Nicholson 
clearly exemplifies Durham’s belief in the political 
significance of the aboriginal artist’s position as meaning 
maker and arguably as storyteller.
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Figure 4 – 5: David Neel. “Catherine Adams”
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All that remains of what was once Robert Smithson’s Glue Pour.


