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Abstract 
Unsettling Histories: Representation and Indigenous Creative Art Praxis in 

Official Indian Residential School Redress is an investigation of the role of visual 
strategies, art, and representation in reconciling Indian Residential School history in 
Canada. This research builds upon theories of biopolitics, settler colonialism, and race to 
examine the project of redress and reconciliation as nation and identity building strategies 
engaged in the ongoing structural invasion of settler colonialism. It considers the key 
policy moments and expressions of the federal government—from RCAP to the IRSSA 
and subsequent apology—as well as the visual discourse of reconciliation as it works 
through archival photography, institutional branding, and commissioned works. These 
articulations are read alongside the creative and critical work of Indigenous artists and 
knowledge producers working within and outside of hegemonic structures on the topics 
of Indian Residential School history and redress. In particular the works of Jeff Thomas, 
Adrian Stimson, Krista Belle Stewart, Christi Belcourt, Luke Marston, Peter Morin, and 
Carey Newman are discussed in this dissertation. These works must be understood in 
relationship to the normative discourse of reconciliation as a legitimizing mechanism of 
settler colonial hegemony. Beyond the binary of cooptation and autonomous resistance, 
these works demonstrate the complexity of representing Indigeneity: as an ongoing site of 
settler colonial encounter and simultaneously the forum for the willful refusal of 
contingency or containment.  
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Introduction	
The legacy of Indian Residential Schools has contributed to social problems that 
continue to exist in many communities today. It has taken extraordinary courage 
for the thousands of survivors that have come forward to speak publicly about the 
abuse they suffered. It is a testament to their resilience as individuals and to the 
strength of their cultures. 
—Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s ‘Statement of Apology,’ June 11, 2008  
 
In 2013, I witnessed a short performance by Anishinabe artist Rebecca Belmore 

and Siksika artist Adrian Stimson. It was at “Cultures of Reconciliation: Academic, 

Artistic, Activist: A Humanities Research Unit Event,” where the two were participating 

in a panel titled ‘Performance as Praxis.’ The event took place in the old chapel of the 

former Emmanuel and St. Chad’s Anglican Seminary building—which had, since the 

closing of the seminary, become home to the Student Association, for which the former 

chapel often served as a meeting and function venue. Build from resonant wood 

panelling, with incredible acoustics and bright natural light, the chapel remained largely 

unchanged despite its new secular role. It was shaped into the recognizable arch, with tall 

stained-glass windows depicting Christian tropes and tales, lit by copper, crucifix-

punched lamps, which dangled from the ceiling. This particular event was geared toward 

a discussion of the role of arts and culture in the process reconciliation, or critical artistic 

reflections on reconciliation and its themes. In this unique space, the symbolic stage upon 

which the artists would be performing was already a visual palimpsest of shifting 

territories and affiliation that demonstrated the genealogy of social meaning and power—

from religious morality and pious practice, to secular science and critical academic 

inquiry.  

In the center of the front of the room, amid the presenter’s tables and projection 

screen, there was placed a single chair for Stimson to sit on. He sat right in front of where 
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the altar might be. And, while projections and tables and academics resignified the 

purpose of the space, the reach of the large colourful stained-glass representation of the 

Holy Spirit stretching high above our heads, was still captivating. With flat expressions, 

Stimson sat and Belmore stood. She seemed to be thinking about something, her figure—

in jeans and light shirt, with pointy black shoes—was angular, as she leaned against a 

presenter’s table. She looked at Stimson as if reflecting upon something: casually, but 

intently. Then in a controlled, deliberate, and astonishingly rapid movement, Belmore 

walked all the way forward and slapped Stimson right across his face. 

It was amazing, shocking, and not only because of my lack of expectation. This 

was no little slap. It was quite real—hard. The slap activated the layers of the space: the 

fact that it was a former seminary, still very much a chapel; the position of us, me, as 

viewers; the positionality of both Belmore and Stimson, as artists, and as Indigenous; as 

being slapped and as slapping; our goals there that day and our position in a university; 

our location on appropriated lands. All of the stratified meanings and relevant contexts of 

this moment were called into presence—without words. For me, as a settler scholar—still 

young, growing, in my understanding and awareness, as I still am—sitting there, it was 

stunning and intimate. And then the panel went on. There were some laughs, jokes about 

the palpable reality of the slap, but, in so far as I remember, not much was unpacked or 

explained away. It was as if, before getting into everything else that would be said in the 

panel, this needed to be ‘said.’ This slap across the face reflected more quickly and more 

accurately than any words might have done. 

 The slap spoke to the volumes of unspoken acts and history, experiences and 

memories, which were evoked and masked, explained away and apparent in that space 
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and in our midst. As a gesture, it troubled the space in which we worked, shook our seats, 

and evoked the spaces of IRSs and the TRC. Slapping someone across the face can be 

understood in various registers and intensities—an insult, a chide, an assault, a wakeup, a 

disciplinary act. Here, the violence was against an Indigenous body, and also between 

Indigenous individuals. The fact that this violence took place for the presentation, like the 

act of giving testimony, with numerous viewers, bystanders, captivated and captive, 

speaks to the way in which responsibility is dispersed and complicity is insidious. I was 

reminded of the violence of IRSs and the violence, in which I am complicit, of the IRS 

redress process. As audience and spectators, we are both active in the aggression through 

our privileging of the space in which such an action can take place, through the creation 

of a space in which witnessing violence is acceptable. And, we are also actively subjected 

to/by it, as an expression of creative freedom, which we must witness, allow. The surprise 

and distress of this slap rippled through the room, beyond Stimson’s face and Belmore’s 

hand, spilling over the goose bumps on my arms, catching in my stopped throat, and 

welling in the pit of my deeply unsettled stomach. And too, the slap was a jolt—an 

awakening. Just in case you weren’t paying attention: Wake up! The act worked to 

remind the audience of what it is that we were doing there, doing here, what was/is 

actually at stake in talking about or witnessing the stuff of talking about IRSs: aggressive, 

racist, assimilative federal policies that resulted in generations of struggle, violence, and 

assault against children, adults, and communities. This performance reminded me of what 

cannot be generalized and what demands not to be overlooked. 

Visual art and cultural production have been at the centre of unofficial efforts and 

institutionalized responses to reconciling Canada. This reconciliation is broadly 
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understood as something that is taking place between First Nations, Metis, and Inuit 

living within the imposed borders of the settler colonial project of Canada, and Canada as 

an official regime and unofficial mainstream body. Reconciliation has been structured 

around the redress of Indian Residential Schools (IRSs) as institutions that removed, 

displaced, isolated and sought to assimilate Aboriginal children. Visual art and cultural 

production have been instrumental in the representation and memorialization of 

commitments to reconciliation: as commemorative and memorial strategies; as 

methodological and functional inclusions to official ceremonies and processes of 

testimony and witness; invited as alternative formats for testimony or evidence; and as 

alternative ways of expressing and exploring these histories. Since the 2008 Apology 

from then-Prime Minister Stephen Harper, there have been many proliferating projects, 

residencies, exhibitions, and artworks, which take as topic reconciliation or IRS history 

and experience.  

At the end of the TRC’s mandate, and just after the release of the TRC’s final 

report, the Canada Council for the Arts has now announced a new strategic plan for the 

increased $1.9 billion budget allocations from parliament. In addition to three very 

general strategies, the new plan takes as its fourth “renewing the relationship between 

Indigenous artists and Indigenous and Non-Indigenous audiences,” and promises an 

additional $1.8 million will be invested into “(Re)conciliation and Indigenous arts 

initiatives.”1 The more than $36 million allocated to this strategic plan in 2017 “is open to 

artists and arts organizations to celebrate Canada’s 150th anniversary.”2 This is a key 

																																																								
1 Kevin Griffin, “Witnesses Residential School Exhibition Attracts Record 
Numbers,” in Vancouver Sun (November 28, 2013). 
2 Ibid. 
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articulation of this specific moment in history: at the end of a multi billion dollar redress 

project and foregrounding a bicentennial anniversary of the country that perpetrated the 

transgressions being reconciled, Canada has committed itself to articulating reconciliation 

and redress in celebration of its nationhood. IRS history and the recent redress project are 

to be folded into the larger narrative of Canadian—evidencing national cohesion.  

research problematic  

This dissertation takes as its general focus the role of visual art and cultural 

production in the discourse and performance of redressing IRSs and reconciling Canada. 

Representing IRS history and Aboriginal3 culture has played a key role in the process and 

authentication of reconciliation in Canada. Through this research project, I attempted to 

tease open the elliptical and entrenched structure of power in which this discourse of 

redress and reconciliation, and the artworks engaged to work within it, are suspended. 

The foremost question that compels this research project is: what is the role of 

representation in the IRS redress and reconciliation processes and what work is it doing. 

If we understand these formal redress processes as political strategies for the 

legitimization of a liberal state and for the governance of a multicultural population—as 

others have and I will continue to argue that we should—then the IRSSA and its cognate 

																																																								
3 There are some important distinctions here to be made around the ways in which 
I use terms to refer to Indigenous, Metis, and Inuit peoples. Here, and largely 
throughout the dissertation, the term Aboriginal refers to a normative category of 
difference structured in relation to the settler colonial norm. When I refer to 
Indigenous groups, by contrast, I am seeking to group diverse nations and 
communities whose identity and existence can is collectively associated with a 
particular relationship to and of land. Indigeneity, as I employ it, refers to this 
relationship to and of land, and, in a discursive sense, speaks to a legal and 
political orientation to settlement, and the accumulation of land and resources that 
can largely be associated with that settlement.  
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institutions (the TRC, the NRC, and, to some extent, the AHF) can be understood as 

nodes of a nation-building strategy.  

 Diana Taylor states “Power, we might argue, lies in the ways claims are enacted 

and made visible. Who controls the resonant symbols, gestures, colours, language and 

what are these made to transmit?”4 I ask this question of the role of art in reconciling 

Canada. Within the IRSSA, diverse elements such as visual and spatial design, 

photography and photographic representation of history, visual arts and ceremonial 

objects, as well as ceremonies and performance practices are drawn together. They are 

instrumentalized as subjective contributions to themes and roles related to IRSSA’s goal 

and mandate to reconcile. Read within the context of a national redress project, this 

dissertation maps the hegemonic5 ‘control’ of ‘resonant symbols,’ the rhetorical coercion 

																																																								
4 Diana Taylor, “Performance and Politics,” Identities 21, no. 4 (2014). 340. 
5 Here I borrow from Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, described 
in his Prison Notebooks, which he uses to theorize the relationship of culture to 
power in the context of capitalism. Gramsci’s description of cultural hegemony as 
a shifting, almost fluid, interface of power which elicits ‘spontaneous consent’ 
(Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quentin Hoare 
and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York, 1971), 12.) preempts Foucault’s 
description of discursive power which I use to inform my theory of power for this 
work—I discuss this through Butler’s articulation of the concept in my section “a 
note on power.” Likewise, Gramsci’s orientation of his discussion around and in 
relation to the movement of capital compliments my exploration of the shifting of 
power through culture around a core value of accumulation by dispossession. The 
Marxist core of the term remains, though obscured here by a settler colonial 
framework—which Marx of course, does not discuss, but Coulthard (see 
conclusion) reinvigorates. Hegemony, in this dissertation refers to a dynamic but 
centralizing project which both elicits and enforces power. Culture in this 
normative sense refers to the normative process through which hegemony is 
elicited, discursively. Throughout the dissertation I refer to culture as a category 
which both refers to and enforces—in an essentializing sense—a particular way of 
relating to and articulating ones identity. I do use culture in a vaguely 
anthropological sense when referring to Indigenous cultures, individually or as a 
collected body of diverse systems of understanding and communities 
characterized by Indigeneity—a unique relationship to and of land.  
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and suggested allegiances of ‘gestures, colours and language.’ The dissertation focuses on 

this central understanding of art and culture at the intersection of control and 

representation. Through this research, I hope to signal toward, if not come to some 

conclusions surrounding what these works and products are then asked to or ‘made to 

transmit,’ and how we might come to understand those transmissions within a larger 

decolonial project.  

In that sense, this dissertation considers underlying questions about how 

representations of Indigeneity or Indigenous expression work within and inform 

hegemonic settler colonial governance structures, policies, and practices. Likewise, I 

consider the increasingly complex and subversive methodologies of resurgence and 

decolonization generated through Indigenous art practices that come out of this 

reconciling initiative. For all producers inside and outside of the academy, there is much 

to learn from Indigenous knowledge workers and art practitioners who consistently work 

to destabilize the teleology of settler colonial logic. This dissertation maps how 

Indigenous artists and cultural producers conceptualize of their work in relation to 

reconciliation and how can these expressions might be understood alongside the goals 

and discourse of official reconciliation. At the heart of this issue is also the way in which 

Indigeneity, Indigenous ways of being, Indigenous knowledges and identities are being 

represented, appropriated, or contextualized through and/or by visual art and cultural 

production. I work to consider how do these representations might be understood to 

function alongside the discursive formation of legal and political identities through 

policies and the settlement. 
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‘Histories that stick’: Roots and realization of IRS policy and redress 

The recent histories of settler colonial policy and racialized governance practices 

must be understood within the larger arch of settler colonialism in Canada. This study 

considers the Canadian brand of reconciliation within the framework of Canadian 

liberalism, neoliberal governance practices and state-legitimizing projects, and historical 

revisionism aimed at the development of national identity and narrative. The discourse of 

reconciliation and its temporal sectioning of Canada’s colonial history reify notions of a 

multicultural, post-colonial Canada, discrete from its settler history, subverting 

ontological questions about settler identity and Indigeneity. In the following section, I 

briefly explore the specific history of IRS in Canada, in order to contextualize the 

political redress project and also to begin to characterize the discursive formation of 

settler colonial legitimacy in liberal Canada. The IRSs and official redress must also be 

understood within the development of Canadian multiculturalism and the Canadian 

approach to governing difference. In Chapter One, the policy history and progression of 

the IRS redress will be mapped in much greater detail. However, for the time being an 

overview understanding of the context will suffice. 

IRSs are the result of federally instituted wardship of ‘Indian’ populations. In 

1867, under the British North America Act, education for legally termed ‘Indians’ 

became a federal responsibility. In 1876, the Indian Act named so-called ‘Indians’ as 

wards of the state. The IRS system is a blanket term now used to represent Industrial 

Schools, Day Schools, Hostels and Residential Schools, and it resulted directly from this 

legal relationship. “Indian Education” had previously been part of treaty accords and the 

theorized rights of First Nation’s communities since the 1850s. In 1869, the “Act for the 
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Gradual Civilization of the Indians” was passed. This act stands to reflect the general 

beliefs of the era: that First Nations people should be fully assimilated into mainstream 

Canadian Society, surrendering their languages and lands, and adopting Canadian values 

and ideas, was taken as a given. In short, there was a widespread belief in the ontological 

inferiority of Indigenous peoples and settler-serving paternalistic beliefs regarding ‘care,’ 

modernization, and progress were pervasive. Beginning with children and formative 

education, IRS were a foundational attempt at ‘civilizing’ Indigenous communities, in 

addition to a key strategy in the displacement and alienation of generations of young 

people from their communities and land.6 Beginning in the late 1800s, IRS opened up 

across the country, in various forms of partnership between churches and government. In 

1920, Duncan Campbell Scott, acting general superintendent, made attendance 

compulsory for children 7-15.7 To give a picture of the pervasiveness of these schools 

and therefore the general pervasiveness of the ideology they represented and propagated, 

in 1930, 75% of First Nations children were in IRS.8 

 This landslide approach to indoctrination and cultural genocide had a devastating 

effect on the First Nation, Métis, and Inuit peoples of Canada. I make no pretence to fully 

representing the IRS history in a way that conveys the powerful violence they embody. 

Through these institutions, the abstract goals of assimilation and cultural eradication 

hardened into a harsh, cold, violent reality for children who attended them. Students were 

																																																								
6Bonita Lawrence, “Gender, Race, and the Regulation of Native Identity in 
Canada and the United States: An Overview,” Hypatia 18, no. 2 (2003). 
7 Foundation Legacy of Hope, 100 Years of Loss / the Residental School System in 
Canada, Video/DVD. 
8 Canadian Bar Association, “The Logical Next Step: Reconciliation Payments for 
All Indian Residential School Survivors “ (Ottawa: Canadian Bar Association, 
2005). 23.  
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stripped of names, traditional clothing, languages, spirituality and concepts, and given the 

bare means of numbered life within an institution. Members of the opposite sex were 

segregated, and even brothers and sisters were not allowed to interact with one another. 

Punishment, derision, and abuse for maintaining or expressing one’s culture were the 

norm. Beyond the curricular discouragement of Indigenous cosmologies and ways of 

knowing, overtly disparaging views of Indigenous peoples as backward, dirty, savage and 

as other were punitively imposed upon the children. In addition to not being allowed to 

express one’s culture, there was also the clear development of a culture of shame around 

one’s identity as a gendered, racialized, Indigenous body.9 There were shortages of food, 

warmth, supplies and love and support were scarce; likewise, there were outrageously 

high mortality rates for students of the school. Since the beginning of officiated inquiries 

into the history of the schools, more has come to light about illegal testing conducted on 

students, outright suppression of information surrounding abuses allegations, and 

generalized contemporaneous awareness about the overt dysfunction and violence within 

the institutions, at the time that they were running. Settler hegemony and more generally 

accepted overt racism meant that, for most of their period, IRS assimilative policies went 

unquestioned by mainstream Canadian society and lawmakers. Still today, as I will 

discern much the mainstream understanding about why the schools were a crime against 

humanity, and why they must be redressed, is based in a universalised agreement 

surrounding the wrongness of sexual and physical abuse of children. The more nuanced 

																																																								
9 Sam McKegney’s “pain, pleasure, shame. Shame” Masculine Embodiment, 
Kinship, and Indigenous Reterritorialization” in Arts of Engagement: Taking 
Aesthetic Action in and Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada. Eds. Dylan Robinson and Keavy Martin. Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier 
University Press (2016). offers an in-depth discussion of the experience of shame 
in IRSs as a technology of governance and control.  
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understanding of these schools as a culturally and spiritually violent, or even genocidal, is 

still not popularly established.  

By the time that the last IRS closed, in 1996, stories about abuse as well as 

litigation against the federal government and various individuals for experiences in the 

schools had become public and pronounced. Tension around ongoing land disputes hit 

and unprecedented high in the summer of 1990 with the armed resistance at Oka. In the 

same year, then Grand Chief of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, Phil Fontaine, 

publically conveyed his experiences of abuse within the residential school system (1990), 

officially drawing the controversial schools and their history into the mainstream gaze. 

Subsequently, the Assembly of First Nations released Breaking the Silence: An 

Interpretive Study of Residential School Impact and Healing as Illustrated by the Stories 

of First Nations Individuals (1994). In order to consider the state of Aboriginal people in 

Canada, the federal government established an inquiry. The Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples was established (1991-1996) as a direct response to the mounting 

difficulties between settler and Indigenous populations. RCAP was the direct result from 

armed resistance, blockades and Indigenous autonomous activities. Along with numerous 

recommendations, RCAP asserted that one way to improve the conditions for Aboriginal 

people in Canada IRS history must be addressed.  

Two years after RCAP, the federal government produced Gathering Strength: 

Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan (1998)—the official response to RCAP’s final report, 

and an articulation of the hegemonic understanding and application of RCAP’s 

recommendations. This document contains the first official ‘Statement of Reconciliation.’ 

Though later eclipsed by the 2008 apology, it is this symbolic acknowledgement and 
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recognition of wrongdoing that opens the door to redress conversations around 

Residential Schools. As early as 1996, the of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF) 

was developed to address the psychic and physical health issues associated with IRS 

trauma; visual culture was enlisted as a means to communicate survivor experience, 

facilitate survivor healing, and begin the process of reconciling the violent history with 

the narrative of Canada as a nation-state. Aboriginal artists, curators, and professionals 

were charged with the project of creating teaching material, didactic art installations, and 

web resources that would populate the absence in the archive of this history with the 

voices of students experiences and Aboriginal responses. In addition, established 

Aboriginal artists’ works were used to supplement and contextualize the developing body 

of research that the foundation initiated and funded. When the Legacy of Hope 

Foundation (LHF) came into effect (2005), it enlisted the help of established artists in 

augmenting the Aboriginal perspective in its materials and resources. Ongoing research 

initiatives have developed out of these early projects, resulting in a number of artist 

residencies and workshops on the topic reconciliation through art. 

Mandated by the 2007 IRSSA, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

is the public interface of official IRS redress, a truth seeking commission, and a national 

cathartic process. When the TRC began its mandated process of travelling across the 

country, collecting testimony and establishing witness in the pursuit of sharing the truth 

of IRS experiences, Aboriginal artworks and sacred objects figured a central role in the 

commissions proceedings. Likewise, large-scale cultural events and performances 

dominated the event schedules alongside large time blocks of public testimony—each 

day’s emotionally charged exchange enveloped in ceremonial openings and celebratory 



 

	 13	

entertainment based closes. In each city galleries and museums opened their doors and 

dedicated their spaces to distinctly Aboriginal expressions, taking over the physical and 

visual maps of the city with cartography of plural histories and multiple cultures. During 

later events, the numbers and schedules grew, drawing host cities into project with 

dedicated ‘years of reconciliation’ and public art installations. Now, as the commission 

and the other IRSSA institutions have come to the end of their mandates, the final prong 

of the initiative is a primary concern; conversations about archiving, maintaining, 

researching and continuing to produce knowledge on the topic centre on the 

representation of the history for future generations of Aboriginal people and Canadians.  

historical dialogue and the liberal reflexive turn 

Another historical context, relevant to the history of redress in Canada is the 

development of the ‘age of apology.’ The increased presence of historical redress 

dialogues, recognition, restitution, and state-initiated conflict management is a key 

catalyst for IRS redress and a distinct factor in its structural realization. In the wake of the 

Second World War, the development of Human Rights discourse, transnational 

governance technologies and international accountability began to gain momentum in the 

geopolitical arena. The adoption of a Universal Human Rights Declaration in 1948 

suggests the widespread assumption of liberal values—situated around individual rights 

and freedoms. Rooted in the attempt to adjudicate and prevent future iterations of the 

genocidal atrocities perpetrated by the Third Reich, the universal declaration of human 

rights declares a set of basic human entitlements. Ontologically liberal,10 the centrality of 

																																																								
10 It is important here, and throughout this dissertation, to distinguish between the 
characteristics of liberalism and neoliberalism. ‘Ontologically liberal’ refers to the 
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the individual becomes the axis by which rights are judged in the human rights 

framework—more real than society or even state. In the process, the discourse of human 

rights develops, with an aim at the establishment and maintenance of an international and 

even global regime.11 Out of this dialogue form a number of transnational super-

organizations such as the United Nations, World Trade Organization, World Health 

																																																																																																																																																																					
roots of Human Rights discourse in a liberal cosmology and axiology—in which 
the individual and the notion of personal rights are paramount, and centralized 
upon a notion of landownership, property, and capital, even when not overtly 
mentioned. I explore this in more detail through the work of Ian Mackay, as 
follows. However, while redress and rights discourses are ontologically liberal, 
the discourse of those rights and concepts, and their articulation as governance 
mechanisms shifts. Along with the proliferating axes of power, and the dynamic 
development of liberal principles beyond the state, more recent expressions of 
redress and historical justice mirror the characteristics of neoliberalism. The 
transnational morality of redress and Human Rights moves beyond individual 
state accountability toward an international rights regime. And TRC’s, Truth 
Inquiries, and difference driven consolation initiatives between governments and 
minorities reflect the  ‘bottom-up’ style of governance associated neoliberal 
agendas. These seemingly grassroots initiatives reseat ‘power’ in an overt sense 
and more effectively responsibility and costs with populations, communities, or 
individuals (Hall. The Neoliberal Revolution, 2011. 711). Neoliberal governance 
works to narrow the public sector, using bureaucratic or nanny state rhetoric. 
Throughout the dissertation, I use liberal/liberalism as an evocation of the values 
and historical context of hegemony in the settler colonial polity of Canada—the 
centrality of the individual, and most importantly, the language and capital of 
property/land. While I could have chosen to discuss the IRSSA in the context of 
neoliberalism—something I do, to some extent, in the discussion of resilience—
my focus on the Agreement as a biopolitical technology better addresses the 
elliptical project of colonization via interpellation. A discussion of the IRSSA as a 
neoliberal project would rightly centralized the economic interests at the heart of 
displacement and disavowal; however, liberalism as a foundation here reminds us 
adequately of the centrality of land and capital. We can see biopolitics, 
particularly as it works to interpellate identity, as working within a neoliberal 
agenda. However, as I try to show in my brief exploration of IRSs and the Indian 
Act, biopower begins much earlier, through the socioeconomic project of race, 
than the transnational neoliberal approach to capital.  
11 Huyssen Andreas, “International Human Rights and the Politics of Memory: 
Limits and Challenges,” Criticism 53, no. 4 (2011). 
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Organization, and others, which become arbiters of basic human rights and freedoms, 

even to the extent that they circumnavigate states.  

The development of the universal declaration of human rights provided a measure 

against which to judge the war crimes at Nuremburg, and also laid the groundwork for a 

litany of truth technologies and governance tools to follow. After the trials at Nuremburg 

we see a proliferation of restorative and retributive justice redress techniques. In Borer’s 

words, “there is near unanimity among most scholars, as well as practitioners, that 

societies coming out of periods of violence must in some way examine, acknowledge and 

account for violence committed by various groups in the past in order to move 

forward.”12 Commissions, tribunals, apologies, and initiatives embody state-based 

attempts at redressing violent histories, reconciling divided populations, liberalizing 

national narratives and identities, and governing racially and culturally diverse 

populations. Elazar Barkan, writes that “history changes who we were, not just who we 

are. In this sense history has become a crucial field for political struggle.”13 The battle for 

control over national histories and imaginaries is seemingly as important in the liberal 

rights economy as the battle for control over resources and land. This need to legitimize 

the past, as well as the present and the future echoes Ian McKay’s observation of the 

liberal order’s capacity to transcend time and space,14 giving the sense of always having 

been and universalism. New and old nations, particularly democracies, now interrogate 

																																																								
12 Tristan Anne Borer, Telling the Truths: Truth Telling and Peace Building in 
Post-Conflict Societies (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006). 
3. 
13 Elazar Barkan, The Guilt of Nations: Restitution and Negotiating Historical 
Injustices (New York: Norton, 2000). x. 
14 Ian McKay, The Challenge of Modernity: A Reader on Post-Confederation 
Canada (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1992). 
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their pasts in order to reformulate their presents and secure their futures. The focus 

becomes findings, quantitative truth, discovery and proof. These values, rights, and 

inscriptions are then naturalized through a process of institutional (public and private) 

experiences: authorizing the new national narrative through participation and an economy 

of experience. Truth, as a concept, is central here, reinforced by the authenticating 

methods of deduction, proof, and technology. The concept of historical redress is rooted 

in the fertile context of multicultural rhetoric. Although truth technologies often assume 

the vestiges of judiciary process—witness, testimony, and terms such as rights—truth 

commissions are most often non-judicial bodies that “seek to establish the broader 

patterns of violations and their causes, providing…an interpreted truth establishing the 

meanings of what happened in the past.”15 The practice of performing peace, or using 

truth technologies has become commonplace in transitioning nations, foregrounding 

humanitarianism as a practice and even advertising viability as a nation to outlying 

government actors and transnational organizations. More recently, we see these 

technologies being used in establish democracies, like Canada, to accommodate plural 

truths and diverse experience. Barkan argues that this new iteration synthesizes human 

rights and conflict resolution techniques, to strengthen established regimes.16 The IRSS 

redress movement stems out of years of former residential school students speaking out 

about their experiences, artistic representations experiences through novels, music, and 

visual art, as well as community and activist groups working consistently in the face of 

federal official denial. However, official recognition of IRS violence—first as individual 

																																																								
15 Elin Skaar, Siri Gloppen, and Astri Suhrke, Roads to Reconciliation (Lanham, 
Md: Lexington Books, 2005). 28. 
16 Elazar Barkan and Alexander Karn, Taking Wrongs Seriously: Apologies and 
Reconciliation (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006). 5. 
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events of abuse and sexual violence, and finally, much more recently, as violently 

assimilative on the whole—can be shown to have come out of the larger trends of 

apologies and historical redress in Canada. Much has been written about the wave of 

apologies and smaller settlements that began in the 1980s with Japanese Internment 

Camp redress.17 Simultaneously with the outcries from Aboriginal communities and 

leaders and the closure of the last IRSs on Gordon’s Reserve, the government was already 

in the process of reversing official denial of other past violences. The wall of denial that 

surrounded Residential Schools, despite strong dissent and numerous testimonies to the 

contrary was only surmountable in a liberal nation only in the context of this trend. As I 

will explore further, the official ignorance of IRS reality is distinctly more complex due 

to the unique legal position of First Nation’s people in Canada, as well as the specificity 

of Indigeneity and the formation of settler subjectivities.  

These practices serve to legitimize contemporary governments, in their ability to 

allow for equality and individual experience within the hegemonic representation of 

national identity. 18 Institutionalizing regret implies that in seeing and correcting 

wrongdoing, institutions can perform their development or movement away from their 

violent histories. Global redress trends—in the form of commissions, inquiries, apologies, 

and tribunals—offer governments and conglomerates the opportunity to act out their 

difference and their newfound progressiveness, on an official level. In the same vein, the 

truth commission or truth-seeking initiative offers developed nations the unique 

																																																								
17 For a more comprehensive discussion of the trend toward redress in Canada, 
consider Jennifer Henderson and Pauline Wakeham, Reconciling Canada: 
Critical Perspectives on the Culture of Redress (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2012). 
18 Stephen Winter, “Legitimacy, Citizenship and State Redress,” Citizenship 
Studies 15, no. 6-7 (2011). 806. 
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opportunity to reconcile a focussed and unified perspective on truth, that can be accepted 

by diverse populations in a way that reified liberal values. The project also offers an 

official stage upon which to author a new narrative, in which diverse parties participate in 

a process that develops a shared experience, a shared history, and a narrative link. In the 

liberal nation, placing the individual at the centre of the rights, law, ownership and the 

body politic reifies the notion of the importance of personal history and experience. In 

order to find some measure of reciprocity or parallel amid these competing histories, the 

truth commission function to create a shared history through the interaction of opposing 

sides: constituting a “new form of political negotiation that enables the rewriting of 

memory and historical identity in ways that both can share.”19 Conversely the official 

recognition of the individual history within an official narrative and process affirms the 

liberal reality of the individual at the core of rights; seeing one’s own face and story 

reflected in the glittering mirror of hegemonic national identity creates the impression 

that the federally mandated processes reflect individual needs and local specificity, even 

as these processes engage personal experience and create collective memory to political 

ends. In Canada, this mutual history—and arguably the making of it—is a key 

characteristic of the national imaginary: the plural diversity and harmony of 

multiculturalism on which Canada professes to be based, and upon which the ongoing 

arguments for assimilation rest. 

theoretical framework 

																																																								
19 Elazar Barkan, The Guilt of Nations: Restitution and Negotiating Historical 
Injustices, xviii.  
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settler colonialism 

For this research, I use theories of settler colonial invasion to theorize the 

discursive formation of settler hegemony and the inclusion of Indigenous experiences 

created within the structure of settler colonial invasion by discourse of reconciliation. In 

his seminal essay, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native, “ Patrick Wolfe 

urges researchers to understand settler colonial invasion as a structure rather than a 

temporal event. He writes 

When invasion is recognized as a structure rather than an event, its history does 
not stop—or, more to the point, become relatively trivial—when it moves on from 
the era of frontier homicide. Rather, narrating that history involves charting the 
continuities, discontinuities, adjustments, and departures whereby a logic that 
initially informed frontier killing transmutes into different modalities, discourses 
and institutional formations as it undergirds the historical development and 
complexification of settler society. This is not a hierarchical procedure.20 

Wolfe subverts the historical bracketing associated with a temporally framed 

understanding of settler colonialism, asserting the ongoing nature of coloniality and 

drawing attention to the distinctive mechanisms through which this structure impacts the 

present. The official historical redress of IRSs and Indigenous experiences reflects a 

temporal bracketing of a colonial moment: the forced assimilation of generations of 

children based in paternalistic policy that was enacted through settler colonial violence. 

When bracketed, that history is disassociated from the larger arch settler colonial invasion 

in Canada and divorced from its contemporary analogous institutions. Wolfe’s structural 

model gestures toward the ongoing re-articulation of invasion through elliptical intervals 

of appropriation and displacement. He negates the hierarchization of a singular moment 

of invasion and instead represents a diffuse, dispersed, but ongoing dynamic of invasion. 

																																																								
20 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal 
of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006). 402.  
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Understood through Wolfe’s argument, IRSs represent another node of invasion. 

Likewise, in this view, IRSs and official redress embody the “continuities, 

discontinuities, adjustments, and departures” that characterize the structure of invasion.  

the Canadian project  

 McKay points out that Canada, in the various structural forms it has taken, can be 

summed up as a liberal project trying to ‘take root’ in ‘unlikely soil.’21 The foundational 

displacement and violence of contact, coupled with the frontier of imperialism has 

engendered a unique and self-serving evolution of liberalism in Canada. The centrality of 

land remains integral to both the identification of Canadian liberalism and settler 

colonialism. McKay refers to the individual as the ‘proprietor’22 of him or herself—a 

moniker that reveals the concern of liberal ideas about property ownership and situation 

on land/ heritage. The values of liberty, equality, and property began and have remained 

at the core of early settlement, immigration, federation, and contemporary nationalism. 

The positivism of liberal logic and settler colonialism intersect at a particular construct of 

time and space. The liberal order seeks, as McKay points out, to transcend time and 

space—to give the sense of having always been, being hinged to individual experience 

and subjectivity and therefore natural to the human state.23 External institutions cannot 

boast the same timelessness; all are secondary to the original almost sacred human 

subject. Similarly, the sovereignty of the individual is universal, presenting itself as 

coming from within—inherent rights—and therefore not subject to the formal constrains 

																																																								
21 Ian McKay, “After Canada: On Amnesia and Apocalypse in the Contemporary 
Crisis,” Acadiensis XXVIII, no. 1 (1998). 
22 Ibid. 
23 Mackay. The Challenge of Modernity: A Reader on Post-Confederation 
Canada. 
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of space. This model imports well into the settler colonial fallacy. Settler colonialism 

requires the negation of time before contact—terra nullius. Liberalism affords the 

universality of values, and the natural, basic tenants of ownership and land. In the 

discovery and adaptation of liberalism, the liberal conquest brings with it modernity, 

freedom, and enlightenment. Settler entitlement and the dismissal—or outright 

eradication—of Indigenous epistemologies is produced out of the liberal intimation that 

the individual is more real and more central than societies or institutions. The need for 

property transcends equality in this exchange, as an identifying characteristic of the free 

individual. Intensified is the need to believe or ideologically explain away the pre-

eminence of other cultures on the land—the virginal land necessity of settler 

subjectivity—in order to avoid the paradoxical question of whose land, whose rights, 

equal to whom. 

Modernity and IRSs 

Settler colonialism’s ‘primitive accumulation’ of land echoes the centrality of 

individual rights to property, liberty, and equality. Morphing liberal ontologies to reflect 

the founding violence of settler colonialism requires legitimizing narratives of place and 

entitlement, as well as the manipulation of the notion of equity. In particular, the liberal 

right to property and the Indigenous conundrum requires various forms of settler 

disavowal: the denial of Indigenous presence on the land, relationships to the land, 

authenticity, and the notion racial purity. As white settler scholar and decolonizing 

thinker Scott Morgensen argues, “if settler law as Western law is projected as liberal 

governance [aka the values and trappings of liberalizing ideology], it follows a principle 

that it may arrive and settle anywhere, as itself. Such law then encompasses the 
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provisional humanity of all whom it occupies as racialised and primitive children, whose 

capacity for defiance nevertheless invests the West with a paternal authority to act as 

caretaker or killer of ‘kin’ under its care.”24 As a project, Indian Residential School 

policy worked in concert with a liberal settler subjectivity—of humanitarian and 

paternalistic equalizer—to practice and implement policy that prescribed and imposed 

Indigenous subjectivity along the lines of ‘primitive’ and racialized others. Despite the 

fact that the settler/farmer/pioneer narrative flourishes in the liberal framework, further 

entrenching entitlement through ‘bootstrap’ narratives of perseverance and hard work,25 

the original violence and displacement of the first inhabitants of the land does not 

reconcile itself with the romanticism of settler colonialism, destiny, and liberal 

authenticity. However, as Morgensen points out, the humanitarian, indeed paternalistic, 

view to care and manage reconciles the liberal project and the settler colonial violence. 

To mend the paradox that Veracini calls the founding violence, and what North 

American leaders called ‘the Indian problem’ the organizational structure of Canada as 

governing state and the ideology of Canada as an imagined nation work together to 

entrench liberal order; the romanticism of pioneer labour, immigrant freedom, and 

normative identity, mirror in values and in ethics the policies the liberal federal 

structure.26 The inherent challenge of reconciling First Nations, Métis people, and Inuit 

																																																								
24 Scott Lauria Morgensen, “The Biopolitics of Settler Colonialism: Right Here, 
Right Now,” Settler Colonial Studies 1, no. 1 (2011). 67. 
25 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.” 396. 
26 In the words of Ian McKay, for Canada “what it meant to succeed, to own 
things, to shine as a success in the eyes of one’s parents, to be a real man, to 
construct lines on maps and barriers around the whole country, to separate what’s 
‘mine’ from ‘yours,’ ‘ours’ and ‘theirs’: with regards to these fundamental 
questions of property, the farmer’s fencepost and the prime minister’s tariff policy 
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peoples and treaties to the settler advantage within liberal ideals is the founding dilemma 

on which the particular brand of Canadian settler colonialism is formed. Veracini states 

that by its very nature, settler colonialism is based on a founding violence of the erasure 

and interaction the native other. This original violence, or key, characterising event 

engenderers a structure of narrative and understanding that compromises the framework 

of the liberal settler identity. Based on the ‘trauma’ of the original violence, Veracini 

argues that the settler requires an ontological perspective that substantiates place, 

authenticity, and an indigenization of their presence on the land. Settler colonialism 

justifies racialised structural violence through specific ontologies of settler subjectivity 

and empire. For the liberal settler, we see the need to disassociate himself or herself from 

the founding violence. Anna Johnston and Alan Lawson assert that this disavowal takes 

two forms: the denial of the Indigenous and the indigenization of the settler.27 Veracini’s 

psychoanalytic reading of the settler conundrum is situated around the “painful discovery 

of the Indigenous ‘other’” which produces aggressiveness and disavowal that 

characterizes settler colonialism.28 The discovery of Indigenous people previously 

existing on the land, and this authentic relationship with the history of the land is in direct 

contradiction of the settler’s desire for discovery and settlement. This relationship 

disrupts any narrative of provenance or entitlement associated with settlement. 

Simultaneously, any unromanticized truths about the founding narrative of the nation 

																																																																																																																																																																					
share a common universe of assumptions and values” McKay, “After Canada: On 
Amnesia and Apocalypse in the Contemporary Crisis.” 
27 Alan Lawson, “Postcolonial Theory and the” Settler” Subject,” Essays on 
Canadian Writing, no. 56 (1995). 
28Lorenzo Veracini, “Settler Collective, Founding Violence and Disavowal: The 
Settler Colonial Situation,” Journal of Intercultural Studies 29, no. 4 (2008). 370. 
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must be “disavowed” as a “result of a recurring narcissistic drive demanding that a settler 

society be represented as an ideal political body.”29  

Central to the goal of evangelical liberalism and settler colonialism is the concept 

of modernity. While modernity is a feature of liberalism,30 many scholars have pointed 

out that the construct of modernity and some of its central features were “pioneered in the 

colonies.”31 Indeed the fringes, or ongoing points of contact associated with imperialism 

and settler colonialism can be traced as they reflect back on the centre of hegemony and 

state power. Patrick Wolfe makes a strong argument that settler colonialism is a 

foundation to modernity;32 he argues that the concept of the individual appeals for 

security and protection from the frontier or periphery of the empire substantiated a link 

between the private and personal sphere of property and life and the public/official realm 

of governance and state. In this model, the complexities of protecting private land and 

settlement on the fringe ambiguities of the frontier, reify the necessity of a pervasive, 

integrated governance model, which bring the state apparatus into the private sphere. 

Thus modernity is used here as reason for the integration of state into frontier private 

property protection from Indigenous/nonsettler claims. Modernity is also linked to settler 

colonialism by the all-consuming, ever expanding settler colonial hunger for land. 

Industrialism and modernity requiring land to fuel larger sedentary populations, settler 

colonialism provides the ideological framework and subjective understanding for 

																																																								
29 Ibid. 365. 
30 McKay, The Challenge of Modernity: A Reader on Post-Confederation 
Canada. 
31 Wolfe, 393, cites Arendt, Césaire, Dubois; also, Stoler echoes this many extents 
through her reading of Foucault’s governmentality, and Morgensen, as we see in 
the former quotation is in agreement with this notion in so far as governance 
goes.) 
32 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.” 394. 
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insatiable land acquisition.33 Liberal settler colonialism forms a representation of 

Aboriginal people through a distinctive othering of Indigenous worldviews. In Julia 

Emberley’s words “the figure of the Aboriginal became a transactional site for 

negotiating metaphors and metonymies of the self, family, community, and nation across 

the binary opposition of savagery and civilisation.”34 Modernity, industrialization, and 

imperialism name and value Indigenous communities and individuals based on a 

relational economy of liberal ideology. This racism enabled governance and assimilative 

practices through narratives of education, modernization, enlightenment, and progress.  

Based in this liberal system, the ‘white man’s burden’ is to educate, assimilate, 

modernize, and in earlier times evangelize an infantilized Indigenous populace. IRS can 

be understood as an extension of the structure of settler colonial invasion. The 

assimilative principles illustrate “adjustments, and departures whereby a logic that 

initially informed frontier killing transmutes into different modalities.”35 Wolfe points out 

that structural invasion of settler colonialism is fixated on the seizer of land; however, 

while, “this logic certainly requires the elimination of the owners of that territory, but not 

in any particular way.”36 Building upon the notion of settler disavowal and founding 

violence, one of these ways is the dis-authentication of the Indigenous other, the 

refashioning of the other as un-Indigenous. Modernity and progress serve the dual 

purposes of settler disavowal—to eliminate the native as well as indigenize the settler. 

Progress and modernity work to assimilate the Indigenous other as an individual, no 

																																																								
33 Ibid. 397. 
34 Julia Emberley, The Testimonial Uncanny: Indigenous Storytelling, Knowledge, 
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longer a member of a tribal collective, but one in a group of individuals.37 Wolfe writes, 

“with the demise of the frontier, elimination turned inwards, seeking to penetrate through 

the tribal surface to the individual Indian below, who was to be co-opted out of the tribe, 

which would be depleted accordingly, and into White society.”38 The IRSs are 

demonstrative of this forced or coercive enfranchisement of Indigenous populations 

through the removal, dislocation, alienation, and assimilation of children.  

progress’s progress: from official denial to reconciliation 

Both IRSs and the IRSSA are direct products of the same liberal settler 

conundrum: they are policies that reflect the need for a cohesive national liberal narrative 

despite the founding violence of settler colonialism. IRSs reflect one contemporaneously 

progressive notion of modernity and liberal settler benevolence, offering a future, 

education, and enfranchisement to Indigenous others. However, as we have seen, by the 

time the schools closed entirely, the legal and social ramifications of their institution were 

evident and corrosive to liberal settler hegemony. Once again, the originary violence of 

invasion, Indigenous displacement, and settler belonging/legitimacy are called into 

question by the 21st century impression of IRS policy. In the wake of historical redress 

movements and historical accountability throughout the world, the IRSs represent a 

distinct claim against the Canadian national imaginary. In Canada, the romanticization, 

cleansing, and sanitizing of Canada’s colonial history is rooted in settler disavowal, or the 

inability to acknowledge the past/present continuum. Historical dialogue processes 
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settler invasion in Australia and the United States, however his theoretical net 
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initiate a distinct break with the colonial past, legitimizing the present regime. Scholar 

Stephen Winter has made a strong argument for the state legitimizing power of truth 

inquiries and redress efforts. Winter argues that this legitimacy comes from the 

dissociating effect on institutional history. This rift provides the contemporary liberal 

regime with a legitimizing apparatus through which affiliation with former more overly 

violent regimes can be translated into equality affirming narratives. 

multiculturalism and Indigenous specificity  

Multiculturalism, as a top down liberalizing strategy for managing diversity,39 has 

taken root in metabolizing and articulating Canadian diversity as a unified Canadian 

identity. The concept of multiculturalism stems from the liberal notions of tolerance, 

rationality, progress, and modernity. Equality lies at the heart of all these arguments.40 

These values, as a liberal nation, are key to Canada’s identity, both nationally and 

abroad.41 Writing about the tolerance of difference, Eva Mackey even calls this notion 

dear: held close to the heart of Canada’s image and imagery. This image of unity and 

progress is integral to the nature of Veracini’s settler disavowal; multiculturalism is a 

central theme and feature in the generation of settler screen memory in Canada. In 

addition to the closely held image of the hardworking pioneer settler, is the image of the 

mosaic metropolis, in which diverse visual expressions of culture and racial identity 

coexist without being forced to conform. Canadian liberalism, as McKay points out, can 

																																																								
39 Ien Ang and Jon Stratton, “The Singapore Way of Multiculturalism: Western 
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40Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity 
in Canada, vol. 23 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002). 166. 
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be described as a process of cultural and political hegemony.42 Using Gramsci’s model of 

hegemony, McKay describes that to develop hegemony, individuals must overcome their 

immediate interests, to some extent; they unite in support of “political project” in this 

case, a liberal notion of Canada, which is in the common interest of their “class.”43 In 

place of class, here, I would say in the common interest of stakeholders: settler-subjects 

whose privilege and ontology rest upon the disavowal of the native other. 

Multiculturalism and the mosaic imaginary are dear keystones of settler legitimacy.  

The notions of tolerance and rationality as characteristic of the liberal subjectivity 

synthesize difference and heterogeneity into one cultural norm. Once this buy-in has 

happened, and the notion takes root, and stakeholders must “develop a consensual basis 

for their rule, by developing a political language.”44 In Canada, the political language to 

affirm hegemony has been multiculturalism. Multiculturalism is instrumental in the 

formulation and reification of a hegemonic class, or a secure settler populace in Canada. 

This keeps with Mckay’s assertion that “a truly hegemonic class is able to join the 

interests of other social groups to its own, through strategic compromise and by 

developing a kind of hegemonic principle—a political force analogous to a secular 

religion.”45 Liberal tolerance, equality and difference are the dogmatic principles of the 

multicultural code of Canada. Through this paradigm, any manner of cultural 

expressions, difference, and dissonance can be drawn into the hegemonic narrative and 

cited as an expression of foundation of the nation. Multiculturalism, as the ‘true voice’ of 

																																																								
42 McKay, “After Canada: On Amnesia and Apocalypse in the Contemporary 
Crisis.” xiv. 
43 Ibid. xiv. 
44 Ibid. xiv. 
45 Ibid. xv. 
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the Canadian people is an established mechanism by which the ‘fundamental or 

hegemonic class can speak ‘for’ and to the ‘dominated’ or subaltern classes.46 Through 

Canadian multiculturalism, the integrity of cultural difference is affirmed even in its 

dissonance with the Canadian mainstream. In essence, this governance model for racial 

difference, inverts the effect of upheaval, creating a ‘with us’ (and for rationality, 

tolerance, and difference) or ‘against us’ (and therefore not rational, intolerant, and racist) 

dichotomy. As Pauline Wakeham argues, this argument for the collective shared history 

and future—social repair—becomes so strong and convincing that speaking out or acting 

against the teleology of reconciliation becomes associated with antinational project.47 In 

liberal language dissonance seems nonsensical, irrational.  

As Barkan points out, Indigenous populations specifically present a key challenge 

to the democratic nation-state’s self-perception as a just and unified sovereign entity.48 

We see a direct contrast between policies that encourage and relate multiculturalism and 

policies that though they might encourage diversity also threaten the core of Canadian 

settler identity. In their recommendations for reconciliation of IRSs in Canada the 

Canadian Bar Association pointed out that the entire process of redress payments for 

Japanese Canadians took five years to implement, process and payout.49 They cite these 

numbers in relation to the already snail-paced independent tort cases of survivors suing 
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the federal government, and in relation to the first Independent Assessment Program, 

which had already failed to make any headway, with appallingly low numbers of 

successful applications. This example is an illustration of the inherent resistance in the 

federal government to the specificity of Indigenous redress claims and efforts. There is a 

unique resentment, a markedly different attitude toward the acceptance and 

acknowledgement of Indigenous suffering in Canada.  

While diverse experiences and competing histories might be reconcilable within 

the multicultural liberal framework, the recognition of Indigenous claims represents a 

unique challenge to the liberal framework. In most cases diverse populations reify liberal 

hegemony as their inclusion authenticates multicultural liberalism. The symbolic and 

even literal material recognition of difference sustains hegemony as the arbiter of 

recognition. As minorities and subjugated populations seek recognition and 

acknowledgement within the plural liberal paradigm, the central narrative is inadvertently 

reproduced; in short, to seek recognition is to place the power to name in the hands of 

others.50 In the context of Indigenous claims for recognition or representation of 

competing histories, however, recognition within a settler colonial framework would 

require the recognition of Indigeneity and therefore settler colonial invasion—as it relates 

to a relationship to the land—and therefore represents an impossibility. For settler 

hegemony, the distinct specificity of Indigenous experience is unrecognizable. Echoing 

settler disavowal, the resistance to Indigenous histories and truths represents a resistance 

to Indigeneity and settler colonial violence. This builds upon Glen Coulthard’s important 

assertion that mutual recognition cannot function for the Canadian context because 
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Canada does not need Indigenous recognition.51 I am arguing that there can be no mutual 

recognition because the distinctive features of Indigeneity are a direct negation of the 

discursive formation of settler colonialism and therefore unrecognizable.52  

assimilation as displacement 

 As I have understood Wolfe and have argued in the context of settler colonial 

disavowal, the structure of settler colonial invasion works to displace Indigenous 

populations by any means. The resignification of Indigeneity or identity through legal 

recognition must also be understood as an expression of this displacement. The 1876 

Indian Act is a key document in shaping and exemplifying the coalescence of these 

constructs of Aboriginal identity. It is a limited and out-of-date embodiment of legislation 

that subverts any acknowledgement of previously existing or otherwise extant ways of 

being or governing, in lieu of liberal values.53 Characterizing First Nations people as 

wards of the state—aka vulnerable populations that require supervision, modernization, 

and progress—the liberal benevolence is reified in the documents paternal approach to 

existing Indigenous nations. The Indian Act entrenched various levels of enfranchisement 

as incentive: appealing to individuals to assimilate and adopt mainstream Canadian 

values as a way of undermining indigeneity and the unique rights of Aboriginal people. 

As legal scholar Bonita Lawrence argues, in order to be legally recognized as Indian in 
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Canada, a person must conform to specific standards and regulation surrounding that 

identity.54 Of the Indian Act, she writes: 

The Indian Act in Canada, in this respect, is much more than a body of laws that 
for over a century have controlled every aspect of Indian life. As a regulatory 
regime, the Indian Act provides ways of understanding Native identity, organizing 
a conceptual framework that has shaped contemporary Native life in ways that are 
now so familiar as to almost seem “natural.”55 

As a foundation, the Indian Act has shaped the federal approach to Aboriginal people in 

Canada, often featuring assimilative or colonizing goals under the aegis of more 

benevolent language.56 But as Lawrence points out, the instantiate of this kind of 

regulation based on race and identity also works to orient and shape that cultural or 

racialized identity as well. Alongside this regulatory regime, early attempts to colonize 

First Nations, Métis and Inuit people were characterized by violent and overtly 

assimilative methods. More recently, these methods have morphed with the liberal nation 

into a humanitarian lexicon: creating more economic opportunity, dealing with reserve 

issues while ignoring systemic violence. In both instances, the direction and regulation of 

Indigenous populations involves the naming and grouping of an identity by the state. 

Indigenous scholars and leaders have deconstructed the various window dressings for 

western imperialism, but for most of mainstream Canada the belief that Aboriginal people 

need help, guidance, and structure is still widely pervasive.  

Through the TRC and the IRSSA—instituting inquiry, testimony, accusation and 

apology—the dysfunction and violence of colonialism is controlled, and more 

importantly, the reaction to it is controlled. TRCs and other truth technologies are 
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designed to transform difference and dissonance into a harmonious, shared narrative of 

healing that transcends time and space, reaching into the past with a healing hand, and 

promising a bright future. In a typical liberal example, as Ian Mackay illustrates “those, 

finally, who cannot be brought within the liberal fold, who are for some reason 

unassimilable, are contained, through such devices as negotiating with cultural brokers, 

the creation of ‘zones of danger’...or even the celebrations of difference (as in 

multiculturalism).”57 An apparatus of specifically bracketed recognition of a distinct 

colonial moment and acknowledgement supports the relegated, recorded and proliferated 

testimony. The public, collective mode of the TRC events can then function as narrative-

builders: “seeking to present the past in a graspable manner, as being tied to the 

teleological end of reconciliation within a peaceful democratic future.”58  

In the process of the TRC, two narratives are created. The first is a top-down, 

liberalized view of the flawed but distant past, and the second is a newly forged, 

collective memory of healing in the present. This generation of a collective memory 

works to draw competing histories into a singular narrative of plurality. The TRC’s 

events, the apology, and the redress movement, work to contain and sanitize dissonance, 

controlling the context, dispersal, and dissemination of controversial histories. The 

violent settler colonial past of Canada is couched within the parenthetical support of the 

federal government’s recognition. The narrative of healing underscores the current 

systemic violence and suffering in Aboriginal communities. Arguably, too, as I will 

explore, the myth of ontological inferiority and western paternalism are reinforced 
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through the ‘legacy’ of IRSs and the gesture of federal support for mandated healing and 

development. The future is framed by a rationalized view of ‘moving forward’ for a 

brighter ‘shared future.’  

Biopower: governance through population and identification 

In this dissertation I explore the IRSSA and its cognate institutions as a 

continuation of this structure of invasion, working to displace Indigenous populations 

from the land via assimilative resignification of individuals and Indigenous populations. I 

use Michel Foucault’s concept of biopower, particularly as it has been taken up in the 

discourses of race and governance.59 From within this framework, we can see how the 

IRSSA transforms recognition from the multicultural liberal top town technologies of 

liberalism, to the bottom-up governance technologies of biopower and biopolitics 

characteristic of neoliberalism. Functioning within the post-RCAP politics of recognition, 

the IRSSA uses the biopolitical strategies of truth telling and reconciliation to perpetuate 

colonial governance strategies in a liberal regime. My understanding and framing of 

Foucault’s concept of biopolitics comes out of contemporary readings of Frantz Fanon on 

the topic of internalized racism and representational governance, via the recent 

publications of Coulthard and Murdocca. In addition, my understanding of biopower as a 

tool of governance develops out of the Althusserian concept of the Ideological State 

Apparatus, and Hardt and Negri’s illustration of the proliferation of Empire through 

social, creative, and language-based means.  
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In this section I consider the biopolitics of the IRSSA from two discrete avenues: 

first, I consider the biopolitics of recognition and cultural representation. I will explore 

the biopolitics of the politics of recognition as it informs the truth-seeking initiatives of 

the IRSSA and TRC. I move that shared stories that seek to legitimize the hegemonic 

ontology of settler/national identity are at the core of what is produced through the 

biopolitics of the IRSSA. Drawing together settlers and former residential school students 

in a shared process of disclosure and controlled narrative metabolism ensures that the 

truth generated is sanitized. Second, I will consider the function of biopower—more 

conventionally understood as the regulation and constitution of bodies and life 

functions—within the healing narrative of the IRSSA and the trajectory of settler 

colonialism. Using the concept of biopower, I will explore the development of the 

survivor, the healing dichotomy of sick versus healthy, and the naturalization of the 

neoliberal subject along these lines of acceptance and healing. In addition to the 

production of shared narrative and national cohesion through biopolitics, individual 

testimony offers a second product via the biopower of individual disclosure, censorship, 

and acceptance and shared recognition in the TRC events. The appropriation of 

residential school history and its resolution/aftermath within a culturally based politics of 

recognition shifts the focus from ongoing settler colonial power dynamics to liberal 

valorization of cultural diversity, tolerance, and equity. The rational, humanist 

foundations for cultural inclusion and sensitivity are based in the same liberalized 

humanitarian arguments that the residential school system developed out of—however 

polished the language has become.  
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biopower Foucault’s concept 

My understanding of biopower and biopolitics develops out of Michel Foucault’s 

definition of the concepts and the ongoing development of these ideas in relation to his 

other theories of governmentality and the regime of truth. In his lectures “The Birth of 

Biopolitics,” Foucault works mainly to situate the foundations and origins of biopolitics 

in the fall of the sovereign and the rise of governmentality.60 He situates the birth of 

biopolitics at the core of the formulation of the concept of population.61 He argues that it 

is on this basis, coming straight out of liberalism—which he places in the past tense—and 

the centrality of the individual, that ‘something like’ biopolitics can be formed: ““Power 

takes control of life in both general and specific terms, of the human as a living being and 

as part of a population: what might be called a sort of extension of state power 

[étatisation] over the biological.”62 The governmental reason—or governmentality—that 

he associates with liberalism is formulated out of the economization of knowledge and 

truth63: a language and framework of exchange, which develops out of economy and 

through the naturalization—or what I like to call the biologization or bio-logic—of 
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scientific claims to truth. Biopolitics, according to Foucault’s genealogy, hinged upon the 

naturalization of the practice of government itself: “the notion of nature will thus be 

transformed with the appearance of political economy; nature is not an original and 

reserved region on which the exercise of power should not impinge, on pain of being 

illegitimate. Nature is something that runs under, through, and in the exercise of 

governmentality.”64 In this transactive, naturalized mode of being, the concept of 

population is set and the roots of biopolitics are laid. In short, Foucault argues that 

biopolitics emerges with the fall of the sovereign and the arising of governance through 

the regulation of life and bodies. In scholarship, this regulation of life and bodies has 

been interpreted along the lines of modern health, security, and immigration practices.  

To begin, we must understand race as a biopolitical governance strategy. Echoing 

Ann Stoler, it is clear in his lectures that Foucault does not speak directly about settler 

colonialism or decolonization.65 He does however vision race as formulated in service of 

colonial power: generated as a tool of governance in the context of colonization. 

Foucault’s concept of ‘racial war’ and the ‘mythical adversary’ as a threat to the nation 

and, in particular, to territorial integrity, visions racism as a ‘technology’ wherein the 

state is legitimized.66 As Dillon points out, race figures early on as one of the key 

dividing practices which gives birth to modern political discourses, and the apparatus of 
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modern state politics.67 For Foucault, race arises as a “mechanism integral to the 

operational and analytic logics of a form of power and politics which is biopoliticized in 

as much as it takes human being in the form of species life as the referent object of power 

and politics.”68 In other words, in order to understand contemporary political practices, 

we must first understand biopolitics, and the organization and management of population. 

Namely, we cannot understand contemporary political practices without first 

understanding race and its roots at the fringes of imperial colonialism. Echoing a similar 

sentiment, Scott Morgensen makes a strong case for the importance of confronting settler 

colonialism as it lies at the heart of biopolitical discourses and biopower.69 He moves that 

biopower be situated within a discourse of settler colonialism. If the heart of biopolitics, 

we find settler colonialism and its governance strategy, then the IRSSA and its attempts 

to heal and move forward on a widespread basis, are a prime example of biopolitical 

governance and the enfranchisement of racialized politics.70  
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Interpellation 

Louis Althusser’s concept of interpellation comes up frequently in this research 

and other inquiries into racialized governance, biopower, and even recognition. The 

concept is applied by Coulthard, Fanon, and Murdocca, and arguably instrumental in 

understanding the work of Judith Butler and Michel Foucault, both of whom, I relied 

upon heavily to theorize power. Althusser’s concept of interpellation goes hand in hand 

with his theorizing of Ideological State Apparatuses. As opposed to Regulatory State 

Apparatuses—which might be understood according the Foucauldian diction of 

discipline, that is acting upon the body, in this case through force or violence—

Ideological State Apparatuses are reflective of the coercive power of ideology to subject 

individuals through calling out or naming subjectivities, in advertantly. While RSAs are 

overt and concrete, ISAs are invisible in so much as they are shaped by and through 

individual relationships to ideology, governed according to social expectations. 

According to Althusser, “Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to 

their real conditions of existence.”71 In other words, Ideology represents the narrative 

process by which the conditions of life are explained and, also then governable. While 

ideology is rhetorical, imaginary, or potential, it has a material expression through the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
the dominant body among themselves, capable of holding its own with its white 
neighbours, and thus would be brought about rapidly decreasing expenditure until 
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indigenous identity and epistemologies.  
71Louis Althusser, “Lenin and Philosophy,” (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1971). 109. 
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way in which it shapes practices.72 For Althusser, ideology works to constitute 

individuals as subjects.”73 Because ideology is constitutive of our reality, it is naturalized 

as self evident or even true, making the subjection process invisible or natural. The 

classic example, that Althusser offers through the shape of a policeman calling out “Hey 

you” and which Fanon complicates in his application of the term to race, is that of being 

called out or called upon in the street according to a moniker (e.g. Negro), a subject 

position (e.g. Racialized), or what could be called an ethical or ideological position (e.g. 

Inferior). Interpellation, then, we might think of as calling upon an identity. In sum, a 

name is called and in responding to that call, metaphorically or literally, we are subject to 

the meaning, ideology, or power associated with that name. Fanon brilliantly applies the 

concept of interpellation to function of race as a governance strategy in his critique of 

normative recognition. Through critiquing recognition, Fanon demonstrates the way in 

which ISAs and interpellation might manufacture consent. Through the victim-centred 

promises of reconciliation and seemingly progressive polices of redress, we can think of 

interpellation as equally coercive: the ideological provocation of a normative identity 

through subjection.  

power and subjection 

It is important, as with every layer of this research project that I distinguish 

between the layers of control and institutionalization in the analysis and theoretical 

framework of this chapter. I argue that redress can be read as an attempt to govern via 

representation, and subjection along narrative lines that affirm settler colonial agendas 
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and hegemony. This biopolitical reading of the IRSSA—as state-legitimizing through the 

furthering of a settler colonial agenda and its engagement in a settler colonial archival 

project/process—can be mapped through its discursive formation in the policy narratives 

and dialogues that lead up the to TRC, RCAP, the IRSSA, and the AHF as we have 

seen74. The regime of control expresses itself through the logic of healing in the TRC 

mandates and spaces. This control can be mapped as an insidious ideology that informs 

the mandates and goals of institutions, and thereby contributes to their formation. In order 

to subvert this totalizing view of power and subjection, which can sometimes be a 

defining issue in critique of recognition, limiting or even negating the possibility for any 

human agency or emancipatory action, I posit two potential arenas for the subversion of 

the subjective biopolitics of healing: critical art practice and cultural resurgence. Both are 

concerned with the implications of Indigenous self-representation. In terms of the 

structure of the TRC, as a response to the IRSSA, there are, of course, numerous 

opportunities for the reformulation and resignification of this power as it is passed 

through countless individuals, committees, and communities. However, for our purposes, 

we are tracking the particulars of the problematic of healing logic as it elliptically informs 

the TRC. Particularly, as we consider the nationally dispersed and most widely consumed 

visual language of reconciliation, it is important to identify the way in which discourse of 

healing transforms and localizes the IRS redress in a way that reifies settler colonial 

agendas. 

Even as this discursive framework continues the subjective view of power—put 

forward by Foucauldian governmentality, Althusser’s notion of interpellation, Hegelian 
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views of subjection, and biopolitically-informed notions of racialized and culturalized75 

governance through representation—which viewed through the prism of state redress 

projects leaves little room for agency; however, I hope to show, here and in the remainder 

of this dissertation, the way in which self-representation through critical and resurgent art 

practices can subvert and in moments even transform the subjective power of hegemony. 

As we move into our discussion of the National Events, public processes of testimony 

and witness, and community based cultural strategies, it is easy to mistake the discursive 

formation of power through healing logic as a teleology that leaves no room for 

individual and most importantly, for our purposes, Indigenous agency. That is not the 

goal of this work. There is room for agency, for the transformation of power, resistance, 

and for self-identification within this regime of control. Working with the examples 

above, I will map it solely in the artistic and cultural engagement; I do not, however, want 

to relate a theory of power wherein any participation in these processes necessarily 

subjectifies the settler or Indigenous actors in a singular particular way. We are all 

subjects upon whom power acts and through which power can be wielded. We are subject 

to this power of the healing teleology, subject to the power of the settler colonial 

narrative, subject to the conditions and responsibilities of our roles in the contemporary 

structure of power. As Judith Butler outlines,76 we are both subjected by power—that is, 

we become a subject only when there is power—and in deriving that subjecthood from 

power, we also then wield power. Responding to Hegel, to Foucault, and indeed to 

Athusser, Butler teases open an incredible moment in subjection: there is radical potential 
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for the transformation, alteration, or reconfiguration of power as it moves through the 

crucible of the subject. We are subjected by power, but in becoming subjects we also 

wield that power in a way that can shift or transform it. If we understand power along 

these lines of subjection, we can see that despite the rigorous nature of the control 

engendered by the healing narrative, the disempowering teleology of the sick/healthy 

dichotomy, and the redress regime, there is indeed vast potential for agency, resistance, 

and autonomy. There are larger mechanisms of power within which we work and to 

which we contribute, but there are also complex networks and levels of transformation of 

power that simultaneously take place as well. I will explore this argument more later on. 

Suffice to say, for now, that although we focus on the discursive formation of settler 

colonial hegemony, in so mapping, we can furnish an clearer understanding of the 

potential for transformation afforded by the complexity of human participation in the 

structure of the TRC.  

decolonizing methodologies: epistemologies, ontologies, and positionality 

Particularly in the context of this work, but arguably in any project, I find it very 

challenging to disentangle the theoretical framework of critical settler colonial studies 

and decolonizing methodologies. As we have seen, the above critical overview of this 

research problematic conveys the imprecation of historical dialogue in the assemblage of 

settler colonialism. Redress works to recontextualize histories, knowledges, truths, and 

even personal experience—perhaps implicating identity in the revising process as well. 

As Linda Tuhiwai Smith points out, uncritical Western epistemologies work in much the 

same way, reifying hegemony through untroubled assumptions and unquestioned 
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positionality.77 Smith uses feminist and critical theory to contextualize decolonizing 

methods and make room for Indigenous research agendas. She insists that the researcher 

question the underlying normative assumptions of their historical, epistemological, and 

personal positionality. These two prongs of this research initiative are mutually engaged 

in the project of questioning and deposing assumptions based solely on a Western, settler 

ontology. Decolonial methods in this research begin through the theoretical framing of 

this research project in a critical reading the homogenizing teleology of settler 

colonialism. While intensive analysis and comparison of the Canadian policy documents 

with the global trends works to map the normative assumptions in the hegemonic 

discourse, interviewing and working with individuals helped to point out some of the 

inconsistencies in the applied practice of these assumptions and techniques. The 

comparison of the policy mandates and the institutional responses helped to illustrate the 

dynamic negotiations at play in the formation and ability of these largely federally 

mandated, but aboriginally run institutions. Policies offer a reflection of intention, and, as 

I’ll explore in the third chapter, in the context of recognition, policies reflect a discursive 

expression of settler responsibility—and even ontology.  

Interviews offer reflection on the ways in which the larger discourse of 

reconciliation can be understood as working alongside or in conversation with the 

interests of artists and their communities. In working with critical Indigenous methods, 

my original hope for this project was to interview at least one commissioner of the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission, as well as interview each artist whose work I intended to 

write about in conversation with the discourse of reconciliation. The material realities of 
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conducting a research project of this scale, as well as starting such a research project 

while the institutions being discussed were still in the process of acting out mandates, 

meant that though I made contact with a number of artists and institutional actors, by the 

time that I complete this research project, only two artists—Peter Morin and Jeff 

Thomas—have been interviewed. These two interviews were the most inspiring, 

complex, and challenging aspects of the work for my own understanding. They yielded 

some of the most radical conclusions vis-à-vis understanding the work of knowledge 

producers.  

This facet of the research reality has had obvious and interesting impacts on the 

work. That said, the material constrains of the work compelled me to engage more fully 

with the substantive and narrative structures of reconciliation in Canada, which I think 

has strengthened the project. I have engaged deeply and reflexively with theorizing settler 

colonial power, working actively alongside my own assumptions to critique and 

deconstruct the narrative of legitimacy and power. Though interviews would deeply 

strengthen the history which this study might have offered, in not offering—or even 

trying to engage with—that institutional history (of the IRSSA, the AHF or the TRC) I 

have worked to articulate the discursive and narrative power of reconciling Canada. This 

genealogy of normative reconciliation offers a unique and specific interface for other, 

ongoing projects of decolonial history and critical Indigenous histories. Likewise, these 

limitations challenged my positionality and sense of authorship significantly. This project 

has oriented me toward exploring and experimenting with a critical settler positionality: 

writing auto-ethnographic explorations of my own experiences and beginning to theorize 

the importance of settler experiences as a contribution to decolonial knowledges.  
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Reagan’s unsettling: settler positionality and scholarship 

Paulette Reagan’s, Unsettling the Settler Within, explores and challenges the work 

of researching and writing about reconciliation in Canada from the lens and stance of a 

settler scholar. In addition to working on an analysis of reconciliation as a construct, she 

also delves into settler responsibility and location as researcher and participant in the 

process of reconciling in Canada. Regan works within a method that she calls ‘auto-

ethnographic,’ working to unsettle the settler within. In doing so, Regan gestures toward 

the crux of what it means to research the process of reconciling and therefore be engaged 

in that process. Her work indicates the importance decolonizing in that reconciling 

project and the dual tasks of a settler scholar researcher in this field. Coming to research 

with an acknowledgement of her ‘vulnerability,’ and ‘humility,’78 Regan makes working 

as a settler scholar more about what it is that we don’t know, rather than what it is that we 

do know. It is a subversive stance as an academic, and as a settler. She writes that in her 

twenty five odd years working with Indigenous people, her ‘deepest learning’ was often 

when she was allowed herself to work in unfamiliar territory; she says “it seems to me 

that this space of not knowing has power that may hold a key to decolonization for 

settlers.”79 She side steps the inevitable pitfalls and concerns about ‘making the work 

about me’ or somehow undercutting the scientific method of research by making it 

personal, transparently subjective, and inherently limited. 

 In situating the decolonizing project within her own writing and taking part and 

responsibility in the reconciliatory process, she also acknowledges her political 
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implication in the Canadian context. Concluding her introductory—largely 

methodological—section, Regan sums up her argument: “This is my truth. So I write not 

about survivors’ stories, for they are not mine to tell, but of my own unsettling.”80 This 

particular research topic is particularly complicated by questions about settler ontologies, 

epistemologies, and methods, as it engages directly with the ongoing political, structural, 

and social violences of settler colonialism and neoliberal logic. What Regan teases out, in 

her willingness to be vulnerable—both as an academic risking delegitimizing practices 

and as a settler disavowing her entitlement to the Canadian founding narrative—is the 

intimate, cognitive, and ontological nature of the question of reconciling settler-

Indigenous communities. She points out the importance of settler scholar not knowing: 

“It completely goes against all that it is we have learned in contemporary academic 

bodies: we pitch, search, and publish as though we already know what it is that we are 

doing. How does this not affect the outcome of the studies?” 81 Here, Reagan rubs up 

against what Smith argues for in her criticism of the positivist notion of researcher 

objectivity. She goes on “settler stories as counter-narratives that create decolonizing 

space are both interior and relational. As such, they require us to risk revealing ourselves 

as vulnerable “not-knowers” who are willing to examine our dual positions as colonizer-

perpetrators and colonizer-allies.”82  

There are substantial theoretical grounds for this method of research and 

positioning, aside from the ones that Regan herself states. Feminist theorists and 

researchers have long troubled the conventional objective imperative of the researcher, 
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teasing out the implications of insider and outsider observers. The traditional view of the 

researcher as ‘other,’ discrete, or distinct from the researched stems out of Cartesian 

concepts about ‘science,’ and more widely the normative view that there is one universal 

truth that can be discovered or uncovered in the research process. Feminist methodologies 

reflect the diverse and nuanced approaches that can be used and applied according to the 

requirements of an individual research question.83 In this sense Regan’s methods fit into a 

feminist research model. Feminist scholar Liz Stanley interrogates the distinction 

between product and process that characterizes objective academic research arguments; 

she points out that in no other context do ‘divorce’ a product from its production and 

consumption, and argues that we should treat research as ‘equally situated within a 

market place’ and equally ‘produced.’84 She calls for a more central role given to what 

she deems an ‘intellectual autobiography’ which serves for ‘teasing out’ how research 

processes are understood so as to ‘produce a product’: “Consequently I am in favour of 

anything which helps to demystify ‘research’ and which legitimates ‘the personal’ as a 

respectable aspect of research, indeed as central to this as it is to every other human 

activity.” Feminist championing of methods that demystify the power dynamics and 

hierarchy implicit within a research regime are particularly resonant with the self-

reflexivity and transparency called for by Indigenous methodologies as outlined by 

Kovach, Smith, Denzin and Larocque.  
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In what has become a key one of few handbooks on Indigenous research methods, 

Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln use the example of Terry Williams “Pieces of 

a White Shell,” in which Williams argues that “We are not Navajo ... Their traditional 

stories don’t work for us. Their stories hold meaning for us only as examples. They can 

teach us what is possible. We must create our own stories.” As non-Indigenous scholars 

seeking a dialogue with Indigenous scholars, we ... must construct stories that are 

embedded in the landscapes through which we travel. These will be dialogical counter 

narratives, stories of resistance, of struggle, of hope, stories that create spaces.85 As a 

settler scholar working in concert with communities of her First Nations research subjects 

situates her work within a dynamic of learning from, a dynamic identified as crucial by 

both Linda Tawai Smith, and Margret Kovach.86 This community engagement is key, but 

not limited to a simple spectator/observer position. As Metis scholar Emma Larocque 

argues, the task of decolonization is not limited to the colonized.87 Larocque states that 

the “responsibility to clean up colonial debris”88 in all its myriad forms, lies first with the 

colonizer: Colonizer sons and daughters need, even more than us, to dismantle their 

colonial constructs. Some colonialists choose to harden and to entrench themselves into 

the spaces fortified by their forefathers.”89 Larocque puts the onus back onto colonizers to 

dismantle the assemblage of colonization that structures our perception, understanding, 

and therefore the reality that we construct. Working toward the revelation and 
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transparency of settler constructs through settler narrative also gets at the heart of 

deconstructing settler identity, and therefore the construct of colonialism and indigeneity. 

Mutua and Swadener identify the medium of writing as a method for decolonization.90 

The space created in self-reflective narrative gets at the heart of exposing and 

deconstructing settler identity. Mohawk scholar and thinker Taiaike Alfred and Tsalagi 

scholar Jeff Corntassel argue, in their collaborative work “Being Indigenous,” the 

definition of indigeneity is contingent upon the contentiousness of settler colonialism. In 

order to explore that construct, it requires the unpacking of the perception/discursive 

mapping of the structure within experience and knowledge. Konai points out, “I suggest 

that we also need to go beyond the politics of society into the politics of individual 

consciousness, for worldviews are not only cultural and social abstractions but also the 

embodiment of our sense of self in the world. It is the way we think and our capacity for 

wisdom that ultimately produce the world we live in now and shape the world of the 

future.91 Echoing Larocque, Konai interrogates the centrality of personal worldview and 

researcher’s identity within the academic process, indicating that if true decolonization is 

to happen, not only do we need to start with the very personal experience of the 

colonized, but also deconstructing the implicit power hierarchies within our preferred 

modes of writing, researching and publishing as academics. As Paulette Regan states, the 

auto-ethnographic narrative, or story telling mode is common in Indigenous 

epistemologies, but not yet common in the social sciences or humanities as a legitimized 
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mode of researching. Regan situates herself within the growing body of thinkers who use 

auto-ethnographic or life-writing to deconstruct and make transparent their research and 

analysis, but also to expand the repertoire of methods, to acknowledge honour and learn 

from other world-views, and to explore the potential innovation implicit in using new 

methods.92 

Arguably Larocque’s imperative to participate and initiate decolonization is even 

more crucial in the context of reconciliation projects: where all too often, particularly in 

the Canadian example, settlers—all of us perpetrators—are allowed, even encouraged to 

witness passively, view and engage with an ‘event’ or cultural gathering, but to step aside 

and let the truth be found in the words of survivors only, with a particular censorship and 

bans on the names and identities of specifically identified perpetrators and an embargo on 

legal subpoena powers. Models like this encourage a passive and disengaged observation 

of Indigenous culture and experience—the consumption of Indigenous suffering—under 

the guise of respectful difference, finding truth, or letting the other speak. However, 

Indigenous research methodologies deconstruct the concept of stepping back so that the 

other can speak; as Denzin points out, we should be sceptical of research that seeks to 
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‘step aside’ or let the ‘other speak.’93 Attempts at transparency or self-effacement negate 

the inherent presence of researchers in their work. The dualism so intrinsic to the nature 

of research is obscured if the researcher seeks to remove his or her voice from the matter. 

Instead, accepting the presence of the researcher’s voice and the responsibility, which the 

research entails is a necessary part of working with the experience of others. Given this 

view of the research product, the role of the researcher is to curate the moment of the text. 

This way, the researcher’s role is made apparent, and the selections of the researcher are 

underscored as decisions and perspectives rather than found truths. 

This model for self-reflexive, narrative framing and investigation has particular 

relevance in the context of working within he reconciliation dialogue in Canada. In order 

to work toward real and productive reconciliation, we must first engage in a decolonizing 

process, as settlers and Indigenous individuals. As Corntassel and Alfred’s point 

suggests, if colonization is first an assemblage contingent upon settler identity,94 then in 

order to decolonize and reconcile as a population within a nation’s state, we must first 

reconcile settler identity to its own ugly and mislead history. In structuring and compiling 

the research of this dissertation, I respond to my understanding of Larocque and Alfred’s 

arguments that decolonization starts with the settler identity. Following the trajectory of 

Regan’s call to unsettle, throughout the dissertation as a whole, I have attempted to make 

transparent some of the phenomenological, personal perceptions that I think relate my 

experience of decolonization throughout the development of this project.  
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my positionality 

On June 11th 2008, I was driving down a street in Saskatoon, when I heard the 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologize to the former students of IRSs and their 

families for residential school policies and their assimilative nature. Somewhere in the 

library of my memory, I knew that the schools had existed, and that former students had 

dissented and some had come forward with accounts of physical and sexual abuse while 

attending the institutions. I remember being baffled at the time and starting a 

conversation with a friend about the fact that the apology was only just now taking place. 

Thinking on the topic, I couldn’t understand why it was that it was that the apology had 

taken so long—I first heard about the schools when listening to the radio at the age of 

seven, the year we moved to Saskatoon from urban Philadelphia. I was intrigued and 

perplexed by the fact that an apology had even been a point of contention at all. A few 

years later, I found myself in a seminar with Cree Sioux artist Lori Blondeau, Len 

Findlay, and Lynne Bell, looking at the culture of redress. This began the process, but it 

also lent a specific and wildly productive lens of cultural production, art practice, and 

public intellectual praxis. I recalled, even then, the ride in my car, and the broadcast 

apology that flirted with the prairie summer air as it jetted through my open windows. 

Though I spent much of that seminar focussed on listening—as one should when seated 

with an internationally recognized artist and two distinguished professors—my colonized 

brain was racing to make sense of the themes that our often rambling conversation 

circulated around: a seeming connect the dots of social critique, art practice, and 

decolonizing methodologies. In the end, I left the seminar without any out right answers 
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to my questions about the apology, but a constellation of further perturbations and points 

from which one might begin to phrase the question.  

Seven years, two degrees, and a significant body of research later, I’ve committed 

a large amount of my adult life to finding the answers to these questions. What began as 

one thing that evaded or escaped my understanding, when teased out, revealed a vast and 

insurmountable knowledge gap, that even in a lifetime, I won’t be able to fill. That said, I 

have uncovered a number of key assumptions and a gargantuan wealth of important 

questions most of which indicate the structure of my own thinking and epistemological 

foundations. To start with, I needed to understand what IRSs were. That was, and still is, 

the most unpalatable, but in some ways the most grotesquely simplistic answer. Next, I 

needed to understand exactly what it was that the government was and would apologize 

for: why and how this might be important, to those on the receiving end of the words, and 

to the powers at be.  

Having begun early on, framing this question within the context of visual culture 

and creative praxis, I was drawn in particular to the way in which art was related to, used 

by, and functioned within the redress process. Mostly, I wondered, “What’s art got to do 

with it?” Again, this simple but loaded question needed and still requires a significant 

amount of unpacking. It was rife with assumptions about what it is that art does, or is for, 

or even is. It reveals a limited understanding of the role of art in Indigenous ways of 

knowing and in the arena of political exchange. Even today, I have to actively resist the 

urge to whittle the word and the concept down to one limited idea of aura and value. In 

short, this project comes out of two inherent and admittedly limiting assumptions: first 

that art should only ever be for arts sake, and two, that apologies should be given quickly 
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and easily wherever they are due, in part because they cost nothing. Needless to say, both 

of these assumptions are extremely simplistic and in most ways entirely wrong. However, 

they are important caveats with which to frame this research and its trajectory: they map 

not only the depth of the learning that I required and my own orientation toward the issue, 

but also they reflect some of the widely held perspectives on reconciliation and redress in 

Canada. Art, as it turns out, has had many functions both in the redress process and in any 

and every other realm, and apologies are not freely given or received, and are inherently 

charged with all manner of costs and values. 

It is in uncovering these two assumptions that I have decided to frame my 

methodology. As a settler scholar working with largely Aboriginally managed federally 

mandated and funded institutions and art works—Indigenous-born ideas, as Peter Morin 

has called them—my work, even more than the average academic undertaking, requires 

consistent transparency and rigorous reflexivity. As entrenched as any of us are in 

neoliberal logic of individuality and entitlement, its easy to lose footing in this area of 

inquiry and delve into the habitual territory of settler appropriation of Indigenous voices, 

histories, and/or the asserting colonial techniques even as I think I’m working toward the 

project of decolonizing. I admit that at times I have felt paralyzed by these fears and 

insecurities, but I also now recognize that this paralysis is part of the problem. It is 

uncomfortable, unsettling to venture an opinion, work, thoughts, which might in fact be 

wrong—to risk being reminded that one is in fact in a privileged position of authorship. It 

has taken time and investigation for me to place myself and an inquiry conducted by me 

within the continuum of decolonization and ethical contribution.  
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After a talk by Mohawk thinker Taiaike Alfred in the first year of my doctoral 

studies—and even then it took many more adamant words and reiterations by a number 

of artists, professors and friends to whom I, and this research, for what its worth, are 

deeply indebted—I began to see my role in relation to this project as one of value and in 

deed with place. Alfred brought up the two-row wampum belt; and it was in his narration 

of the two rows, sides, and trajectories, that I saw my place as effectual in deconstructing 

and restructuring my row, side, and trajectory. This coexistence, and recognition of 

location and sovereignty helped me to visualize how I might effectively participate in the 

conversation/reconciliation without usurping or appropriating the resonating voices of 

current Indigenous thinkers on the issue, artists working on these themes, and even 

former IRSs as they impart their knowledge and experiences. As a white, American, 

young woman, I was deeply and personally concerned with not doing any harm. I still 

feel this longing to be uninvasively involved in the process, to be understood as harmless, 

or even innocent. This is part of the problem, both in the obviously obstructive way, 

inhibiting my participation in an effort to avoid risk, but also in the more subtly violent 

way of refusing to acknowledge that I am already complicit, already culpable, already 

actively engaged in ongoing harmful systems. Alfred’s narration of the belt first helped 

me to see how I could situate myself on the policy side of the dialogue on reconciliation 

and thus respect the distinction; it wasn’t until much later that I realized acknowledging 

this two way model also meant standing on my side, aka under the weighty and 

uncomfortable mantel of settler complicities: owning my entitlement, inheritance, 

privilege and responsibilities. My understanding of the two way wampum belt, now so far 

removed from that one talk in a Queen’s university lecture theatre—now polished over by 
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many a thought and frequent self doubt, now definitely discrete from what I’m sure 

Alfred would himself describe—is a reminder and a call to action, for me a treaty 

national, to honour my trajectory: to stand in the wake of colonial projects, acknowledge 

my shaky foundation on settler ideology and work toward steering that line back to one of 

mutual respect and discrete governance. 

parameters 

This study considers the Indian Residential School redress movement from the 

moment of official recognition and response, while acknowledging the fact that this 

moment was long preceded and catalyzed by activism and legal pressure from former 

residential school students, families, and communities. Aiming to map the official 

response to these pressures and the full technology of historical revisioning, I do not 

represent the full history of residential school reception or experience. In focusing on 

federal reception, this study begins with the generation and publication of the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP). The years that precede this document and 

the recommendations that the document made articulate a crucial moment in the history 

of Canadian settler recognition of Indigenous peoples and the effects of ongoing 

colonization. Until this point, though there had been number lawsuits and public claims 

of physical or sexual abuse within IRSs, the official response was one of denial and 

ignorance. The appointment of RCAP signalled a recognition that something within the 

systemic management of Indigenous peoples was failing, things were getting out of 

control with violence in the media and Canada’s benign history was in question. RCAP 

was established to consider the social, economic, and medical welfare of Indigenous 

peoples in Canada. With its genesis, RCAP is representative of the federal government’s 
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efforts to generate a response and strategy for relating to and metabolizing Indigenous 

rights claims and subversion of the national narrative. RCAP illustrates a moment in 

which the federal government sought to distinguish its contemporary iteration as discrete 

from that of the accused, past government: by redressing its history, and thus re-

instantiating a benevolent contemporary regime. RCAP as a response is the beginning of 

a complex structured identity or brand of the Canadian government. This ‘brand’ is 

situated within the global trajectory of neoliberal policy and practice; and, therefore, the 

function of visual art and cultural production within this context can be mapped onto 

larger transnational neoliberal structures.  

The works that are considered are related to the specific development and 

application of the IRSSA. The web of contingency that relates the multiple ‘texts’ that 

comprise this study can be best characterized as nodes within the discursive formation of 

reconciliation, which I will explore as a concept in Chapter One. To map the discursive 

formation of an official discourse of reconciliation in Canada I consider the main policy 

documents that contributed to the development of the IRSSA from RCAP on: Gathering 

Strength; the Alternative Dispute Resolution process and report; the shifting mandates of 

the Aboriginal Healing Foundation and Legacy of Hope Foundation; the IRSSA; and the 

Canadian Bar Association’s recommendations, which directly contributed to the 

settlement. Within the discursive formation, I also consider the constellation of didactic 

and visual supports directly related to these policies and their mandated institutions: 

exhibitions, catalogues, graphic design and signification. I look at the Apology as a 

performance and consider official commemorative efforts as performative and visual 
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embodiments of the discourse. I also include the TRC National Events as formative in the 

official discourse. 

Alongside the official repertoire of reconciliation, I consider various artistic works 

by Indigenous artists, curators, and cultural producers. The works chosen have been 

generated within life span of official IRS reconciliation and redress, and span the breadth 

of that period up until the final public event of the TRC, in June 2015. Originally, I had 

hoped to do something closer to a panoramic representation of the discursive formation of 

reconciliation within Indigenous art since the Apology. Obviously, that was and really 

might inevitably always be impossibly hubristic. It is perhaps too a representation of how 

far my understanding had to develop: beyond a binary of settler/Indigenous and toward a 

diverse, complex, and massive range of epistemological differences. Instead, I have read 

various works against the relatively reducible logic of reconciliation—to fold Indigenous 

dissent and experiences into the homogenous stream of settler legitimacy—as an 

extension of settler colonial invasion, which I will explore further first in the theoretical 

framing of this research and then throughout the chapters. The works by Indigenous 

artists have been chosen as anecdotes that gesture toward the larger function of visual art 

and cultural production as continuations of distinct and diverse Indigenous 

epistemologies—and even ontologies. I consider the discourse of reconciliation—that is 

the collective expression of the logic of reconciliation through policies, practices, events 

and narrative formation—as an extension of interpellative governance strategies, working 

toward the invasive settler ends of displacing Indigenous peoples from the land. This 

discourse of reconciliation conditions the reception and framing of visual and artistic 

expression surrounding these themes of reconciliation and redress. The works that I have 
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chosen to read in conjunction with this discourse are preoccupied with, or participate—

overtly or inadvertently—in a project of self-representation. Representing Indigeneity, 

Indigenous experiences in IRS, or Indigenous receptions of the IRSSA, these works 

subvert the colonizing teleology of the discourse of reconciliation.  

chapter summaries 

Chapter one offers a more in-depth exploration of the biopolitics at play in the 

relevant policy documents and political processes that contribute to the official move 

toward IRS redress. I map the interpellative potential of policy approaches to culture, 

representation, and the revisioning of history associated with the redress and 

reconciliation project. I contextualize this node of settler colonial invasion as a 

biopolitical strategy, drawing out the implications and argument that I gestured toward in 

the theoretical framework. I map the ways in through reconciliation shapes Indigenous 

identity along lines of healthy/unhealthy, and the way in which culture is signified and 

classified. The chapter is structured around the policy life of this history: RCAP and 

official recognition as a strategy for governance; Gathering Strength; the Alternative 

Dispute Resolution process; the role of the Canadian Bar Association; and the subsequent 

IRSSA. Looking at these policies, I map the way in which an official recognition of the 

IRS history is framed, using conditions of recognition around identity and experience—

sickness, healing, paternalism, family, culture, pride, progress, and the future 

generations—to bracket the history from the larger arch of settler colonial invasion 

(decontextualized from land and accumulation, assimilation and genocide, ontological 

difference and western hegemony).  
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I argue that the official recognition of IRS history and the format of IRS redress 

draws upon ongoing narratives that seek to delegitimize or stabilize Indigeneity—the 

myth of ontological or racial inferiority or stereotypes of degeneracy—as well as re-

incentivise old assimilationist notions of growth, development, and change. In this 

chapter, I specifically draw out terms that will figure centrally in my analyses throughout 

the dissertation, such as the healing logic, the discourse of reconciliation, the construct of 

the survivor, resilience, and the complex lexical regulation of notions of culture and 

cultural pride. I articulate these terms as distinct expressions of the structure of settler 

colonial invasion and try to show how they work to displace Indigenous populations 

through assimilation and the (re) articulation of an Aboriginal identity.  

Chapter Two draws out the formal articulation of this project in the form of the 

Apology and commemoration strategies. Looking more closely at the politics of 

recognition as a mode of multicultural governance, I investigate the specific expression of 

these politics in the context of IRS redress. The international broadcast of the June 11, 

2008 Apology on behalf of the former PM Stephen Harper is a performance of these 

politics of recognition, and, as such, it is read as a legal and symbolic outline of the extent 

of federal recognition, and therefore of responsibility. I read the Apology as a discursive 

outline of what precisely can be reconciled, to the extent that the apology specifically 

names what is acknowledged, seen, and therefore accounted for. Understood within this 

performance of recognition, then Aboriginal participation is posited as consent and 

returned recognition. By contrast, I also consider two commemorative works by 

Indigenous artists: Métis artist Christi Belcourt’s Giniigaaniimenaaning (Looking 

Forward) and Salish artist Carey Newman’s Witness Blanket. Both works engage with 
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notions of memory and dialogue directly with the normative narrative of redress, while 

also representing discrete Indigenous frameworks. Using the theoretical work of Jolene 

Rickard and her concept of visual sovereignty, I draw the political ramifications of 

Indigenous self-representation into dialogue with the politics of recognition. This chapter 

considers the complex positionality of Indigenous political agency within the arena of the 

settler colonial framework, and the possibilities and limitations of that participation 

through the lens of recognizability, consent, and difference.  

In the third chapter, I focus on the technology of photography in IRS redress, 

particularly as it is implicated in the colonial project along lines of science, truth, and 

race. In particular, this chapter presents the role of archival photography and 

photographic representations of the history and Indigeneity in the redress project, both 

within and outside of the institutions of redress. Historical photographs and their 

signification embody the stakes of historical revisioning and narrative at the heart of 

reconciliation. I consider the archival photograph exhibition Where are the Children? 

curated by artist and photographer Jeff Thomas and the key role that this exhibition 

played in positing photographic representations of IRS history within the discourse of 

reconciliation. The role of the photograph to document and sustain IRS rhetoric and 

support has not shifted: those same photographs have become representative of the moral 

failure of the schools. This is explored through the didactic and branding materials of the 

TRC. Here also, the notions of representation, representing other, representing suffering, 

and the complexity of Indigenous self-representation are deployed alongside Indigenous 

theories of the image, and visual sovereignty. I read Thomas’ own critical methods 

alongside the work of artists. The way in which the photograph or archival material is 
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used and complicated by Indigenous art practitioners gestures toward divergent theories 

of the image.  

Chapter Four is concerned with the physicality of TRC National event spaces and 

the way in which the discourse of reconciliation formulates and informs the national 

gathering spaces where testimony is publically shared and consumed. Looking at the role 

and importance of statement gathering and testimony to the project of redress, I continue 

the discussion of the archive and in the context of personal narratives and experiences. 

The physical organization of the national gatherings, and the infrastructure and design of 

the TRC as a publicly performed institution, works alongside the discourse of 

reconciliation. I map the economy of affect that characterizes the exchange of testimony 

and witnessing at these events, and I theorize the way in which this economy is harnessed 

for the subjection of individuals to settler colonial logic and hegemony. I parallel this 

reading alongside the work of artist and writer Peter Morin, specifically his embodied 

inquiries into the process of witnessing and the representation of diverse voices within the 

TRC.  

Complicating the affective with the sacred, this chapter also considers the way in 

which ceremonial or sacred objects and Indigenous epistemologies are employed within 

the institution of the TRC to facilitate healing and acknowledge Indigenous specificity. 

Specifically, I focus on the life and function of the Bentwood box by Luke Marston, and 

its unique role within the proceedings of the TRC as an embodiment of the commitment 

to Indigenous ways of being, archiving, and knowledge production. Dialoguing with the 

work of Morin, I compare and contrast his use of objects, ritual, and methods for 

knowledge production as he works toward the process of reconciliation, and for the TRC 
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in many ways. I then look to more broad cultural inclusions in the space/ process of the 

TRC, considering the WWOS expansion specifically developed for the Ottawa closing 

events. Both these works function as commemorative and community based projects, 

which seek to engage Indigenous methods and epistemologies. Finally, I attempt to draw 

these diverse works into a dialogue surrounding their shared engagement with the 

reconciling project, and their diverse approaches to engaging Indigenous methods and 

knowledges, fostering and developing out of community, and commitments to creating 

new archives and knowledges from Indigenous born ideas and feelings. In short, I explore 

the ways in which space and process structure experience and limit or foster identity: 

contrasting institutional spaces and performances with ‘artistic’ or creative spaces and 

performances.  
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Chapter One: Indian Residential School policies and 
Biopolitics 

If it were possible to gather in all the Indian children and retain them for a 
certain period, there would be produced a generation of English-speaking 
Indians, accustomed to the ways of civilized life, which might then be the 
dominant body among themselves, capable of holding its own with its white 
neighbours, and thus would be brought about rapidly decreasing expenditure 
until the same should forever cease, and the Indian problem would have been 
solved 
—Annual Report of Indian Affairs, 1895 

 
We are all victims and have all suffered—have to work that out for ourselves and 
among ourselves and strengthen our families and communities. Issue is how do 
we reclaim who we were as tribal people. At the schools, we were treated as 
numbers, not people. Abusers took away development and spirituality and 
culture—many see this as criminal. 
—anonymous participant, Alternative Dispute Resolution95 
 

The federal recognition of IRSs as wrong and harmful, and the reconciliation 

strategies which have emerged from this historical moment, have restructured the moral 

typography of Canada’s history. They have resignified not only the historical and 

contemporary characterization of the schools, they have also resignified what it means to 

be a former student of the schools, and what it means to be a Canadian. The recognition 

that the apology signified was momentous for many, despite the ongoing scepticism 

regarding the limits of this kind of recognition and reconciliation. The first time I 

presented on this topic, in front of a seminar class that included artist Lori Blondeau, I 

was heavily critical about the efficacy and function of such a performance of contrition. I 

remember distinctly Blondeau’s response to me after the presentation: she thanked me for 

																																																								
95 “Reconciliation and Healing: Alternative Resolution Strategies for Dealing with 
Residential School Claims,” Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development (Ottawa, 2000). 13. 
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my acknowledgement of importance of humour in diverse Indigenous expressive arts; she 

noted how valuable it was to her to hear my experience of hearing the apology for the 

first time, my impressions as a young white person; and, she recalled her own experience, 

a bright, critical, internationally accomplished Indigenous artist, who received this 

Apology alongside her family, her community, and the buzzing telephone connections of 

other loved ones and friends. Her words humbled me and dried up the presumptive 

critique in my mouth. I have since heard similar words from former students, artists, and 

friends across the country in texts, personal conversations, and public testimony. These 

reflections are reminders of the contrasting, even competing realities of IRSSA redress: 

as a technology of governance as well as a potentially transformative affective exchange. 

Working always from this understanding the plurality and diversity of experience, in this 

chapter, I consider the way in which redress functions as a governance strategy. I outline 

discourse of reconciliation as it is formulated through policy documents and mandates 

that structure IRS redress in Canada.  

These texts, words, and policies have power, beyond their paginated 

representation in relatively esoteric documents and sanitized mandates. They function 

within the economy of inclusion and recognition. As I discussed in the theoretical 

framework, they represent an authentication or an acknowledgement of one’s own, 

previously denied truth. This has a measured and deeply personal value that neither I, nor 

any aspect of this research, can or will attend to. Conversely, these words have other 

value; they have elliptical functions, within the structure of settler colonial hegemony. In 

this chapter, I argue that these words, policies, and legal documents work to nuance and 

recontextualize existing legal and symbolic representations—and regulative 
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recognitions—of Indigenous populations. These regulative notions are an expression of 

the biopolitics of settler colonialism. To classify Indigenous populations within the 

context of settler colonial ontology and epistemology is to manage Indigeneity and 

Indigenous relationships to land. It can be said then, that as the discourse of 

reconciliation offers the recognition of IRS history and experiences with one hand, it 

continues to withhold—if not obfuscates further—the recognition of the specificity of 

Indigeneity and settler colonialism with the other hand.  

While my scepticism regarding official reconciliation has been reinforced by the 

scholarly discourse as well as my experiences and research, I must also stress the layered 

nature of meaning and power in the context of IRS redress. Nothing about the complexity 

of this power structure can be reduced. This chapter represents a relatively totalizing view 

of the formation of the discourse of reconciliation as an extension of assimilative 

displacements of Indigeneity through the classification and regulation of Indigenous 

populations. This theorization of discursive formation could be misunderstood as an 

almost dystopian view of a coercive hegemony and passive, even helpless, subjects—

Indigenous and settler in this view, though one clearly holds a privileged position vis-à-

vis power. This reading would be based in a misunderstanding, or different 

understanding, of subjection. Indeed, a totalizing mechanism of control and appropriation 

epitomized by settler colonial logic and autonomous experiences of that process from 

Indigenous standpoints can and do function concurrently, as I explain in the introduction. 

In this chapter I map what can be broadly described as a structural approach that 

interpellates a singular Indigenous population— that is a singular relationship to the IRS 

history and redress project and therefore coloniality. Distinct populations are encouraged 
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to embody distinct and diverse expressions of Indigenous cultures. Individual agency, 

located through actual engagement or non-engagement, with this process is a discrete 

event. To negate the possibility of participation without cooptation is to negate the 

possibility for distinctive Indigenous personal and communal epistemologies, which 

might characterize and classify the redress experience differently within distinct 

Indigenous ontologies. Blondeau’s words and the voices of former IRS students, 

represent a negation of the effect of this totalizing structure, a negation that I will map 

throughout much of the rest of this dissertation. 

Beginning with official recognition, this chapter is organized around the 

genealogy of the policy that characterised and formalized IRS redress in Canada. Briefly, 

I contextualize my use of Foucault’s concept of biopower in order to show its utility in 

understanding these policies. Drawing out key concepts that will inform the critical arch 

of this dissertation, I will draw my analysis of settler colonialism and biopower through 

from RCAP to the end of the IRSSA. Starting with RCAP, I will explore the origins of 

IRS redress and its political characterization in the multicultural recognition politics of 

the 90s. Drawing on Coulthard and Murdocca, I draw on the concept of biopower to 

deepen the analysis of recognition strategies and representational governance. Pulling this 

framework into the characterization of the IRS history, I consider the way in which 

representations of the history and former students begin to form in this period. In 

particular, the first official recognition of the history, in the Gathering Strength: 

Aboriginal Action Plan, we can begin to find the foundations of official regulation of the 

sanctioned redress narrative. Through the policy and history of Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation, a logic of healing develops around IRS redress and the use of therapeutic, 
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health related language. I assert that this pathologization of Indigenous suffering affirms 

existing settler colonial ontologies of Indigenous peoples. I explore the construct of the 

Survivor as it develops throughout this period and the twin concept of resilience; both 

work toward the naturalization of Indigenous struggle and marginalization, transferring 

responsibility for healing, surviving, and enduring to the Survivor, and evading federal 

responsibility for historical injustice and contemporary violence. It also rationalizes 

healing, ‘moving on,’ or moving forward, and ‘letting go’ as I will see in the ADR 

process and the CBA’s “Logical Next Step” proposal, which largely inspires the IRSSA. 

Finally, I consider Schedule N of the IRSSA, and its representation of the TRCs 

mandates and goals as a representation of narrative building and subjection along existing 

narrative lines of settler colonial hegemony.  

biopolitics: race and identity 

As outlined in the introductory chapter, IRS, the IRSSA, and even the larger 

waves of redress can be understood as expressions of the rise and standardization of 

biopower. From the labelling and creation of Indigenous populations through regulatory 

regimes, to the discipline and performance of power upon individual bodies through 

criminality and the institutionalization of Indigenous individuals and children, the early 

processes of settler colonialism reflect biopolitical technologies. In addition, the 

interpellative facet of biopower works to formulate populations through the imposition of 

norms, hegemonic values, and self-policing or self-regulation, which we can see in the 

ongoing effects of IRSs on the lives of students and their communities and families. More 

pertinently to this project, I also argue that the IRSSA and recognition based redress 

strategies are a neoliberal expression of the more understated mechanisms of biopower: 
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working primarily through normativity, from the bottom-up, through principles of 

interpellation. Interpellation works through various registers in law, policy, and social 

expression, as well as through the internalization of norms to subject individuals and 

populations. 

 Michel Foucault’s concepts of biopower and governmentality are definitive in 

understanding the discursive formation of state power and its expression through 

discipline and subjection or the interpellative technologies of self-government. Foucault 

describes the shifting terrain of power from a disciplinary society to a biopower, from 

external disciplinary power, which works upon the individual body, to a dispersed 

multiplicity, by which power works upon accumulated bodies in multiplicity through 

population.96 For Foucault, biopower is “activity which attempts or aims at the conduct of 

persons; it is the attempt to shape, guide, or to affect not only the conduct of people but, 

also, the attempt to constitute people in such ways that they can be governed.”97 Foucault 

describes the concept in the “The Birth of Biopolitics” lectures.98As above, biopower is 

concentrated in the management and formation of population: “power takes control of life 

in both general and specific terms, of the human being as a living being and as part of a 

populations: what might be called a sort of extension of state power [étatisation] over the 

																																																								
96 Foucault et al., The Politics of Truth. 216. Foucault, “The Birth of Biopolitics - 
M. Foucault’s Lecture at the College De France in 1979 (Slovene Translation).” 
242-3. 
97Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and 
the Colonial Order of Things. 33. 
98 Foucault et al., The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the CollèGe De France, 
1978-79. The title is relatively misleading as he predominantly situates the 
foundations of biopower in these lectures, locating the birth of biopolitics at a 
transition from sovereign power and the rise of governmentality or governmental 
reason. 
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biological.”99 Biopolitics hinges upon the naturalization of the practice of government 

itself: “the notion of nature will thus be transformed with the appearance of political 

economy; nature is not an original and reserved region on which the exercise of power 

should not impinge, on pain of being illegitimate. Nature is something that runs under, 

through, and in the exercise of governmentality.”100 Biopower works through the notions 

of nature, biology, and life/functions. While discipline focuses upon the body, acting 

upon the body, biopower is concerned predominantly not with the body, but with life and 

the management of it.101 Biopower works to control life, as it emerges and is sustained, in 

an attempt to control the probability and occurrence of random events. Thus by managing 

life through populations, outcomes, events, and order can be determined.  

Settler colonial studies have drawn on the framework of biopower to furnish an 

understanding of the relationship between race and governance. The disciplinary or top-

down operations of biopower on individual bodies as well as a the interpellative or 

bottom-up operations of biopower through populations and subjection dovetail with 

Wolfe’s description of the interpellative displacement of Indigenous populations through 

assimilation, i.e. subjection. Scott Morgensen asserts that “if, following Patrick Wolfe, 

settler colonialism produces settler societies by pursuing the elimination of Indigenous 

peoples via amalgamation and replacement, then it is exemplary of biopower.”102 As 

Morgensen points out, the settler colonial preoccupation with Indigeneity, as both a claim 

																																																								
99 Foucault et al., The Politics of Truth. 213. Foucault, “The Birth of Biopolitics - 
M. Foucault’s Lecture at the College De France in 1979 (Slovene Translation).” 
240. 
100 Foucault et al., The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the CollèGe De France, 
1978-79. 16. 
101 Foucault, “The Birth of Biopolitics - M. Foucault’s Lecture at the College De 
France in 1979 (Slovene Translation).”249. 
102 Morgensen, “The Biopolitics of Settler Colonialism: Right Here, Right Now.” 
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to ownership of and expression of relationship to land, is reflective of biopower. The 

management of Indigenous identity through the classification and regulation of 

Indigenous population is definitely biopolitical. Morgensen argues for the theorization of 

settler colonialism as “historical grounds for the globalization of biopower, and as an 

activity producing biopower in the present that required denaturalizing critique.”103 Ann 

Stoler points out that while Foucault does not directly engage with race in his lectures; he 

does however vision race as formulated in service of colonial power: generated as a tool 

of governance in the context of colonization.104 Foucault’s concept of racial war and the 

‘mystical adversary’ as a threat to the nation and in particular to territorial integrity 

visions racisms as a ‘technology’ where in the state and its function are legitimized.105 

Similarly, Wolfe argues that the notion of the frontier and the settler need for protection 

on the fringe of civilization crystalizes the need for state power from the metropolis are 

the foundation for modernity: “frontier individuals’ endless appeals for state protection 

not only presupposed a commonality between the private and official realms.”106 Dillon 

argues similarly that race figures early on as one of the key dividing practices, which give 

birth to modern political discourse and the apparatus of modern state politics.107 Race, 

then, as a mnemonic, classifying, organizing grammar of governance and control can be 

understood as an inherently biopolitical strategy: qualifying the multiple into the lexicon 

of population.  

																																																								
103Ibid.73.  
104 Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and 
the Colonial Order of Things. 
105 Fassin and Schneider, “The Politics of Aids in South Africa: Beyond the 
Controversies.” 164. 
106 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.” 394. 
107Dillon and Neal, Foucault on Politics, Security and War. 172. 
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As described in the introductory chapter of this dissertation, the broad legal 

distinction of Indigeneity and Indigenous populations within the discursive formation of 

settler colonial liberalism in Canada can be understood as managing Indigenous identity. 

The Indian Act is predominantly occupied with this purpose of defining Indigenous 

identity in a way that mirrors Wolfe’s displacement via assimilation. The Indian Act is 

then the founding document by which the biopolitics of settler colonialism in Canada 

begins this process of distinguishing to govern. For the purpose of this research, there is 

no time to delve into the broader distinction and proofs that an assertion such as this 

might require. However for our purposes, I generically signal these biopolitical roots in 

the regulation of Indigenous identity only so that we can more specifically locate the 

origins of the IRSSA’s biopower—what I will soon argue as biopolitical production. If 

we can understand settler colonialism as the engine through which biopower globalizes 

and thus as a foundation of modern state power and legitimacy, then I argue that we can 

see the original transition from disciplinary regulation of bodies in the IRS system to 

interpellation register of that biopower in the discursive undermining and negation of 

Indigenous ways of being.  

RCAP, recognition, and IRS 

RCAP represents a distinctive shift in the history of governance in Canada away 

from disciplinary actions of power to interpellative governance, which has been referred 

to as the politics of recognition. Coming out of a particularly hostile period in settler/ 

Indigenous relations, characterized by armed resistance, blockades, and aggressive legal 

pursuits from former IRS students, RCAP was commissioned to consider the condition of 

Aboriginal populations in Canada. The characterization of IRS history and its effect on 
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contemporary Aboriginal identity and the Canadian context was generated out of RCAP’s 

identification and treatment of former students’ testimonies and experiences. There are 

varying responses to RCAP in the scholarly literature and by Indigenous thinkers. 

Efficacy aside, it represents a watershed moment in redressing IRSs because of the public 

acknowledgement of wrongdoing and, for some,108 the end to a painful, decades-long 

regime of denial that devalued the experiences of former students. The document cites 

assimilation, notes federal structural issues, and it is the first official acknowledgment of 

the moral failure of IRS policy as assimilative practices. Residential School history and 

experience figured centrally as contributing to the contemporaneous struggles and 

suffering within Aboriginal communities in Canada. The commission made specific 

recommendations surrounding the handling and resolution of IRS ‘legacies.’ Here we 

find the foundational concepts and language that would evolve into the Indian Residential 

School Settlement Agreement.  

The roots of the development of discourse surrounding IRS redress and 

reconciliation can be traced in the specific recommendations that RCAP made regarding 

the redress and broader reconciliation.109 The report made a series of recommendations 

surrounding a public inquiry as well as a number of related recommendations 

surrounding the healing provisions required 

																																																								
108 There were still great limitations to the extend of Canada’s recognition: Metis 
residential schools were not included in the IRSSA settlement, many schools 
which were not directly funded by the federal government were not recognized by 
the settlement, and the extent to which recognition includes an understanding the 
greater violence that the schools embodied—outside of physical and sexual 
abuses, as well as other institutional issues—is still unclear. 
109 Here, I say reconciliation because of the aegis under which RCAP was 
initiated: it is a federal initiative to redress the relationship of the federal 
government with Aboriginal’s in Canada. 
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the government of Canada establish a public inquiry instructed to (a) investigate 

and document the origins and effects of IRS policies and practices respecting all 

Aboriginal peoples, with particular attention to the nature and extent of effects on 

subsequent generations of individuals and families, and on communities and 

Aboriginal societies; (b) conduct public hearings across the country with 

sufficient funding to enable the testimony of affected persons to be heard; (c) 

commission research and analysis of the breadth of the effects of these policies 

and practices; (d) investigate the record of IRSs with a view to the identification 

of abuse and what action, if any, is considered appropriate; …apologies by those 

responsible; compensation of communities to design and administer programs 

that help the healing process and rebuild their community life; and funding for 

treatment of affected individuals and their families…A majority of commissioners 

appointed to this public inquiry be Aboriginal…creation of the Aboriginal healing 

foundation…fund establishment of a national repository of records and video 

collections related to IRSs (emphasis mine)110 

Here, the notion of a public inquiry initiates the focus on the finding of truth and the 

commissioning of truth. The truth to be found is extended to the ongoing effects, 

gesturing toward the longevity of the logic of the schools, influencing and impacting 

ongoing generations of Aboriginal people. In the same stride, a focus on healing is 

affirmed by the naming of abuse and ongoing effect. The focus on an Apology and the 

publicity of the inquiry both assert the importance of recognition in the process of 

																																																								
110 Peoples Canada. Royal Commission on Aboriginal, “Report of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Vol. 3: Gathering Strength,” (Ottawa: The 
Commission, 1996). 1.10.1, 1.10.2,1.10.3. 
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reconciliation while the recommendations surrounding archival data further the 

recognition strategy to altering the ongoing narrative and history of Canada.  

With these recommendations, we can see the first assertion that apology and the 

commissioning of truth are important steps in the redress process. This assertion that the 

recognition of IRSs as wrong and the recognition of their effects may contribute to the 

healing of, reparation to, and well being of the Aboriginal population of Canada reflects 

the liberal multicultural governance strategy described by Charles Taylor and others as 

the politics of recognition.111 Put very briefly, the politics of recognition assert that the 

recognition of political subjectivities constitutes a human right based on the theory that 

recognition subverts the psychoaffective trauma of misrecognition,112 or being recognised 

incorrectly or in a derogatory way. Taylor argues that the recognition of difference 

constitutes a multicultural governance strategy, as an extension of liberal notions of 

equality and inclusion, by which populations are granted recognition and participation. In 

Chapter Two, we explore Taylor’s politics much more deeply through the example of the 

Apology. However, for this chapter, it is important to note that these recognition-based 

strategies initiate the normative, interpellative technologies of governance that can be 

understood as biopolitical.  

 Glen Coulthard draws on the interpellative underpinnings of biopolitics in his 

argument against recognition politics in the settler colonial context of Canada. Coulthard 

																																																								
111 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” (2002). 
112 Taylor cites Fanon’s description of the anguish of being misrecognized that he 
gives in Black Skin White Masks. Coulthard points out the irony in this citation, 
suggesting that maybe Taylor didn’t read Fanon thoroughly enough to notice that 
this normative recognition cannot offer emancipatory ends. Coulthard uses Fanon 
to argue against recognition’s efficacy particularly for Indigenous peoples, as 
there can never be mutual recognition in such an asymmetrical power exchange.  
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considers RCAP, and its recognition based promises, as biopolitical technologies for the 

governance of racialized Indigenous subjects.113 Coulthard teases out the problems with a 

particular brand of the politics of recognition, which he argues comes out of the RCAP 

final report, and the government’s official response Gathering Strength. He makes clear 

the formulation of policy trends that contributes to reconciliation in Canada as they are 

rooted in this brand of recognition. He moves that cultural focus of RCAP’s push for 

recognition is taken up with zeal in the 1998 response, Gathering Strength, which 

capitalizes on the limitations of a liberal solution of inclusion and accommodation.114 He 

argues that the particular brand of anticolonial nationalism that developed out of racist 

policy attempts such as the White Paper and the success of the Calder decision, forced the 

colonial structure to morph from something enforced by policy, techniques, and ideology, 

to one that is “reproduced through a seemingly more conciliatory set of discourses and 

institutional practices that emphasize [First Nations’] recognition and 

accommodation.”115 Coulthard points out that colonial relations of power are no longer 

reproduced through overtly disciplinary means; they are reproduced by what he calls the 

‘asymmetrical exchange of mediated forms of state recognition and accommodation,’ or 

interpellative means of ideological negotiation, inclusion and exclusion.116 He articulates 

																																																								
113 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of 
Recognition.” 
114 Through the lens of liberal recognition and multicultural accommodation, self-
governance can be granted along specific boundaries of practices and traditions, 
which still serve settler colonialism (ibid. 20).  
115 Ibid. 6. 
116 Ibid.15. 
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the difficulty of critiquing these strategies, or unapparent violences of “ostensibly 

tolerant, multinational, liberal settler polities.”117  

Both Glen Coulthard and Carmella Murdocca assert the biopolitical potential of 

recognition.118 Glen Coulthard’s critical text Red Skin White Masks considers the politics 

of recognition as they have been marshalled for the purposes of Indigenous inclusion in 

liberal Canada. Coulthard’s critical engagement of Marx’s primitive accumulation and 

mainstream theories of recognition offers a rich exploration of the subversive ways in 

which the asymmetrical relations of power are more recently mediated through more 

insidious and coercive means.119 He asks the critical question, which I hope I have taken 

up in some way through this dissertation, “what are we to make of contexts where state 

violence no longer constitutes the regulative norm governing the process of colonial 

dispossession?”120 Coulthard explores the process of recognition and its effects through 

the lens of governmentality and biopolitics.121 He challenges the notion that 

recognition—and by extension redress—can offer positive or mutually serving outcomes 

and instead draws on the work of Frantz Fanon to demonstrate the ways in which 

recognition interpellates identity and thus represents a self-perpetuating governance 

strategy of self-regulation and internalized norms.  

Murdocca considers the restorative justice measures added to the Criminal Code 

in 1998—the same year that RCAP’s report is released—that specifically deal with the 

																																																								
117 Ibid.15. 
118Murdocca, To Right Historical Wrongs: Race, Gender, and Sentencing in 
Canada.  
119 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of 
Recognition.”15. 
120 Ibid.15. 
121 Ibid.17.  
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sentencing provisions for Aboriginal or other racialized criminals. The provision allows 

the sentencing judge to take into account the history and background of the offender 

when sentencing. Through this provision the practice of Gladue Reporting has taken 

place, wherein a report is compiled regarding an Aboriginal offenders cultural and 

communal history. The judge reviews said material and uses discretion in relating it to 

sentencing. The restorative measure is intended to account for the historical and 

socioeconomic disadvantages of settler colonialism, without stating as much. The judge 

can use personal discretion considering the offenders cultural background and history and 

offer a ‘culturally appropriate or specific’ sentence or the relevance of culture in the 

criminal offense—Murdocca gives the example of assumptions about sexual behaviours 

in Aboriginal communities being made when sentencing a sex offender. Murdocca argues 

convincingly that the provision for the consideration of an offender’s personal history, 

particularly the cultural and community history of an Aboriginal offender’s history, opens 

the door to normative assumptions, stereotypes, and institutionalized racism. Likewise, 

she points out the way in which sentencing provisions such as this might compel 

Aboriginal offenders to perform their native identity in a way that contributes to 

normative stereotyping and undermines the complexity and relationality of Indigenous 

identity. Though she does not ground her book in the politics of recognition, the 

restorative provision reflects that governance tactic, and it fits within Coulthard’s argued 

history of politics of recognition in Canada. Likewise, her arguments against it—

particularly surrounding governance through representation and the compulsion to 

perform racial or cultural identity so as to incur a softer sentence—mirror key issues with 

the politics of recognition. 
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 Coulthard uses Franz Fanon, whose work is the namesake of Coulthard’s own 

book, to demonstrate the ways in which “diversity-affirming forms of state recognition 

and accommodation can reproduce non-mutual and unfree relations rather than free and 

mutual ones.”122 Similarly, Murdocca uses Fanon to relate the ways in which diversity 

affirming forms of state recognition, or what she might call ‘cultural sensitivity or 

cultural difference’ arguments encourage culturally based fallacious stereotypes and 

assumptions. Coulthard extends Fanon’s argument that colonial rule continues to function 

without overt physical violence or oppression because the power of colonial rule “instead 

rests on the ability to entice Indigenous peoples to identify, either implicitly or explicitly, 

with the profoundly asymmetrical and nonreciprocal forms of recognition either imposed 

on or granted to them by the settler state and society.”123 In essence, Murdocca uses 

Fanon and others to explain governance through representation, while Coulthard moves a 

step further, engaging with Fanon’s work that seeks to explain how the internalization of 

racism takes place and the inscription into this value system of hegemony, can occur. He 

unpacks the entrapment of the politics of recognition, which draw racialized subjects in 

an expression curtailing performance of identity.124 Via Fanon, Coulthard makes the 

assertion that internalized values come along with the desire for recognition: that is, in 

desiring to be recognized, accommodated, or represented in the eyes of the state, the 

																																																								
122 Ibid.17. 
123 Ibid. 25. 
124 Coulthard echoes this sentiment quoting Ann Philips: “When recognition-
based models of cultural pluralism invoke essentialist articulations of identity they 
risk functioning ‘not as a cultural liberator but as a cultural straitjacket’” (20). In 
other words, cultural expression and identification, though presented in the liberal 
paradigm as something close to freedom or inclusion, a place at the proverbial 
model UN table, these privileges more often become obligations: which limit, 
definitively, the potential for Indigenous actors to move, change, shift, or resist.  
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subject reifies the states construction of the subject’s identity.125 Both then argue that 

recognition fails because it works to interpellate or even project identity, or at the very 

least limit recognition to identity/ies that are legible within the normative gaze. I assert in 

the introductory chapter, Indigenous identity cannot be recognized by settler colonial 

power. Therefore, here, I seek to map what is recognized, or the identity that is 

interpellated through policies and practices associated with IRS recognition and redress: 

the biopolitical potential of the discourse of reconciliation. 

Gathering Strength and Alternative Dispute Resolution 

The federal government’s response to RCAP, “Gathering Strength: Canada’s 

Aboriginal Action Plan” (1998)—produced two years after RCAP’s release—can be 

understood as the official response to RCAP’s final report and as the originary expression 

of the discourse of reconciliation. This document contains the first official “Statement of 

Reconciliation,” which can be understood as the normative recognition of RCAP’s 

recommendations. Though later eclipsed by the 2008 Apology, it is this symbolic 

acknowledgement and recognition of wrongdoing that opens the door to redress 

conversations around Residential Schools. The “Statement of Reconciliation” in the first 

few pages of Gathering Strength opens with the words “learning from the past.” This title 

is at once an assertion of difference, a line break in the narrative, and, therefore, an 

immediate historicization of then versus now. The statement begins in process, stating 

that “as” Canadians and Aboriginals seek to “move forward together,” “we must deal 

with the legacies of the past affecting the Aboriginal peoples of Canada.” The insistence 

																																																								
125 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of 
Recognition.” 32. 
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upon a historicization reflects a desire to distance the present policy moment from the 

characteristic policies of the past. The pronoun ‘we’ is used to articulate the necessity of 

the collective in the liberal nation, while the distinct noun, “Aboriginal peoples of 

Canada” is used to describe the ‘who’ who is actually affected negatively and who is 

distinct from the ‘we.’ This distinction suggests that in union, there is a future; as an 

isolated Aboriginal issue, and a separate group, there is suffering and no future. The 

statement acknowledges that past decisions are affecting the contemporary milieu, 

stressing the difference between former regimes and the contemporary federal 

government. The statement takes a cultural focus: stressing the contributions of spiritual 

and cultural specificities of Aboriginal people to Canada’s development and 

acknowledges those contributions “made by all Aboriginal peoples.” Aboriginal people 

are also named “custodians of the lands”—a moniker, which belies associations and role, 

but does not compromise or impinge on questions of ownership or possession. The 

statement expresses regret for the suppression of Aboriginal culture and values and the 

way in which it has weakened the identity of Aboriginal peoples, suppressing language 

and cultures and outlawing spiritual practices.  

Gathering Strength can be understood as biopolitical technology wherein the 

Canadian government seeks to address the current status quo and conditions of 

Aboriginal people through the management and amelioration of their personal well being 

and perspective of themselves as individuals. Gathering Strength draws together IRS 

former students and communities affected as part of a population, defined a that history 

and its effects. Redress and apology are applied to impact the wellbeing of that 

population, to strengthen it and address ongoing health issues. The statement also works 
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to interpellate a particular identity related to the Aboriginal individual and the experience 

of IRS history. In the later half of the “Statement of Reconciliation,” the effect of 

Residential Schools feature as a key factor in the challenges facing Aboriginal people: 

“This system separated many children from their families and communities and 

prevented them from speaking their own languages and from learning about their heritage 

and cultures. In the worst cases, it left legacies of personal pain and distress that continue 

to reverberate in Aboriginal communities to this day. Tragically, some children were the 

victims of physical and sexual abuse.” The cultural isolation mentioned here resonates 

with the cultural suppression noted in the first half of the statement. Here, we see the first 

intimation of some federal responsibility for physical and sexual abuse. In the next line, 

the government acknowledges the “role that it played in the development and 

administration of these schools.” In acknowledging the responsibility for the schools, 

there is no direct responsibility mentioned for abuse. The statement goes on to say that 

those who have experienced this kind of violence should know they, as victims, are not 

responsible and what happened “never should have happened.” This statement comes out 

of the modern conception that acknowledgment, and the right to one’s truth is a key 

component of healing. The final line, bolded in its publication is “To those who suffered 

this tragedy at Residential Schools, we are deeply sorry” (emphasis mine). This apology 

falls quite short of an expression of full responsibility; indicating that the victims 

themselves are not responsible, the statement does not indicate federal responsibility. 

From here, the statement moves straight into an assertion that the focus should be on 

healing the ongoing legacies that shape and inform Aboriginal communities. 
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The final statement of the reconciliation comments are that assimilation policies 

were not the way to build a strong country—suggesting the inverse, that reconciliation 

and working together is. In the very next line, it states that  

we must instead continue to find ways in which Aboriginal people can participate 
fully in the economic, political, cultural and social life of Canada in a manner 
which preserves and enhances the collective identities of Aboriginal communities, 
and allows them to evolve and flourish in the future. Working together to achieve 
our shared goals will benefit all Canadians, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike. 
(Emphasis mine) 

The implication of instead is that this statement of reconciliation and argument for ‘full 

participation’ somehow contrasts with the assimilation condemned in the previous 

phrase. However, ‘instead’ is followed by the statement that participation in all levels of 

the hegemonic model is key for ‘all Canadians’ alike. Though the mode of assimilation is 

questioned, the logic of its end remains the same. Honouring cultural identity here 

becomes paramount for personal health, which is tantamount to a strong and functional 

populace and country. But Indigenous culture is recognized as something discrete from 

full economic, political, cultural and social life in Canada. That is, culture is not political, 

economic or social, nor radically different or dissonant with the mainstream attitudes of 

settler Canada. In order to build a ‘strong’ Canada, the modes of production and the 

national values are granted in this statement, the values of multiculturalism entrenched in 

the focus on cultural or hyphenated identity. The suggestion that Aboriginal people 

should be allowed to evolve and flourish in the future, reasserts the inverse statement 

only somewhat subtly: that they have been stagnated, have not evolved, and must develop 

with the modern trajectory. The ‘working together’ and achievement of goals asserted in 

the last phrase echo the liberal values of modernity, industry, equality and inclusiveness, 

as well as the teleology of positivist rationalism. The ‘statement of renewal’ that follows 
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the reconciliation is a continuation of these values. In order to renew itself, the 

relationship between Aboriginal people and the federal government should reflect four 

principles of respect and recognition, responsibility and sharing. The statement elaborates 

on this new partnership, and how it will help to “overcome the obstacles that have slowed 

progress in the past.”  

Gathering Strength as an ‘action plan’ illustrates a normative assertion of 

progressive Indigenous development. Reconciliation, as recommended by RCAP is the 

first element of the renewed ‘partnership.’ The plan announces that healing for those who 

“tragically suffered abuse as children while in these institutions” is a necessary 

component of moving forward. Here, the government expresses a commitment to 

facilitating healing, focusing specifically on abuses, physical and sexual. Under the same 

heading, ‘Healing,’ the need for a “common vision” is expressed. Redress and Aboriginal 

healing are at the centre of forming this shared view: “partnership in the design, 

development and delivery of programs” affecting the lives of Aboriginal people is offered 

through the development of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation—350 million dollars—an 

the Alternative Dispute Resolution Process to redress the schools histories outside of the 

bogged down judicial system. Under a “Language, Heritage and Culture,” the 

government states its commitment to helping preserve these things “both as a link to our 

collective past and as a promise of the future of Aboriginal people.” 126 The binarization 

of the future and the culturally rich past distinctly asserts a historicity of Aboriginal ways 

of being and a future that is Western, liberal, progressive. Other items on the agenda such 

as the sharing of resource management, education and ‘preparing people for jobs’ and 

																																																								
126 Indian Canada and Canada Northern Affairs, Gathering Strength: Canada’s 
Aboriginal Action Plan (Ottawa, 1997). 
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integrating more Aboriginal people into government, reinforce this view. This wistful 

expression of a link to ‘our shared past’ echoes Veracini’s argument that settler 

colonialism seeks to delegitimize the Indigenous and indigenize the settler.127 Linking 

settler and Aboriginal subjects into a ‘shared past’ denies the shared present of violence 

and ongoing colonial power but also legitimizes settler connections to space and place.  

Gathering Strength embodies the shift from disciplinary power wherein power 

acts upon the body institutionally via IRSs, policing of armed resistance, punitive 

regulation of behaviour, toward an expression of biopower, governing by mobilizing the 

health and psychological wellbeing of the population. In addition to promises for 

renewed partnerships in the economic and political sector, the plan initiated an official 

focus on ‘healing’ and a discourse of reconciliation. 350 million dollars were put toward 

the development of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation to facilitate the healing of former 

IRS students and address intergenerational healing.128 Simultaneously, the government 

began the process of pursuing and developing an Alternative Dispute Resolution for 

former IRS students, as a way to streamline and manage the increasing tort lawsuits filed 

against the state. The government created the national resolution framework that was 

made up of a litigation strategy, an Alternative Dispute Resolution strategy, and health 

																																																								
127 Veracini, “Settler Collective, Founding Violence and Disavowal: The Settler 
Colonial Situation.” 
128 There is some commentary about the confusion of the early iteration of the 
foundation. It was too small to begin with: meant to address a huge order with 
limited resources, it helped to uncover the needs for intergenerational healing, 
public education and commemoration. In an interview with photographer and 
curator, urban Iroquoian Jeff Thomas, he stated that it became very clear from the 
outset of the AHF that the intergenerational impacts were vast and in need of 
attention. According to Thomas, they would be a central component of the 
foundation’s efforts. We’ll get much further into this institutional history and its 
role in cultural strategies in the next chapter. 
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supports. The ministry of Indian and Northern Affairs worked together with former 

students, church representatives and other organizations to try and develop a settlement. 

These two earlier institutions provide much of the language and discourse around which 

the IRSSA brand of redress is formed. The focus on healing and therapeutics developed 

out of the needs uncovered in AHF efforts and research, while much of the framework for 

compensation process comes out of the trial and error of the Independent Application 

Process (IAP) and ADR process.  

The IAP and the ADR processes reflect early attempts to work with Indigenous 

leaders and former IRS students who experienced abuse to develop a redress strategy that 

would largely be limited to abuse allegations. The IAP was the first system put into place 

to reimburse Residential School Survivors who were pressing forward with allegations of 

abuse and violence in the schools. The court were clogging up with numerous tort 

lawsuits, abuse allegations against church and school officials, and few of these processes 

were moving forward. The IAP required that former students complete extensive 

paperwork detailing their experiences, indeed quantifying that experience and suffering, 

in-order to receive compensation. According to Frideres, the Aboriginal leaders 

“tentatively” supported the idea of the IAP because of the trauma and suffering that was 

being seen in the litigation process,129 as well as the expediting of the process, as many of 

the former students were already quite aged. At this point, the government still refused to 

acknowledge cultural genocide or loss of culture as issues to be tabled for compensation, 

and they argued that it would only cover settlements that involved direct physical or 

sexual abused. Between 1998-1999, a series of ‘exploratory dialogues’ took place across 

																																																								
129 James Frideres, First Nations in the Twenty-First Century (Don Mills, Ont: 
Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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the country with various stakeholders. The dialogues were meant to explore the efficacy 

of existing redress initiatives and to assess the expectations and needs of former students 

and their communities. In 2000, the department if Indian and Northern Affairs produced 

their final report. 

 The report opens with the adage that these meetings were ‘remarkable,’ that these 

were ‘extraordinary’ events. Citing that the report comes first out of Aboriginal effort and 

then in the trend of reconciliation, the events are praised as cultural showcases of 

“traditional first nation hospitality, prayer, ceremony, songs and food.”130 When current 

systems were evaluated in meetings across the country with church representatives, 

government representatives, AFN and community members, the opinions uncovered can 

be generalized as broadly critical. The report reflects an understanding that the process is 

too painful and potentially even dangerous.131 Many speakers also note that the litigation 

process in and of itself is not representative of reconciliation, as it ‘creates adversaries, 

not partnerships.”132 One unnamed speaker states: “litigation can be crippling because it 

forces us into positions we can defend rather than issues we can resolve.”133 Instead, 

participants brought forward concerns about public awareness,134 community 

empowerment,135 re-victimization,136 and accountability.137 Many cited the fact that 

money, and the payment methods, were dubious at best, and all effected that it was not 

																																																								
130 “Reconciliation and Healing: Alternative Resolution Strategies for Dealing 
with Residential School Claims.”  
131 Ibid.17. 
132 Ibid.17. 
133 Ibid.17. 
134 Ibid.4. 
135 Ibid.5. 
136 Ibid.5. 
137 Ibid.7. 
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enough to reflect true change in communities. The language of closure, healing, 

disclosure, and survival are already ubiquitous. By now it seems we can already see the 

concept of the Survivor and the healing logic ossified into repetition and reuse. Many 

sought to point out contemporary dysfunction,138 and the need for current institutions to 

change.139 There was strong support for the existing healing initiatives of the AHF and 

the assertion that more energy should go there.140 There was as strong and repeated wish 

for commemoration and memorialization.141 One speaker expressed deep concern that 

non-disclosure clauses and other legal silences echoes the community strong hold on 

silence. In the same vein, the transparency and clarity of archiving artefacts, documents, 

spaces were expressly important to the preservation of this truth.  

The Logical Next Step 

That so many liberal notions about humanity and politics strike us as accepted 
‘common sense’ ideas testifies to their success as the political ideals of modernity 
—Ian McKay  
Out of the IAP and the ADR process, we can see the foundations for a healing 

focussed, culturally informed process which would be the IRSSA developing. In what 

James Frideres calls an “unholy alliance”142 between the Canadian Bar Association and 

the Assembly of First Nations the foundations for the IRSSA were laid. The Canadian 

Bar Association published a statement of its evaluation of the current resolution processes 

and its own recommendations in 2004: “The Logical Next Step: Reconciliation Payments 

for All Indian Residential School Survivors.” Much like Gathering Strength, the title 

																																																								
138 Ibid.25. 
139 Ibid.25. 
140 Ibid.31. 
141 Ibid.35. 
142 Frideres, First Nations in the Twenty-First Century. 
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betrays much of the rhetoric behind this document: logical reflecting the liberal notion of 

rationality, the bio-logic of healing, ‘next step’ reflecting the positivist notion that things 

will progress naturally to a clean and tidy finish. Based on legal professionals closeness 

to the issue, working in the current litigation process and having an intimate 

understanding of the relationship that Aboriginal peoples have with the justice system, 

the CBA entrenched their recommendations in their credibility as potential stakeholders 

in the process143—even noting that they make these recommendations for an all inclusion 

extrajudicial process, despite the fact that they stand to profit more from the traditional 

court process. As a profession, echoing the AFN they condemn the IAP. Throughout the 

In 2004 only nine claims out of 900 had been settled through the dispute resolution 

process.144 In the same evaluation the CBA points out that only 7% of claimants were 

opting for the alternative dispute option—as opposed to court.  

They recommend a Common Experience Payment or a general payment process, 

with simple paper work, and an efficient model that will be available to all recognized 

school attendees. In addition they note that the process should not take more than five 

years, citing precedent—as seen earlier—in the Japanese redress process. Many of the 

recommendations made by the statement were applied directly to the CEP: a blanket 

payment of 10,000 dollars for any time spent in school, plus an additional 3000 for each 

year after that. In the CBA document they echo the recommendations of the AFN for 

commemoration, education, and healing,145 calling IRSs a disease in the community.146 

																																																								
143 CBA, “The Logical Next Step: Reconciliation Payments for All Indian 
Residential School Survivors.”2. 
144 Ibid.15. 
145 Ibid.5. 
146 Ibid.2. 
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Between the voices of the ADR report, the AFN’s own recommendations, and the CBA’s 

assertions, Gathering Strength and the initial efforts for reconciliation were wanting of 

larger, broader, more in-depth processes. The generalized translation of what ‘more’ 

might be done was unanimously focussed on healing, commemoration, and education. 

That said, it could be said that while the ADR report shows many stakeholders arguing 

for the apparent important of healing and need of support, Gathering Strength translates 

this need into a push for a shared narrative in order to move forward. 

The Aboriginal Healing Foundation 

The Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF)147 was formative within this discourse 

of reconciliation; the Foundation, largely comprised of Aboriginal individuals and 

																																																								
147 The IRSSA included funding for the Aboriginal Healing Foundation to 
continue its work of healing the legacy of residential schools, but the AHF 
actually came straight out of the Aboriginal Action Plan, Gathering Strength. The 
Foundation was established on March 31, 1998 with the original fund of $350 
million, and the original mandate to encourage and support community-based 
healing initiatives that address the legacy of IRSs, including intergenerational 
impacts. The fund was a direct result of the public dissent of survivors about their 
abuse in IRSs, and followed directly after the conditional apology from minister 
Jane Stewart. As the foundation communicates in its last of many research studies 
into the IRS system and its effect on Aboriginal people in Canada, Full Circle, 
which explores the history of the foundation itself, the effort to pull together the 
infrastructure to use and appropriate the funds was rushed by the threat that such a 
watershed moment in Canadian politics might pass them by. The funding dollars 
was offered in the federal budget of 1998–1999, if unused, they were scheduled to 
return to the federal government’s Consolidated Revenue Fund on April 1, 1998, 
unless they were deposited in time to a designated account. This arrangement 
offered less than three months to establish or identify a new agency and to 
negotiate a funding agreement suited the expectations of the federal government, 
as well as the interested survivor groups and Aboriginal communities. In record 
time, an unprecedented institutional structure had to be developed, according to 
the yet uncollected wishes and stipulations of the interested and relevant parties. 
From my understanding, this rushed expectation of production with extensive 
oversight would characterize the life of this foundation—a set of circumstances 
shared amongst many Aboriginally run organizations. A survivor gathering, the 
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working in conjunction with a number of Aboriginal organizations, is faced with the 

double-bind of working with the very real experiences and struggles with IRS and 

intergenerational suffering and abuses, but within the confines of a mandate and ideology 

that can work to pathologize and narrow. The guiding objective was to address “the 

healing needs of Aboriginal People affected by the Legacy of Indian Residential Schools, 

including the intergenerational impacts, by supporting holistic and community-based 

healing to address needs of individuals, families and communities, including 

Communities of Interest.”148 There were four recommended directions for the healing 

path to take: the foundation should promote links and services with other government 

health and social services programs; the foundation should focus on early detection and 

prevention of intergenerational impacts of sexual and physical abuse; the foundation 

should recognize the special needs of specific communities, such as the elderly, women 

and children; and the foundation should promote capacity-building for communities that 

needed to address long-term healing and reconciliation.149 

For the earliest iteration of the AHF, the focus was the impacts of physical and 

sexual abuse, and Aboriginal community and personal health. Whenever possible, the 

foundation was encouraged to collaborate with existing structures;150 this stipulation 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Residential School Healing Strategy, held in Squamish Territory in July 1998, 
was held in order to establish the expectations of how the fund—the amount and 
purpose of which was widely published in the media—would be used.  
148 Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, “Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation Funding Agreement,” ed. Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development (Ottawa1998). 2. 
149Ibid.7. 
150 Ibid. Article 8, other contributions: “8.01 Other Contributions: The Foundation 
shall: (a) encourage Eligible Recipients to develop collaborative arrangements 
with the private sector, the voluntary sector, religious organizations, and with the 
Aboriginal, municipal, provincial, territorial and federal governments;”  
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reflected the anticipated function of the foundation as a temporary institution which 

would control the overwhelming damage and demands associated with IRS experiences, 

and smooth the way for larger federal institutions to take over the job again, once the 

mandate was finished. Two times, within its lifespan the AHF approached the end of an 

existing mandate, only to be reinstituted with new funding for another short limited 

period. The early institution certainly reflects the post-RCAP policy perspective on the 

issue of Residential Schools: a belief that it was an isolated enough issue that it could be 

handled within a few years, 350 million dollars and some community programming. For 

the newly established board, it was clear very early on that the funding fell far short of 

the needs of the job. Parameters had to be fast laid around what the foundation could and 

could not fund and address. After jostles to mediate the cultural and social differences 

amongst the board and institution itself151, the new board decided on parameters that they 

thought would best suit their interested parties. The Aboriginal Healing Foundation 

would go on to fund and produce numerous projects, studies, and publications that 

focused on IRSs as a social and health issue152. The Aboriginal Healing Foundation 

sought to address what it deemed “the long-standing and destructive legacy” of the Indian 

Residential School System, including: lateral violence, suicide, poverty, alcoholism, lack 

																																																								
151 Wayne K. Spear, Full Circle: The Aboriginal Healing Foundation and the 
Unfinished Work of Hope, Healing and Reconciliation (Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2014). Full Circle reflects on the challenges of representing the full 
breadth and diversity of First Nations, Metis, and Inuit requests on a singular 
committee. Everyone was concerned with the stake of his or her individual groups 
and bodies, which were united solely in the shared violence of a history and the 
shared antagonism of the federal governments ongoing refusal to meet the 
requirements of healing and reparations.  
152 Ibid.23. 
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of parenting skills, weakening or destruction of cultures and languages, and lack of 

capacity to build and sustain healthy families and communities.”153 

The foundation mandates mirror the language of renewal and relationship, 

reconciliation and healing outlined in Gathering Strength. Gathering Strength’s 

Statement of Reconciliation, in the section “learning from the past,” asserts that attitudes 

of racial and cultural superiority led to a suppression of Aboriginal culture and values.” 

These actions “resulted in weakening the identity of Aboriginal peoples,” through the 

suppression of “their languages and cultures, and outlawing spiritual practices.” Because 

of these actions, “once self-sustaining nations that were disaggregated, disrupted, limited 

or even destroyed by the dispossession of traditional territory, by the relocation of 

Aboriginal people, and by some provisions of the Indian Act.” As a limb of this 

statement, the AHF reflects these values. The ‘culturally specific’ healing strategies 

funded and initiated by the foundation are designed to support and promote Aboriginal 

culture and values, in turn to strengthen the identity of Aboriginal people, as qualified by 

culture. The goal is to foster ‘self-sustaining nations’ which can then participate in the 

multicultural Canadian continuum as culturally identified but participants in the 

colonized economic and governing systems. In these assertions, healing equates with self 

sustaining in a liberal system; re-establishing cultural identity asserts the multicultural 

mosaic model, in which your cultural is equated with practices and signifiers, not with 

direct relationship to land, or community based rights to treaty or place.  

healing logic 
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Since the normative assertion made in the RCAP recommendations, that healing 

and facilitating healing of the IRS history is necessary for reconciliation, and redress will 

aid in that healing process, the logic of healing becomes synonymous with IRS redress. 

Healing is drawn out as a strong impetus behind official redress, promising to mend what 

is by implication pathologized as a ‘sick’ community of former IRS student and the 

broader Aboriginal community struggling with the legacy. Healing functions politically 

and legal as a scapegoat for government responsibility—drawing attention from the legal 

and political responsibility of the federal government and churches as perpetrators of this 

violence, and focussing instead on their responsibility to support, sustain, and help 

Aboriginal communities to progress. The logic of healing then also reinforces the 

subversive paternalism of the Indian Act and other biopolitical strategies of displacement 

via assimilation: Aboriginal people are again suited as ‘the problem,’ for which federal 

intervention is a remedy. 

This biopolitical strategy is not unique to the Canadian redress project. The 

deliberate integration of therapeutic language principles and practice were popularized in 

the branding and structure of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 

Numerous scholars have mapped the use and effect of the metaphor of disease and 

healing, therapy and health in this process.154 In the South African Context, the TRC—

chaired by Archbishop Desmond Tutu—brought together the Christian ritual of 

																																																								
154 Claire Moon, “Healing Past Violence: Traumatic Assumptions and 
Therapeutic Interventions in War and Reconciliation,” Journal of Human Rights 
8, no. 1 (2009); A. Allan and M. M. Allan, “The South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission as a Therapeutic Tool,” Behavioural Sciences & the 
Law 18, no. 4 (2000); Zyl Paul van, “Dilemmas of Transitional Justice: The Case 
of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” Journal of 
International Affairs 52, no. 2 (1999). 
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confession of confession, reconciliation and juridical models of testimony and witness to 

create a venue for the public healing of a nation. This TRC broadly popularized the 

concept of truth telling, witness and testimony for national and social reconciliation.155 

The TRC featured modes of healing more conventionally associated with individual 

healing and applied these modes to a nation and its governance. In her comprehensive 

review of the phenomena, Claire Moon argues that the TRC drew its citizenry into a 

whole, singular individual, body and psyche.156 In this generalization, the nation-as-one 

could be therapeutically treated, healed, and given closure through truth telling and 

confession.157 Moon also points out that the discourse of therapy has made a “hegemonic 

and proliferating strategy of postconflict governance.”158 New regimes, faced with the 

challenge of nation building in the wake of violence and conflict are now impressed with 

the role of mediating the psychic health and social awareness of its citizens. Even the 

WHO has made therapeutic recommendations to new/post conflict governments for early 

political actions as they come into power. Moon shows how the widespread acceptance of 

certain therapeutic truisms to the post conflict nation has evolved into a radically new 

mode of state legitimation. Moon argues that in the context of a post conflict nation it is 

now widely accepted that “forgiveness can improve mental health amongst victims, and 

as a result.” She suggests that this implies the failure to forgive denotes psychiatric ill 

health, and psychiatric ill health signifies a persistence of trauma, and that finally, the 

persistence of trauma leads to a call for revenge and revenge leads to a resurgence of 
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Interventions in War and Reconciliation.” 82. 
157 Ibid. 82. 
158 Ibid.73. 
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violence. Thus TRC are charged with the responsibility of encouraging victims to 

forgive; she also suggests that the SATRC actively pathologized and attempted to repress 

the desire for retributive justice because, on a therapeutic reading, it appears as 

symptomatic of the persistence of trauma. In short, the TRC hopes to foster forgiveness 

as a way of avoiding future violence. Violence and the inability to forgive are both 

pathologized/ conflated with mental illness. 

The metaphor of illness in the context of the IRSSA is ubiquitous, and it works in 

two registers. First, there is the metaphor of IRSs as a disease or illness that has besieged 

Aboriginal people and communities. This image is reflected in the lines such as ‘healing 

the legacy of IRS abuse,’ or ‘healing the wounds.’159Second, there is the more 

biologically qualified image of the IRS student as requiring healing from the trauma of 

																																																								
159 Response, Responsibility, and Renewal: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Journey, (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2009); Aboriginal Healing in 
Canada: Studies in Therapeutic Meaning and Practice, (Ottawa: Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2008); Final Report of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 
(Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2006); Foundation Aboriginal Healing, 
A Healing Journey: Final Report, Summary Points (Ottawa, Ont: Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2006); Linda Archibald et al., Dancing, Singing, Painting, 
and Speaking the Healing Story: Healing through Creative Arts (Ottawa, Ont: 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2012); Marlene Brant Castellano, From Truth to 
Reconciliation: Transforming the Legacy of Residential Schools (Ottawa: 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2008); Marlene Brant Castellano, A Healing 
Journey: Reclaiming Wellness, vol. 1. (Ottawa, Ont: Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, 2006); Marlene Brant Castellano et al., From Truth to 
Reconciliation: Transforming the Legacy of Residential Schools, vol. 1. (Ottawa: 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2011); Spear, Full Circle: The Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation and the Unfinished Work of Hope, Healing and 
Reconciliation; Madeleine Dion Stout, Gregory D. Kipling, and Foundation 
Aboriginal Healing, Aboriginal People, Resilience and the Residential School 
Legacy (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2014); James B. Waldram, 
“Aboriginal Healing in Canada: Studies in Therapeutic Meaning and Practice,” 
(Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2008); Gregory Younging et al., 
Response, Responsibility, and Renewal: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Journey, vol. 2 (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2011). 
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IRS experience.160 This image is reflected in the language of ‘survivor,’ which of course, 

reflects the connotations a cancer survivor, as well as more general language surrounding 

the trauma and abuse that occurred in and of IRSs. The problematic of constructing the 

need for IRS redress around a need for healing, did not escape notice by former IRS 

students, early on in the process: “some of the survivors…felt that all the talk of 

intergenerational trauma and dysfunction cast them as akin to diseased blankets, returned 

from the IRS in order to spread the sickness throughout an unsuspecting community.”161 

The former students identify a key function of the illness metaphor in the IRS discourse: 

it pathologizes the experiences of former students, as we’ll explore further in the 

following paragraph, but it also works to shift the responsibility for the schools ‘legacy’ 

from its origins in racist assimilative policy to a set of medical conditions—implicating 

former students and their communities in both the origins and continuation of the 

problem and as the fundamentally crucial actors for any remedy.  

An interesting equation can be made extended here between a pathologization of 

resistance and the efforts of former IRS students who demanded that the government of 

Canada take responsibility for the IRS system. Originally, the IRSSA developed directly 

out of the RCAP final report’s final recommendations. The report cited the legacy of 

IRSs as a large contributing factor to the non-ideal condition of First Nations in Canada, 

and to the negative relationship with the federal government. Of course, the RCAP was 

largely inspired by the Oka crisis, and the generalized anxiety about the potential for 

																																																								
160 This qualifier has purchase, as it reflects a medical truism, instantiated in the 
very real abuses, mental and physical, as well as spiritual subjugation, effected by 
the very presence of schools. 
161 Spear, Full Circle: The Aboriginal Healing Foundation and the Unfinished 
Work of Hope, Healing and Reconciliation. 91. 
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future violence, in addition to the mounting tension between Indigenous people and 

settlers in Canada.162 If the lack of recognition surrounding IRS history and experiences 

is cited as a large contributor to the unrest between Aboriginal people and the federal 

government, then the history’s qualification via a metaphor of illness and healing reflects 

a pathologization of that unrest, dissent, or resistance. In other words, it is the sickness of 

IRS experience and suffering that incites violence in communities, and between 

Aboriginal people and the federal government. By pathologizing IRS suffering as an 

illness, that is, asserting the imperative of forgiveness for mental health, Indigenous 

dissent is relabelled as illness. Violence and resistance are painted as results of illness and 

lack of forgiveness. Violence and resistance, when equated with illness and 

intergenerational suffering are then disassociated from the colonial context of land 

appropriation and settler violence against Indigenous communities and bodies. The 

narrative of illness and healing, suffering and forgiveness, helps to sanitize Indigenous 

resistance to settler colonialism, by alienating it from political reality. This biopolitical 

approach to redressing the IRS system acts as an inoculation against larger systemic 

critique of settler colonialism, while also shifting the responsibility for Canada’s 

assimilative history back onto communities and individuals. The metaphor of illness, and 

the biopolitical approach to redressing it, also naturalizes the violence of the history. That 

																																																								
162 “These pressures included the many contemporaneous “direct actions” engaged 
by Aboriginal people across the country—the Haida’s impeding of logging 
machines in British Columbia, the Lubicon and Teme-Augama blocking of roads 
in Alberta and Ontario, the Mohawk affirmations of the sovereign right freely to 
cross the US–Canada border at Akwesasne, the Mi’kmaq and Malaseet defiance 
of Nova Scotia’s hunting and fishing restrictions, the Gitksan-Wet’suwet’en court 
battle to affirm their land title in northern bc, the Innu of Labrador invasion of a 
NATO airbase to protest low-level flights which threatened their hunting and the 
Algonquins of Ontario road blocks and occupation of Parliament Hill to express 
their frustration at government indifference.” Ibid. 
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is, illnesses are a fact of nature, not constructed or contingent, but just a fact of life. By 

characterizing IRS legacies as an illness, they are conflated with a fact of life, naturalized 

against any critique of their contingency upon federal systems and the foundation of the 

settler colonial nation state. With disease, there is no author of suffering. Via the healing 

lens, the IRS is depicted as a disease visited upon the population, rather than what they 

are, a symptom of the more widespread sickness—metaphorically and literally—of settler 

colonialism.  

IRSSA, schedule N, and mandates for culture 

The Agreement in Principles names as its goal the “resolution of the legacy of 

Indian Residential Schools: to settle the Class Actions and Cloud Class Action, in 

accordance with and as provided in this Agreement; to provide for payment by Canada of 

the Designated Amount to the Trustee for the Common Experience Payment; to provide 

for the Independent Assessment Process; to establish a Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission; to provide for an endowment to the Aboriginal Healing Foundation to fund 

healing programs addressing the legacy of harms suffered at Indian Residential Schools 

including the intergenerational effects; and (vi) to provide funding for commemoration of 

the legacy163 of Indian Residential Schools” (IRSSA). The settlement was designed to 

cover all aspects of the IRS redress program, solving the challenge of processing times 

																																																								
163There’s something interesting here in the legitimization of the term legacy 
through legal documentation. Through this process the legacy of IRS has come to 
stand for the larger legacy of colonization as a whole. Legacy, in the official 
documentation becomes a stand in for the concept of ongoing settler colonialism 
itself. The legacy is attributed to IRS system, but in all actuality is tied to the 
overarching violence of colonial power dynamics on the whole. By proxy then, in 
a sense, the redress of the IRS legacy stands in as redress for colonization. The 
legal recognition of IRS redress exonerates the state from atonement for the sins 
of colonization.  
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and the overwhelming effects of tort lawsuits on the Canadian judicial system, while also 

responding to community requests for a broader, more holistic/psychic solution to the 

ongoing effects of the IRS system. The program was available to all former students of 

recognized IRS institutions. Former students who wanted to pursue conventional legal 

action outside of the settlement had the option to opt-out of the program by August 2007. 

However, in order for the settlement to move forward, no more than 5000 students could 

opt out;164 the overwhelming majority needed to buy into the settlement or it would be 

moot. In the end, only a small number of students opted out of the program, and the 

IRSSA was ratified. The settlement was approved in May 2006, and the 1.9 billion 

dollars were available in 2007.  

In brief, the IRSSA covered the compensatory, healing, educational, and archival 

goals of the redress conversations to date. In essence, the CEP remained as per the 

recommendations of the CBA, at 10 000 for the first year spent in IRS, and an additional 

3000 dollars per additional year spend afterward.165 The CEP was intended to reflect, as 

the CBA suggested, an understanding and recognition of the general violence of the 

IRS—as opposed to the acute physical and sexual violences covered by the IAP. The 

acknowledgement of the institutional violence and the moral transgression of the 

existence of IRS in the first place, is recognized by the universality of the payment for 

IRS students. In the cases of acute personal violence, physical or sexual, that would 

conventionally be punishable by law, the government maintained responsibility for those 

violences extending the personal compensation to these victims, via the previously 

																																																								
164 Canada, “Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement.” (Ottawa 2007). 
Supra note 20.2.14. 
165 Ibid. “Schedule N.” Article 5. 
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established IAP. The IRSSA revamped the IAP, but streamlined the paperwork and made 

it, like the rest of the settlement, extrajudicial so as to avoid the slowed processing time 

of the courts. The IAP is structured around the specific forms, frequency, and nature of 

violences. Compensation, according to these forms and their organized, progressive sense 

of abuse, reflects a normative understanding of the severity of violences and abuses. 

Schedule D of the agreement allotted 20 million dollars for commemorative activities and 

mandated its applications. Schedule M included a further 125 million dollars for the 

continuation of the AHF’s work on intergenerational healing and research into the effects 

of IRSs.  

Schedule N is the mandate of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which 

guides the institution’s structure and process. The structure of the TRC was guided by its 

goals: 

 (a) Acknowledge Residential School experiences, impacts and consequences; 
(b) Provide a holistic, culturally appropriate and safe setting for former students, 
their families and communities as they come forward to the Commission; 
(c) Witness,’ support, promote and facilitate truth and reconciliation events at both 
the national and community levels; 
(d) Promote awareness and public education of Canadians about the IRS system 
and its impacts; 
(e) Identify sources and create as complete an historical record as possible of the 
IRS system and legacy. The record shall be preserved and made accessible to the 
public for future study and use; 
(f) Produce and submit to the Parties of the Agreement a report including 
recommendations to the Government of Canada concerning the IRS system and 
experience including: the history, purpose, operation and supervision of the IRS 
system, the effect and consequences of IRS (including systemic harms, 
intergenerational consequences and the impact on human dignity) and the ongoing 
legacy of the residential schools; 
(g) Support commemoration of former Indian Residential School students and 
their families in accordance with the Commemoration Policy Directive166 

																																																								
166 Ibid. “Schedule N.” Emphasis mine. 
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We can see here that the goals of the commission strongly reflect the recognition-based 

recommendations of RCAP. These goals are heavily focused on the collection and 

compilation of memories, truth, and testimonies for two reasons: to heal the former 

students and by extension the Aboriginal population; and to create an ongoing archive of 

that “dark history,” so it might never be forgotten or repeated, and of that testimonial 

process, so that it might be remembered. The archival process here also works to 

document and legitimate the moment of liberal reflexivity and colonial reckoning as 

having happening, been done. 

biopolitical production 

While the policies that develop into the IRSSA can be describes as engineering a 

populous and citizenry, or harnessing biopower, the IRSSA can be understood as 

engaging in biopolitical production through memory, commemoration, history and 

narrative making. Developed via the recognition-based language of RCAP and Gathering 

Strength, and applied in the IAP and ADR processes, the discourse of reconciliation and 

the healing logic reach their fullest expression in the argument for and development of 

the IRSSA. This official strategy for IRS redress, including compensation, the 

commissioning of truth, the performance of reconciliation, and the formation of archival 

resources combines the disciplinary action of power upon the body and the interpellative, 

subjection of individuals in populations. The logic of healing manifests this dual function 

of power: working to act upon the body through the performance of public testimony, as 

well as the measuring and quantification of personal suffering in the claim making and 

processing; it also works to interpellate a normative engagement with the history and 

experience and therefore with settler colonial power through the narrative making and 
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archival process. Through the development of the TRC and historical dialogue and 

documentary process in the form of the National Research Centre (NRC), biopower is 

engaged in a process of nation building, narrative making, and collective memory and 

identity. The new narrative that is formed through the testimony of Survivors and the 

national infrastructure and discourse of reconciliation that is created to witness these 

testimonies embodies both the biopower and the product of that technology—the 

constructs and narratives surrounding the newly sanctioned history, which will transform 

into the permanent record, history books, archives, memories and even identities that 

further enshrine the liberal Canadian values.167 In short, both the cultural overtures of the 

IRSSA as well as the life cultivating healing logic are reflective of biopolitical 

technologies.  

The process, and particularly the use of culture and racial identity, can be 

understood through Hardt and Negri’s extension of Foucault’s concept into the notion of 

biopolitical production. Hardt and Negri’s key concept from Empire,168 biopolitical 

production, builds upon the concept of biopower, particularly as it has been 

instrumentalized in conversations surrounding neoliberalism and neoliberal governance, 

and draws it into dialogue with Marx inspired theories of the valuation of labour and 

circulation of power. In my understanding biopower and biopolitical production gesture 

																																																								
167 Christopher J. Colvin, “Trafficking Trauma: Intellectual Property Rights and 
the Political Economy of Traumatic Storytelling,” Critical Arts 20, no. 1 (2006). 
commodifying trauma 
168 Hardt and Negri’s concept of empire specifically articulates the larger 
networks and currents of power, characteristic of neoliberalism, that work with, 
through, and beyond governing states and structures. A distinctly biopolitical 
power empire theorizes the movement of power within life and the 
‘anthropological virtuality,’ shifting through the ongoing engagement and 
information of the multitudes.  
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toward much the same thing: biopolitical production describes the process and theorizes 

the way in which the regulation of life produces power; the products of biopolitical 

production are exemplary of biopower. Biopolitical production is not solely cultural or 

economic production as such. It is inclusive and beyond. It functions on a level of 

ontological production:169 “The powers of science, knowledge, affect, and 

communication are the principal powers that constitute our anthropological virtuality and 

are deployed in the surfaces of empire.”170 Biopolitical production works to constitute 

reality, perception, and experience in a way that legitimizes, power—in this context, 

settler colonial hegemony. Thus through a constituted reality and constructed experience 

and perception, the IRSSA legitimizes settler colonial power. I argue that biopolitical 

production constitutes reality through the IRSSA in three distinct ways: through the 

development of new archives, diverse productions of and classification of culture, and 

through the subjection of identity.  

settler colonial archives 

Since early on in the process, the discourse of reconciliation has included a focus 

on research, memory, and archiving. In the IRSSA, we see these foci ossify into 

provisions for commemorative initiatives, a national research centre, and a public process 

of truth telling and witnessing—largely concerned with the shifting of the official 

‘record’ and the creation of new histories and data. These provisions are based in the 

previously discussed healing logic of the discourse of reconciliation—articulated as 

strategies for the psychoaffective amelioration of Indigenous well being. They function as 

																																																								
169 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 2000). 362. 
170 Ibid. 365. 
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part of a restorative ‘truth’ as a reparations equation, wherein the publicity and sharing of 

Indigenous truths is intended as compensation for having had that truth denied or ignored. 

Finally, these strategies are also framed within the positivist notion of ‘truth’ as a 

naturalized and distinct essence, which when rendered by facts and stories will stand 

independently from the larger discourse of settler colonial hegemony and represent the 

reality of the schools as told by IRS students and effected families. Yet, these new 

knowledges and histories are suspended within the larger epistemological framework of 

settler archives and ways of knowing. Understood within a genealogy of power, the 

settler archive functions as both a mnemonic system of classification and organization 

and reproduces knowledge and power according to that ordering system. By virtue of 

domination, the settler colonial archive is heavily concerned with the legitimization of the 

settler colonial state. It works to “maintain the story of the nation-state, its relationship to 

the ‘placeness’ of the nation, and the simultaneous double move of acknowledging and 

disavowing Native communities.”171 The double bind of settler disavowal requires both 

the inclusion of Indigenous peoples and histories as well as the denial of Indigeneity. The 

continuation of settler colonial epistemologies must work, then, to alienate or 

delegitimize Indigeneity and to fold Indigenous populations in to a narrative of settler 

colonial belonging.  

 IRS redress recontextualizes the existing history of IRS schools within the settler 

colonial archive, adding connotations of reflexivity and progress by bracketing these 

histories within the notions of regret and reconciliation. Through symbolic strategies of 

																																																								
171 Melissa Adams-Campbell et al., “Introduction: Indigeneity and the Work of 
Settler Archives,” Settler Colonial Studies 5, no. 2 (2015). 110 cite the disavowal 
associated with Veracini and Lawston. 
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acknowledgement, such as the public apology and performative gestures throughout the 

TRC, and compensatory measures, such as the CEP and IAP, the IRSSA resignifies these 

institutions within settler epistemologies. Post-redress, the history represents a moment of 

self-reflexive hindsight on the part of the now distinct—distinguished by the moment of 

retrospection and judgement of the past regime—matured nation-state. The historical 

facts become a rhetorical representation of what cannot be repeated, a negating strategy 

that affirms the reflexive morality of contemporary power. Campbell et al. argue that 

“settler archives operate within a framework of incorporation that includes Native 

histories, stories, and unique attachments to a place as if they are of a piece in a coherent 

and unified story of the rise and progress of the nation.”172 In the discourse of 

reconciliation, the IRS history and its violences only serve to bolster the Canadian 

imaginary of a benevolent, tolerant nature, which develops and matures: this narrative 

appropriates the violence of the history and transforms it into a keystone of settler 

legitimacy. The reconciliation projects—starting from Gathering Strength and working 

through to the TRC—work to recontextualize the narrative of IRS within mainstream 

historical understandings of the past. They also develop and contribute to a new histories 

and memories that reify the settler colonial/liberal narrative of the nation through public 

engagement and testimony gathering. The entire process can be viewed as a narrative-

making/archive-producing project. Conditioned by the concept of the settler colonial 

archive as not only knowledge storing, but also knowledge producing,173 we can 

understand the IRSSA as an expression of settler colonial epistemologies. That is, as 

much as the archival process of redress strives to interpret and represent history 

																																																								
172Ibid.110. 
173 Ibid.109. 
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accurately—a pursuit of the truth—it also furnishes an approach to that history. That 

approach to knowledge production prefigures what knowledge and history will be found, 

how it will be interpreted, and how/what will be represented. This narrative building can 

be understood as biopolitical production in so far as it works toward and through a 

constituted reality in which identity, history, and allegiances are valued.  

visual culture 

Visual art and aesthetic cultural strategies have had an important place within the 

framework of the IRSSA and the public process of reconciliation. In the globalized 

decades, cultural production, broadly termed, has increasingly been invoked to new and 

more sundry ends. George Yudice argues, in his work The Expediency of Culture, that the 

globalized trade in visual musical and culturally based production has given “the cultural 

sphere greater protagonism than any other moment in the history of modernity.”174 He 

notes the ubiquity in public statements of moments of “instrumentalized art and culture,” 

which serves to further a message: he gives the example of bettering social conditions 

through the encouragement of multicultural tolerance and civic participation in 

“UNESCO-like advocacy for cultural citizenship and cultural rights.”175 The role of art in 

the context of commissioning truth is concerned with the right to share and articulate that 

truth. Art is understood more commonly as therapeutic or cathartic practice through 

which trauma can be expressed more easily, indirectly without speaking, and creatively. 

In the context of the IRSSA, we have seen an understanding of culture and visual 

strategies that mirror this understanding of art as functional. From the commissioned 

																																																								
174George Yúdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era 
(London: Duke University Press, 2003). 10. 
175 Ibid.11. 
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stained glass windows by Metis artist Christi Belcourt, in Parliament, designed and 

installed as a commemoration of IRS students, to the Medicine Box designed by Coast 

Salish artist Luke Marston, as a central feature to the visual and phenomenological 

landscape of the TRC, art and cultural production are key features of official 

reconciliation in Canada.  

Open calls for artwork, songs, and poetry, from the wider community, and 

specifically commissioned works, research, and practices have figured centrally into the 

process of healing former IRS students and Aboriginal communities, as well as educating 

and disseminating knowledge about IRSS. Education, awareness, and cultural recognition 

are central to this construct of the process of reconciling: making art and cultural 

production a function of redress and an instrument of reconciliation. Creativity is a key 

concept here. Art is seen as an alternative to linguistic expression and standard 

disclosure. Creativity is drawn in to articulate something challenging, outside language or 

difficult in language. In this sense, art holds a unique place for expressing difference and 

meaning that is outside the normative discourse, even outside hegemony. And yet, 

bracketed within the hermeneutics of art and artistic practice, any gesture toward 

difference is contained, rendered legible, permissible within the domain of settler 

epistemologies, but decontextualized from political, cultural, or even ontological 

ramifications. The particular role and category of ‘art’ within the IRSSA will bear out in 

subsequent chapters; however, for the purposes of biopolitical production in the IRSSA, 

it will suffice in general to understand art as figuring centrally in the construction of 

reality and constituted knowledge. In this chapter, I will only explore the category of 

culture for its political and legal import, broadly speaking.  
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cultural production 

The biopolitical production of the IRSSA also constitutes and produces a category 

and understanding of culture and, in particular, Indigenous culture.176 Campbell et al. 

argue that the settler colonial archive works to recast Indigenous “heritage and difference 

as cultural, rather than legal.”177 They point out that focus on culture as the distinguishing 

difference “simultaneously acknowledges Native existence even as it denies Native 

peoples’ sovereignty and rights to land. Thus, cultural difference becomes the primary 

narrative and collecting strategy by which settler archives account for the continued 

existence of Native communities today.”178 In the IRSSA, cultural and aesthetic 

expressions of culture are integrated are various levels of the institutional framework as 

both a methodological (instrumentalized for healing) and restorative (bolstering pride, 

and in turn wellbeing) strategy. Through this process ‘culture’ is produced as a category 

suspended within an invisible matrix of settler colonial ways of being: epistemological 

anecdotes or visual representations of cultural identity are discrete expressions of 

Indigenous culture while the logic of healing and justice, though distinctly liberal and 

stabilizing settler colonial ways of being, are standardized, naturalized as truth.  

The specificity of ‘culture’ is a disputed and fertile territory in the multicultural 

liberal state of Canada. Within the liberal structure, rights discourses and 

																																																								
176 I use singular here to reflect the normative appropriative sense in which 
diverse and distinct Indigenous nations, cultures, and traditions are drawn into a 
singular articulation of Indigenous difference that works to displace and disrupt 
Indigeneity. Indigenous culture, in that singular and reductive sense, works to 
stabilize settler hegemony, as it is relegated to a binary expression of difference 
from, rather than immanent to.  
177 Adams-Campbell et al. “Introduction: Indigeneity and the Work of Settler 
Archives.” 111. 
178 Ibid. 111. 
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multiculturalism work to integrate racially and economically distinguished groups into a 

liberal continuum of tolerance, which cultural difference and cultural harmony reify the 

hegemonic structure.179 Indigineity, as we have found, is particularly threatening within 

the settler context. Aboriginal rights are distinct in Canada, a point of contention, as they 

do not fit within the liberal framework of equity but are entrenched into the formative law 

of the nation through treaties with the crown. Aboriginal rights and the normative 

narrative of multiculturalism in Canada are particularly challenging to reconcile because 

of the representational reliance of multiculturalism on racial and cultural difference; and, 

although it is also based in racial difference and representation, the construct of 

Aboriginal identity, is also founded upon inherently unique rights. Multiculturalism 

works on the assumption that we are all culturally different and legally the same. Culture 

is represented as something distinct from politics, economics, and social governance. 

Because these legal benefits are based on a racial and cultural interpretation of identity, it 

is unsurprising that liberal attempts to draw Aboriginal people into a multicultural 

paradigm are frequently based in a framework of representation and cultural distinction.  

culture, subjection, identity 

 Through mapping the biopower of the Indian Act, the IRS, and the IRS redress 

movement, I have tried to argue that settler colonial governance works through the 

interpellation of a specific Indigenous population, removed from the legal threat of 

indigeneity and recontextualized, displaced, or amalgamated180 into hegemony. In 

keeping with Wolfe’s assertion that settler colonialism seeks to displace or remove 

																																																								
179 Murdocca, To Right Historical Wrongs: Race, Gender, and Sentencing in 
Canada. 49. 
180Morgensen, “The Biopolitics of Settler Colonialism: Right Here, Right Now.” 
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Indigenous populations by any means, and thus should be understood as a structural 

invasion, I would argue that the IRSSA takes place in this project through the biopolitical 

production of a category of Indigenous identity. Hardt and Negri assert  

labor becomes increasingly immaterial and realizes its value through a singular 
and continuous process of innovation in production; it is increasing capable of 
consuming or using the services of social production in an ever more refined and 
interactive way. Intelligence and affect (or really the brain coextensive with the 
body), just when they become the primary productive powers, make production 
and life coincide across the terrain on which they operate, because life is nothing 
other than the production and reproduction of the set of bodies and brains181 

Labour, here, can be understood as valuation or economy. Production of value becomes 

increasingly enmeshed in social production. What are produced are subjectivities. 

Alongside the ‘body’ in the bio-power, or governance through life, is the psychoaffective 

engagement with constructed reality. That subjective engagement and subjection are 

produced alongside and within the structure of settler colonial power. Power is produced 

and reproduced through individual subjectivities. Just as the state gathers information on 

the Indigenous population through the research arm of the IRSSA, and organizes that 

knowledge in the embedded and reproductive epistemologies of hegemony, the state also 

then author’s “the individual as a category of knowledge through the accumulated case 

records (the file) which documented individual life histories.”182  

the construct of the Survivor 

The figure of the Survivor is a key stage in the healing logic. The label of 

Survivor occupied a complex and important position as a symbol and as language for 

former students in the process of coping with and restructuring their experiences and 

																																																								
181 Hardt and Negri, Empire. 365. 
182 Cited in Adams-Campbell, et al., “Introduction: Indigeneity and the Work of 
Settler Archives.” 
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ongoing experiences surrounding IRSs, as well as a symbol for First Nations, Metis, and 

Inuit people in Canada, who are engaged in an ongoing struggle against systemic 

violence and racism. For this study, when I speak of the construct of the Survivor, I mean 

to reflect the way in which the term can be coopted by the logic of settler colonialism. 

There are equally important arguments to be made about the importance of this moniker 

within a politics of resistance and emancipation, one no doubt inflected with the concepts 

of survivance and self-determination. For the purposes of a discursive analysis of 

reconciliation in the settler colonial structure, the biopolitical potential of a Survivor 

figure is powerful. The healing logic promises to engineer a healthier, happier 

populous—fostering and managing specific emotions and managing life expectancy, 

resilience and out comes. The Survivor figure within the logic of healing and its 

implicated wound, illness, or pathology, also then naturalizes the violence that is being 

survived. Settler colonial hegemony relied on this figure: both the representation of the 

virtual outcome; the naturalization of threat, and as a legitimizing collaborator in the 

process of redress. The Survivor’s participation is compulsory, in this rhetorical symbolic 

political sense, and in the legal context of the IRSSA as a settlement: for the success of 

the redress project and the IRSSA/TRC.183 The survivor’s identity as a culturally distinct 

Canadian included within the process is essential to the multicultural imaginary. 

Likewise, the Survivor’s testimony and memories comprise as recorded within and 

																																																								
183 As above: Former students who wanted to pursue conventional legal action 
outside of the settlement had the option to opt out of the program by August 2007. 
However, in order for the settlement to move forward, no more than 5000 
students could opt out (Canada, “Indian Residential School Settlement 
Agreement.” Supra note 20.2.14); the overwhelming majority needed to buy into 
the settlement or it would be moot. In the end, only a small number of students 
opted out of the program, and the IRSSA was ratified. The settlement was 
approved in May 2006, and the 1.9 billion dollars were available in 2007.  
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witnessed by the TRC and the nation are required for the new archival and historical 

project.  

Within a few years of Gathering Strength, the previously alleged abuses and 

suffering brought forward by former attendees of IRSs had become officially 

acknowledged, not only as having actually happened—a point previously under 

dispute—but also as fundamentally wrong. As Richard Neizen points out, with 

“astonishing rapidity, the concept of the IRS survivor had gone from obscurity, through 

organization and legal anchorage, to a broad sense base of popular recognition.”184 Along 

with a narrative of having attended IRS and survived it, there also came/ comes with the 

title the indication that the named Survivor had suffered: having experienced something 

trying, even horrified, and survived—the term survived implies having sustained a 

serious threat or illness. In addition, the Survivor was now a legally recognizable title, 

entitled to the CEP benefits, for having attended an IRSSA recognized IRS, and entitled 

to apply for the IAP program. The moniker of Survivor brings with it a host of other 

connotations and conditions, drawing on common knowledge of the cancer survivor, the 

holocaust survivor, the genocide survivor, as well as the generalized sense of someone 

who has gone through some unendurable experience and come out the other side stronger 

for it—someone of whom we must be understanding, reverent, respectful and even from 

whom we may have something to learn. The popular reception of this term is well 

illustrated in the words of one Honorary Witness to the TRC testimonies: “They are 

called ‘survivors’ because the horrific physical and sexual abuse so many endured didn’t 

																																																								
184Ronald Niezen, Truth and Indignation: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission on Residential Schools (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013). 
19.  
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kill them. The TRC’s mandate is to uncover these uncomfortable truths and help us move 

toward reconciliation with Aboriginal peoples in Canada.”185 The popular narrative 

champions a liberalized version of the narrative in which survivors have endured 

suffering, coming out stronger than they once were, and able to move forward. The 

statement of course obfuscates the cultural and assimilative nature of the schools. The 

perpetrators become naturalized in this bootstrap narrative of perseverance without 

implicating the ongoing structures of oppression.  

Former students are invited to associate their personal experience with the 

national process and encouraged to shape their testimony within the reconciliation 

framework. The Survivor is encouraged to come forward and share the story, in order to 

educate the broader Canadian society, to start to populate the wall of silence that shrouds 

the IRS history within Aboriginal communities186 and families. They are also encouraged 

to speak as a way to “give voice” to their personal experience, in order that they can be 

validated from a therapeutic sense, to create closure and stop ongoing cycles of suffering. 

The ramifications of sharing their experiences in a public, or even private forum, for 

former students, are not unknown. Resilience, or the ability to bend, to endure, without 

breaking, is a widely celebrated trait of former students who managed to ‘survive’ the 

IRS system; it is clear also that resilience is a quality that is mandatory and heavily 

																																																								
185 David Langtry, “Residential School Story Must Be Told,” Leader Post March 
24, 2014. 
186 Jeff Thomas, personal interview by Lara Fullenwieder, 2012. Artist Jeff 
Thomas, curator and photographer, told me in a personal interview how the 
history of IRSs was in many ways shrouded in silence in Aboriginal communities 
as well as in the broader Canadian mainstream. Speaking specifically to his own 
work with the AHF, on the wildly commentated upon Where are the Children 
exhibition and didactic installation, he said that part of the goal behind this and 
other such works within the foundation was addressing the intergenerational 
effects and historical holes that IRS has left as a legacy.  



 

	 116	

exercised in the TRC processes. There have been numerous written accounts of survivors 

for whom giving testimony is a traumatic and inherently violent act. In order to subvert or 

account for these challenges the TRC has a number of supports in place. In the handout 

information pamphlet for the Alberta event, a brightly coloured section entitled “How to 

Share Your Truth- Information Session” invites those who will give testimony to share 

their statement in order to “help Canadians understand the legacy of Indian Residential 

Schools.” The pamphlet reminds potential witnesses that the chance to give testimony is 

an opportunity to “give voice,” suggesting that this is an individual’s opportunity to 

speak, when, after so long, they have been silenced. This comment is two fold: 

suggesting that ‘giving voice’ is both an opportunity to share a specific narrative of truth 

and have it heard, but also as an opportunity to speak from a place of being, to 

acknowledge one’s agency and subjectivity by articulating it.  

The resilience that IRS required and that the TRC and other redress policies 

require naturalizes a liberal logic in which environmental stressors are assumed, organic, 

even necessary for strength; in this instance, asking for personal resilience for national 

healing naturalizes the threat and stressor of colonization and assimilation. In this model, 

resilience is praised as a necessary and self-benefitting quality. The concept of bouncing 

back, bending without breaking, or maintaining cultural and personal homeostasis 

appears self-evidently positive.187 The praise of endurance, communal strength, 

																																																								
187 The neoliberal construct of resilience fits into this narrative, as it charges the 
individual with healing and developing, citing the individual resilience of nations 
and people as an asset both to them and to the nation. Fostering cultural and 
interpersonal resilience however brings with it neoliberal connotations. In this 
model, the TRC and IRSSA can be seen as fostering resilience as ‘positive’ thing/ 
trait, for FN people, when in reality it is encouraging a similarly problematic 
adage for settler colonialism, asking nations and people to endure, build their 
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individual perseverance, and a boot-strap origin is presented as admirable in this light—

environment, and its stressors, namely settler colonialism, are taken for a given, 

undoubted. The self-evident or coercive draw of this naturalized logic is nuanced by the 

metaphor of sickness and health. In the context of the TRC, the resilience and endurance 

required to participate in this ‘healing journey,’ and in order to be a ‘survivor,’ implicate 

an unspoken binary opposition of the victim figure.188 The victim digs in his/her heels, is 

attached to suffering, is backward and refuses to move forward. The victim is definitely 

not a team player. The survivor/victim binary is a biopolitical strategy for the 

management of both mainstream Canadian understandings of former IRS students’ 

experiences, as well as for the management of Aboriginal populations. This binary 

absorbs anyone who does not want to participate in the IRSSA or national healing 

																																																																																																																																																																					
capacity to withstand. It also implies stasis, contrasting with ongoing land claims 
and a commitment to a ‘new’ relationship. Meanwhile it echoes the dying-culture 
logic of settler colonialism and early policies. In this sense, it is more of a 
neoliberal bottom-up governance tactic that serves to control and shape response 
and ideological formation around IRS experience and history in a way that 
furthers settler colonialism and the state.  
188 Not entirely unspoken: “The message of his op-ed seems clear: As much pain 
as Residential Schools caused many First Nations people, we should not 
encourage young Aboriginals to dwell incessantly on the injustices of the past. 
The whole point of the truth and reconciliation process has been to help these 
communities gain a sense of closure. If that project is to be a success, their 
members also must stop thinking of themselves primarily as victims. Testimony at 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, like most journalistic coverage of the 
issue, has focused on the worst examples of abuse. But the truth is that the system 
was run by a patchwork of religious and government officials, and there was no 
universal residential-school experience for native students. Some schools were 
infamous. Others were humane.”[Emphasis mine] Again, this perspective, like so 
many popularized representations of IRS history and redress misses much of the 
point altogether, sidestepping assimilation and structural oppression, taking for 
granted representations of Indigenous people as needing education and guidance, 
as well as refusing the paternalist settler supremacy at the heart of federally 
mandated compulsory schooling. Jonathan Kay, “Addressing the Legacy of 
Residential Schools Means Supporting Native Families, Not Necessarily Their 
Band Leaders “ National Post March 31, 2014. 
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initiatives and posits that they also do not want to heal, and they are therefore ill.189 This 

healing/ill image is a powerful tool. It presents an image of a sick community, a sick 

victim, a sick culture, rather than sick policies or a sick nation. While it is often suggested 

in the literature and narrative of the IRSSA that the country needs to heal, the image 

reminds us that it is the survivor on the healing journey; Canada must join in solely to 

support, or walk with, or witness to the healing of the other. Canada is not in the process 

of healing. This image recalls the paternalism of the state—the same kind of logic, 

however well intended, that formed the assimilative notion of ‘killing the Indian in the 

child’ or the extremely misguided belief that Indigenous were incapable of supporting, 

governing, or educating themselves, and that they should become wards of the state, in 

the first place.  

The biopolitical potential of redress stems from the notion that these policies and 

practices are ‘victim’-centred; as ideology forming initiatives, they are engaged from the 

bottom-up with Indigenous populations and former IRS students, governing by shaping 

narratives and changing minds in a process of biopolitical production. Coupled with the 

binarized structure of a regime of “truth,” the power of the healing narrative, or victim-

orientation, of these events is in their ability to enfranchise and therefore shape, filter, and 

intonate experience. In other words, the biopolitical efficacy of state-funded truth seeking 

																																																								
189 Emberley makes an interesting point about the way in which the context of 
testimony itself necessarily constructs the speaker within an ‘ontology of 
victimization.’ She writes, “the recent emphasis on ‘trauma’ in psychoanalytically 
informed testimonial sites constructs the subject of violence within an ontology of 
victimization; thus, the very construction of victimization becomes a necessary 
condition for recounting traumatic, or indeed, historical events.” 2. Emberley’s 
argument suggests that the victim/survivor binary bears an implicit temporality 
and morality: to speak all must once have been a victim, but to be good, one must 
be a survivor and move on. 
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initiatives resonates in both the ability to manage and organize human life, through the 

mediation of healing and mental health, but also to shape and reform individual 

subjectivity through the development and cooptation of testimony and experience into a 

narrative of healing and progress. For instance, the very principle on which the entire 

thing is based—the concept of healing or order to move past violences that were 

committed by a federal government, via an initiative which is funded and instantiated by 

the same government, without an evident regime change—requires a shift in expectations 

and perception: “building neoliberal subjects involves the deliberate disabling of the 

aspirations to security that people otherwise nurture and replacing them with a belief in 

the need to become resilient.”190 This statement perfectly describes the relationship 

between the federal government and Aboriginal people as it is embodied by IRS policies, 

practices, and aftermath. The IRSSA requires subverting expectations of land-related 

policy changes, and replacing them with the expectation that one should be supported in a 

personal effort to be resilient and to heal: that stressors and environmental dangers—IRSs 

and racist policy—are naturally occurring, and the only things that we can control or 

invest in is one’s ability to overcome adversity and ‘succeed’ in the naturalized liberal 

environment. The narrative surrounding the TRC and its public events is “Come witness 

and celebrate the resilience of Aboriginal cultures!,”191 and yet simultaneously it is 

followed by statements by Prime Minister Harper denying Canada’s obvious localized 

																																																								
190 Brad Evans and Julian Reid, Resilient Life: The Art of Living Dangerously 
(Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2014). 149. 
191 “Be a part of the National Journey for Healing and reconciliation!” 
Archdiocese of Vancouver, Truth and Reconciliation Week. 
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history of colonization192 and that hundreds of missing and murdered Indigenous women 

are not actually ‘a high priority.’ In other words, celebrating and facilitating the ability to 

cope in the violence of the mainstream is paramount to admitting that systems of power 

do not need to change, and worse, that they cannot. 

conclusions 

The history of the IRSSA and IRS redress is characterized by an official shift 

from denial to limited recognition of wrongdoing. This recognition and redress take place 

within a discourse of reconciliation, which seeks to continue settler colonial assimilation 

of Indigeneity through the absorption of IRS dissent, violence, and testimony into a 

liberal narrative of progress. This narrative can be traced through the structure of settler 

colonial invasion as a theme that works to both legitimize settler claims to place and 

paternalism, as well as delegitimize Indigeneity and displace Indigenous claims to land 

and place. The logic of healing develops alongside the policies and practices associated 

with IRS redress movement and eventually the IRSSA. This logic naturalizes redress as a 

humanitarian approach to Indigenous suffering. Healing logic decontextualizes IRS 

history from the larger arch of settler colonialism by contextualizing the effects of 

contemporary structural inequalities within a legacy of IRS schools and pathologizes 

Indigenous frustrations and resistance to reconciliation. The concept of the Survivor 

epitomizes this healing logic, naturalizes the violence of assimilative strategies, and 

																																																								
192 Yes, some have pointed out the fact that the PM was likely referring to the fact 
that Canada has no history of imperialism outside of its ‘own’ boarders; however, 
the obvious rebuttal is that Canada has no history of international conquests, and 
that instead, arguably a much more extreme reality, Canada rests on taken land, 
parts of it still contested. Likewise, distinctions such as this one, which go 
unnamed, only serve to entrench incomplete understandings of Canada’s history, 
and ongoing colonialism and violence.  
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interpellates a normative Indigenous identity based on forward thinking, healing, 

participation, and resilience. Resilience, as a concept, and as a trait, is based in an 

ecological model that naturalizes threat and encourages endurance, rather than an 

expectation of security or justice. Out of this logic of healing, the IRSSA is built: justified 

by the therapeutic requirements of a healing population, and the truth requirements of a 

liberal justice model. The IRSSA as a commemorative, truth-seeking, archival project is 

engaged in the biopolitical production of settler colonial power, through narrative 

building, memory making, and subjection. The biopower of managed populations, 

histories, and even cultural understanding legitimizes the settler-state. This facet of power 

and its reproduction is contingent upon the construction of culture within this liberal 

continuum. The classification of culture and aesthetics of representation with in the 

discourse of reconciliation relies upon the divorce of ‘culture’ and politics, and the 

reduction of culture to an aesthetic or formal practice, which neither constitutes or 

theorizes reality outside of the settler ontology.  

structural invasion and agential contributions to power 

I wish to stress here again that what we have done thus far is explore the logic and 

context of what this kind of policy facilitates and anticipates: the dynamics of power and 

knowledge as they inform the discourse of redress and IRSs. There is a distinct difference 

between the planning and logic of these redress policies and their engagement or use, as 

containers and platforms for the agency of individuals.193 If we envision the former 

																																																								
193 I do not wish to commit the same violence as these coercive technologies in 
assuming or stating that they are successful in their attempts to sanitize a history 
and subjectify Indigenous agents. To the contrary, I have come across numerous 
examples in my own research that prove the opposite: despite the better efforts of 
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analysis as a blueprint, what follows is an investigation of the construction, and of what is 

being built, within this much larger, deeply complex assemblage of narratives, 

subjectivity, and agency. As we have seen, truth technologies function to produce 

cohesion through representation; thus the personal testimonies of former students, the 

experiences of their families, and the archival representation of the commission and 

redress process are invaluable moments that can serve to produce/reproduce the 

ideological framework of settler colonialism. Looking at the IRSSA through this lens of 

biopolitical production thoroughly maps the discursive movement of power, the 

																																																																																																																																																																					
normative narratives, former residential school students and community members 
are enacting resistance and distinguishing their own subjectivity through 
narrative. In his recent book “Truth and Indignation” Ronald Neizen recalls one 
experience: “Once exception in this deference to the media presence (And by 
extension the viewing public) occurred in the Urban Inuit Community Hearing in 
Ottawa in August 2012. There, for the first time in all the meetings I attended, one 
of the survivors—a thin, diminutive Inuit man in his fifties—requested that the 
cameras be turned off before he began his statement. The camera operators, with a 
nod from commissioner Marie Wilson, duly pointed their cameras to the ground 
and walked to the back of the room. He then leaned toward the microphone and 
explained, “I have trouble with authority figures” (Niezen and Scholars, Truth 
and Indignation: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission on Residential 
Schools.12). I love the productive potential of this moment. This man embodies 
the resistance that will enact reconciliation, as do the dutifully dropping cameras, 
which negotiate power. While Niezen cites this as one example of resistance to 
the hegemonic narrative, which in my own experience was frequently embodied 
in the refusal of testimonial givers to disentangle the racist policy of the past, 
which lead to their experience, from the power dynamics of the present. Almost 
all of the former IRS students and their families who I have witnessed speak in 
the commissioners sharing events have expressed doubt about the commission. 
Many of them raise questions about current issues, missing and murdered women, 
socio economic issues, ongoing racism, or simply questioning the intentions of 
the government and the process. While I assert that the structure of the IRSSA is 
deeply problematic, given its genealogy within a biopolitics of representation and 
recognition, I also clearly recognize that many Aboriginal participants recognize 
that, in whatever terms. Likewise, while I assert that the TRC works toward the 
subjection of individuals along state-affirming lines, I also acknowledge that these 
technologies fail to take into account the nuances and specificity of First Nations, 
Metis, and Inuit political intuition and ontology. 
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determinant factors of representation and history as well as the importance of 

participation for legitimacy. It is in this way that mapping the biopower of the IRSSA 

also articulates the way in which power, significance and meaning, can be shifted. That 

is, although I argue for a rigorous and complex apparatus of power, which is proliferated 

and reproduced via subjection and engagement, this theory of power, also conveys the 

infinite intervals of that formation through performance and individual engagement. 

Hardt and Negri’s theory of biopolitical production “involves the conceptual recognition 

of the production and reproduction of being [an extension of the Foucauldian 

understanding of subjection] and thus the recognition that political reality is constituted 

by the movement of desire.”194 Desire, is an accurate representation of the complexity of 

agency in the IRSSA. Desire recalls the eminent, contingency, and movement of agency. 

It implies a trajectory, characterized by its path, determined by its virtual outcomes. 

Agency in the IRSSA must be understood this way; it is movement, and therefore power. 

There are rigorously determined conditions of possibility for that movement, but power 

depends upon it, and therefore the movement, is power itself.  

For the purposes of this project, in building this blueprint of control, I have tried 

to show the ways in which Indigenous populations, Indigeneity, and Indigenous cultures 

are represented strategically through the discourse of reconciliation. Using the concept of 

biopower, I have tried to theorize the importance of that representation, and the power of 

the rhetoric surrounding it, for governance and hegemony. In the following chapters, I 

will draw that representation into conversation with agential expression and self-

representation through artistic and cultural production. Through this dialogue, I work to 

																																																								
194 Jason Read, “The Hidden Abode of Biopolitical Production: Empire and the 
Ontology of Production,” Rethinking Marxism 13, no. 3-4 (2001). 
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understand the ways in which the IRSSA falls short of true ‘conciliation,’ and the ways in 

which artistic and cultural producers, working in this same project of knowledge 

production and decolonization, succeed in subverting the settler colonial tautology of 

reconciliation as well as continuing and developing diverse and varied Indigenous 

cultural and political practices.  
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chapter two: recognition, commemoration, and memory 

Stephen Harper’s 2008 apology to the Aboriginal population of Canada for the 

‘dark chapter’ of IRSs in Canada was an unprecedented moment in the relationship 

between First Nations, Inuit, and Metis peoples195 and Canada. It symbolizes the first 

official recognition of wrongdoing, and in some ways, the first recognition of the 

historical repercussions and even injustice of colonization. While RCAP initiates the 

recognition of the probability of inequalities between settler and Indigenous populations 

in Canada, the apology acknowledges responsibility for some factors contributing to 

inequality, suffering, and many of the challenges facing Indigenous communities and 

people in Canada. As a token, this apology represents a key moment for many individuals 

whose lives have been heavily impacted by IRSs and who may or may not have been 

denied their own negative or dissenting versions of the history. This event is heavily 

imbricated in a politics of memory: the sharing, honouring, and cultivation of new 

personal and national memories—or imaginaries—of the history of IRSs and the process 

of redress.  

As a political gesture, we can understand the apology as a multicultural, liberal 

governance strategy. Recognition, as I will explore in this chapter through the example of 

the apology, is a political technology aimed at the assuaging of individual suffering,196 

the mediation if not cultivation of difference for the purpose of government, and the 

																																																								
195 As we’ll see in the apology ekphrasis and analysis, the apology was not 
extended to attendees of Métis residential schools, for legal and remunerative 
reasons.  
196 See discussion on the phenomenology of recognition via Coulthard, Fanon and 
Taylor, in this chapter. 



 

	 126	

regulation of unsatisfactory social norms.197 Recognition, in this format then, can also be 

understood as a biopolitical strategy for governance. The phenomenological facet is 

reflective of biopower through the governance of life and health. Also, the recognition of 

some populations and not others and the interpellative effect198—recognition as an 

incentive for performance or authenticity—are representative of biopower.  

This chapter considers the function of commemoration as a facet of biopolitical 

production: fashioning memory, memorial, and history and in so doing interpellating a 

governable population amid difference and dispute. Coming back to the theoretical lens 

of biopolitics, this chapter looks more deeply at the function of recognition-based redress 

strategies and biopolitical production. Drawing on Glen Coulthard’s important critique of 

Canadian recognition policies, I look more deeply at the genealogy of thinking 

surrounding recognition and intersubjection as biopolitical technologies. In this chapter, I 

argue that recognition not only reifies hegemony—as argued by most critics of the 

strategy199—but that this is in large part due to faulty, limited, or fetishized theories of 

																																																								
197James Tully, “Recognition and Dialogue: The Emergence of a New Field,” 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 7, no. 3 (2004). 
198 Avril Bell, “Recognition or Ethics?,” Cultural studies 22, no. 6 (2008); 
Coulthard, “Subjects of Empire: Indigenous Peoples and the ‘Politics of 
Recognition’ in Canada.”; Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, vol. B-179. 
(New York Grove Press, 1967). 
199 The list is longish, but the important ones for me are as follows: Avril Bell, 
Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities: Beyond Domination (New York, NY: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); “Being ‘at Home’ in the Nation: Hospitality and 
Sovereignty in Talk About Immigration,” Ethnicities 10, no. 2 (2010); “Dilemmas 
of Settler Belonging: Roots, Routes and Redemption in New Zealand National 
Identity Claims,” The Sociological Review 57, no. 1 (2009); “Authenticity and the 
Project of Settler Identity in New Zealand,” Social analysis [Adelaide] 43, no. 3 
(1999); “Recognition or Ethics?.”; Coulthard, “Subjects of Empire: Indigenous 
Peoples and the ‘Politics of Recognition’ in Canada.”; Fanon, Black Skin, White 
Masks, B-179; Nancy Fraser et al., Redistribution or Recognition?: A Political-
Philosophical Exchange (New York: Verso, 2003); Elizabeth A. Povinelli, “The 



 

	 127	

alterity. This ‘problem’ of the other, the idea of the other, or the second subject in mutual 

subjection, is relatively ubiquitous but largely untroubled in the critiques of recognition. 

It is in noting this limitation that I consider Judith Butler’s outlining of recognizability 

and Jolene Rickard’s argument for visual sovereignty. I use Butler to consider what is 

recognizable in the context of IRS history and redress. Reconvening on the challenge of 

Indigeneity to settler colonial belonging, I assert that Indigeneity is unrecognizable in 

settler colonialism, and, as such, IRS as a branch of the larger invasion of setter 

colonialism is unrecognizable to the liberal state. In reading the apology, I map what is in 

fact recognizable and the way in which that recognition invites or negates experience and 

identity.  

As a memory-making exercise, the IRSSA is furthered in the commemorative 

efforts of the state—commissioning Aboriginal art to memorialize the apology in the 

form of a parliamentary window. Using Rickard’s concept of visual sovereignty, I 

consider the ways in which the chosen work of Métis artist Christi Belcourt might be read 

as a recognition—in the directional, subjecting sense—of redress and the Apology, as 

well as an illustration of an Indigenous epistemology. Through recognizing, the work 

engages in a process of intersubjection, with state power and normative recognition. In 

articulating Indigenous epistemologies, the work is an expression of self-representation 

and self-determinacy. Belcourt’s work occupies a unique location within the framework 

of the Canadian parliament and commissioned in direct response to the official apology. 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Cunning of Recognition: Real Being and Aboriginal Recognition in Settler 
Australia,” Australian Feminist Law Journal, The 11, no. Sept 1998 (1998); 
Elizabeth A Povinelli, “Settler Modernity and the Quest for an Indigenous 
Tradition,” Public Culture 11, no. 1 (1999); Audra Simpson, Mohawk 
Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2014). 



 

	 128	

In contrast, this chapter also considers the Witness Blanket project by carver Carey 

Newman (Ha-yalth-kingeme) of Kwagiulth, Salish and British decent. Witness Blanket is 

a self-declared national monument to IRSs that has been generated through concerted 

community and individual efforts, contributed objects, and crowd sourcing. Newman 

describes encountering and engaging the objects and the project from a non-western, 

philosophical position—mitigating the energies, histories, and localized specificity of the 

historical object. However, the work also dovetails western notions of memory, 

monument, and commemoration. Exploring Newman’s work I consider the ways in 

which the monument negates and contributes to the discourse of reconciliation and the 

logic of healing, particularly as it appeals to empathy for understanding.  

the politics of recognition, interpellation, and biopower 

From RCAP onward, the policy position of the Canadian government toward 

Aboriginal populations, and other diverse populations, is characterised by a politics of 

recognition. Liberal governments in multicultural contexts have instrumentalized 

recognition as a governance strategy for equity amongst diverse and contested histories of 

inclusion and exclusion. Advocating recognition for the governance of difference in 

Canada, Charles Taylor’s Politics of Recognition draws upon the Hegelian intersubjective 

model and the phenomenological writing of Fanon to demonstrate the benefits of 

recognition. Hegel narrates the intersubjective model of recognition through a sort of 

origin story: two ‘others’ meet in a theoretical wilderness not unlike the notion of the 

contact zone200; they become aware of each other; and the struggle for recognition 

																																																								
200 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Studies in Travel Writing and 
Transculturation (GB: Routledge Ltd, 1992). 
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ensues.201 Hegel’s dramatization of recognition further entrenches the lexical affiliation 

of recognizing with sensory perception: seeing, sensing, or marking the presence of 

(an)other. Franz Fanon, concerned with the decolonization of the black subject took up 

the phenomenological implications of the intersubjective model. Fanon states the 

potentially problematic outcomes of interpellation based on what is recognized 

incorrectly or misrecognized about a distinct population. For Fanon, recognition is highly 

imbricated in the visual, the perception of difference and the experience of being 

perceived. His perspective on recognition emphasizes this visual facet: taking as topic 

and trope the perception of ‘blackness’ and black identity, recognized, along complex 

lines and affiliation of history and value by the white gaze. This recognition is then 

internalized by the black subject who ‘sees’ himself through the gaze of a horrified little 

white child on the street.202 Taylor used Fanon’s representation of the psycho affective 

turmoil of ‘misrecognition’ and developed a liberal moral imperative.203  

According to Taylor, in order to subvert the psychoaffective turmoil of 

misrecognition, everyone should be equally entitled to recognition within the 

multicultural liberal state. His theory is expedient in the sense that recognition could be a 

governance technique in the context of multiculturalism and difference,204 and also 

seemingly moral given the charge to responsibility for the suffering of others.205 We can 

																																																								
201 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1977). 
202Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove Press 1967). 111–112. 
203 as we’ll see further in Glen Coulthard is explicitly, and rightly, critical of this 
use of Fanon, as it directly ignores Fanon’s ongoing thesis: that recognition is not 
effective for precisely the same psychoaffective reasons.  
204 Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition.”25.  
205 Ibid.73. “There is perhaps after all a moral issue here. We only need a sense of 
our own limited part in the whole human story to accept the presumption. “ 
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see this aspect of recognition echoed affirmatively in the healing logic of the IRSSA and 

Apology: that through the acknowledgement and naming of suffering, the lives of 

individuals will be improved. Taylor’s Politics recommends a face-value assumption of 

the inherent worth and equality of marginalized cultures in order to avoid the fragmenting 

experience of misrecognition206—or the unaffirmative, recognition of negative or wrong 

associations that reify existing lines of power and normative inclusion and exclusion207. 

However, Taylor’s Politics privileges liberal values of equality, difference, and inclusion 

without theorizing hegemony. Therefore this model for recognition has inspired fervent 

and ongoing debate surrounding the efficacy of recognition based policies and practices 

to address the structural challenges of minority populations within liberal states. 

Similarly, within the discourse of reconciliation, the recognition and revaluation of 

Aboriginal cultures within the multicultural paradigm is paramount; however the 

distinction of culture is levelled as an aesthetic expression, and the normative systems of 

knowledge, capital, and governmentality remain—invisible, assumed. 

Critics of Taylor’s politics have pointed out the untroubled centrality of liberal 

multiculturalism in this perspective, the top-down nature of the politics of recognition, 

and the superficial treatment of difference as something that can be addressed without 

structural changes. Nancy Fraser finds that Taylor’s focus on the psychoaffective 

suffering of recognition claimants as a motive for mutual recognition is something akin to 

“victim blaming.”208 Povenilli astutely points out the capacity of recognition to compel 

claimants to perform or conform to limited notions of cultural identity and authenticity in 

																																																								
206 Ibid.66-70; 72-73 
207 Ibid. 25. 
208 Fraser et al., Redistribution or Recognition?: A Political-Philosophical 
Exchange. 



 

	 131	

order to satisfy the requirements for liberal recognition that leaves intact the 

asymmetrical power dynamics of state initiated processes. Glen Coulthard doubts 

Taylor’s evocation of Fanon’s notion of ‘misrecognition’ on similar grounds as Povenilli, 

pointing out what Fanon too articulated: the self-evident issue with a political framework 

that does nothing to theorize power but looks to encourage mutual political agency. As 

Fanon, Coulthard, and others point out, to assert the importance of mutual recognition, 

while leaving unquestioned the centrality of liberal subjectivity and state sovereignty, is 

to ignore the asymmetries of power that create the need for recognition claims in the first 

place. Arguably the most unanimous critique of the politics of recognition for the 

governance of difference is that it has been formulated and put forward in such a way that 

does not theorize the conditions that make domination possible but instead encourages 

mutual recognition despite existing imbalances of power. This point is made particularly 

clear in the context of settler colonialism—as a venue for recognition policies—as 

evidenced in the work of Coulthard, Simpson, Povenilli, and Bell. Each draws the 

conversation back to the politics of recognition’s center in a liberal equalizing gaze, and 

the one-sided, or top down nature of liberal multicultural governance. Each points to how 

practices of liberal recognition reaffirm subjectivities that adhere to the same racialized 

markers that are essential to reproduce the injustices of the liberal nation state in the 

name of ‘Equality.’  

the myopia of recognition  

In addition to this first major critique of recognition is the troubling dynamic of 

‘the other.’ Much of conventional recognition theory—Hegel, Fanon, Sartre, Levinas, 

Bell, Fraser, Honneth, etc.—discusses alterity within postcolonial context and from an 
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externalized viewpoint: the position of whiteness.209 As noted, theorists such as Alfred, 

Bell, Coulthard, Povenilli, and Simpson indicate the colonizing gaze of recognition. This 

can be understood as the externalization, marginalization, and even fetishizing of alterity 

that normative theories of recognition reproduce. Coulthard, Simpson and Alfred210 

subvert this othering by writing from the perspective of ‘alterity’ to hegemony, working 

to name and assert distinct and discrete political subjectivities that are autonomous of 

settler colonialism. Robert Young calls attention to the problematic of the other and 

challenges scholars to think of alterity as something that is not produced as a form of 

exclusion, but “fundamental to being itself.”211 In other words, the issue is an ontological 

one. Alterity is not produced as a form of exclusion. Alterity, otherness, or heterogeneity 

is a fundamental feature of being. Alterity is, and therefore it can be marshalled as a 

justification for exclusion. In a wonderful summation of the post-Taylor theories of 

recognition, James Tully argues that the struggle for recognition is basically a struggle 

surrounding unsatisfactory norms.212 The various material and symbolic claims for 

recognition reflect dissatisfaction with existing social norms and the material conditions 

which recognition, misrecognition, or lack of recognition engender. 

 Given these two fundamental issues with recognition, there are some contexts 

where redress of particular recognition claims is impossible because of incongruent or 

																																																								
209 I include Bell here because she does position alterity as other, a distinction that 
will become clearer as we go along. However, I do not mean to say that all of 
these scholars do not adequately address the structures of power.  
210 Taiaiake Alfred, “‘Sovereignty” a Companion to American Indian History,” 
ed. Philip Joseph Deloria (Malden, Mass: Blackwell Pub, 2004); “Colonialism 
and State Dependency,” Journal of Aboriginal Health 5, no. 2 (2009). See note 
above for other author’s citations. 
211 J. C. Young Robert, “Postcolonial Remains,” New Literary History 43, no. 1 
(2012). 
212 Tully, “Recognition and Dialogue: The Emergence of a New Field.” 
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irreconcilable norms. The context of settler colonial recognition of Indigenous autonomy, 

Indigenous political subjectivities, Indigenous worldviews and, arguably of Indigeneity—

as it relates to a particular ecological and spiritual relationship to the land—is a prime 

example of this impossibility.  

recognizability and what cannot be seen 

Judith Butler uses the concept of recognizability to explain the conditions of 

possibility for perception and recognition. In her work, Frames of War, which seeks to 

explain the ways of looking at photographs of war or torture that reify the discursive 

formation of U.S. hegemony, Butler relates the importance of recognisability: “If 

recognition characterizes an act or a practice or even a scene between subjects, then 

recognizability characterizes the more general conditions that prepare or shape a subject 

for recognition—the general terms, conventions, and norms ‘act’ in their own way.”213 In 

other words, if recognition describes an encounter between two alterities, two subjects, 

recognizability describes the framework of existing knowledges and ‘truths’ that 

condition the possibilities for recognition to emerge, and be reproduced or transformed. 

Thought of in terms of signs and meaning, to recognize is to read. So, we must also 

consider what is legible within a given discourse, subject position, or ‘truth/knowledge’ 

framework. Butler’s point is an important one. And, it is particularly evident if we 

consider the settler colonial example. For the settler hegemon to recognize the Indigenous 

experience, it would mean the negation of settler entitlement to Indigenous land, of 

liberal equality, and of multicultural inclusion. The pioneer narrative of meritocracy and 

																																																								
213 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (London: New York, 
2009). 5. 



 

	 134	

elbow grease is significantly undermined by the original presence of Indigenous peoples 

and the subsequent policies of displacement, disenfranchisement, and genocide. For the 

settler colonial subject, the distinct specificity of Indigenous experience is 

unrecognizable. This is a slightly different point than Glen Coulthard’s assertion that 

mutual recognition cannot function because Canada does not need Indigenous 

recognition.214 I am arguing that there can be no mutual recognition because the 

distinctive features of Indigeneity are a direct negation of the discursive formation of 

settler colonialism and therefore unrecognizable. The apology, and the IRSSA must 

formulate the IRS history and experience in ways that can be recognized or are 

intelligible within the settler colonial mythology. This rendering can be understood as 

biopolitical production. 

the apology: recognizing IRSs 

The referents used in the Apology, like the logic of healing and therapeutics used 

by gathering Strength and RCAP, reflect a normative, sanitized iteration of the history: 

the apology articulates the extent to which IRSs are recognizable. We can see some of the 

tropes of the Apology’s language reiterated throughout the ongoing conversation 

surrounding residential schools: “sad chapter in our history;” “tragic;” “the legacy of 

Indian Residential Schools;” “courage for the thousands of survivors that have come 

forward to speak publically about the abuse they suffered;” “strength of cultures”; 

																																																								
214 I would tacitly complicate Coulthard’s argument and add that although Canada 
materially does not need Indigenous recognition of its sovereignty in order to 
continue to dispossess and assimilate, the legitimacy of Canada as a liberal nation 
rests on the perception of equality, rationality, and tolerance. Canada’s 
relationship with Indigenous peoples within its declared borders is crucial to 
settler colonial and liberal identity, as well as international legitimacy. 
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“resilience”; “journey.”215 While some of these tropes were already established as 

appropriate language for the IRS redress movement in Canada, the apology sets an 

ongoing tone for the way in which the history will be discussed, in the media, in the 

history, and even by communities. Because of the conditions of the IRSSA and the legal 

admission of culpability and responsibility, the language and theme of the apology 

represent a narrative map of conditions of Canada’s legal liability. The Apology’s focus 

on abuses suffered within the schools, and the loss of languages, spirituality and culture 

help to curtail the Apology’s scope from the wider violence of settler colonialism to a 

narrower, conditional frame of the schools. In a culmination of a list of specific 

statements, the government offers its succinct statement of apology: “The Government of 

Canada sincerely apologizes and asks the forgiveness of the Aboriginal peoples of this 

country for failing them so profoundly.” This statement not only disjoints IRS from the 

rest of colonial assimilative logic, but it also reasserts the paternalistic responsibility and 

dominance of the federal government: the superior, stronger, more dominant figure has a 

responsibility (liberal morality) to protect (paternalistic) and shelter (humanitarianism) 

Indigenous (inferior, weaker) subjects (subjected by/to). Here, in particular we can see 

echoed the sensibilities of Taylor’s Politics of Recognition: the paternalism of centralized 

power and the moral imperative to negate psychoaffective turmoil. 

In addition to furnishing a lexicon through which the redress movement may be 

approached—healing, journey, and cultural recognition—the Apology also sanctions a 

particular way of approaching the experience of former residential school students:  

We now recognize that, far too often, these institutions gave rise to abuse or 
neglect and were inadequately controlled, and we apologize for failing to protect 

																																																								
215 Apology text cites 



 

	 136	

you. Not only did you suffer these abuses as children, but as you became parents, 
you were powerless to protect your own children from suffering the same 
experience, and for this we are sorry. The burden of this experience has been on 
your shoulders for far too long. The burden is properly ours as a Government, 
and as a country. There is no place in Canada for the attitudes that inspired the 
Indian Residential Schools system to ever prevail again. You have been working 
on recovering from this experience for a long time and in a very real sense, we are 
now joining you on this journey.216 

The use of the second person for former residential school survivors is an appropriate 

trope of Apology, seeing as Canada is speaking and apologizing directly to the 

individual. Likewise, it is reflective of the healing paradigm: indicating that the PM is 

speaking directly to trauma survivors, mirroring their experience to show that Canada has 

been listening, and also making it clear that the individual who is suffering is not 

personally responsible. The second person pronoun, coupled with a description of ‘your’ 

experience is also a way of offering a panorama of those diverse experiences. The version 

represented here is a scripted iteration of IRS experience—’you, all, experienced this this 

way, and therefore you all are apologized to along these specific lines.’ This rhetoric 

functions in two ways. It reflects the legal context of the apology, as stated above, which 

though symbolic is careful to assume limited and controlled responsibility that can be 

managed accordingly. Keeping in mind the fact that this Apology was mediated and 

negotiated between disparate parties, it is also important to note that the various 

descriptors were likely a collaborative attempt to ‘cover all the bases’ of the suffering that 

occurred because of the IRS system. The descriptive method of this section also functions 

as ethnography of survivor experience, formulating how the experience is historicized, 

recounted, experienced, and told. The Apology outlines how it recognizes expression of 

identity and experience, well within the interest of “a stronger Canada for all of us.” The 

																																																								
216 Government of Canada, “Transcript: Statement of Apology to Former Students 
of Indian Residential Schools,” (June 11, 2008). 
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apology formulates a didactic representation of former students who have suffered long 

and unheard—specifically by the government, which is posited as the key witness—who 

has been powerless, and is now sustained the Canada that steps in to ‘share the burden.’ It 

informs a subject who receives acknowledgement and recognition, and a hegemon who 

steps in and grants it. It is Canada who says ‘enough is enough,’ and it is Canada who 

says ‘there is no place for these kinds of attitudes in our country.’  

The apology situates the discourse of reconciliation within a recognition 

framework, reiterating the word ‘recognition’ through out the statement, and marking that 

a certain story, culture, experience, and value are all now seen, accepted, and included. 

Throughout the Apology, the image of the government finally coming to understand, or 

recognize its wrongdoing is drawn.  

Today, we recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has caused great 
harm, and has no place in our country….The government now recognizes that the 
consequences of the Indian Residential Schools policy were profoundly negative 
and that this policy has had a lasting and damaging impact on Aboriginal culture, 
heritage and language…The government recognizes that the absence of an 
apology has been an impediment to healing and reconciliation…To the 
approximately 80,000 living former students, and all family members and 
communities, the Government of Canada now recognizes that it was wrong to 
forcibly remove children from their homes and we apologize for having done 
this…We now recognize that it was wrong to separate children from rich and 
vibrant cultures and traditions that it created a void in many lives and 
communities, and we apologize for having done this. We now recognize that, in 
separating children from their families, we undermined the ability of many to 
adequately parent their own children and sowed the seeds for generations to 
follow, and we apologize for having done this. We now recognize that, far too 
often, these institutions gave rise to abuse or neglect and were inadequately 
controlled, and we apologize for failing to protect you. (emphasis mine) 

In now seeing what it has done wrong, the government moves to amend it, through the 

IRSSA, but at least in part, through this symbolic and literal public recognition of the 

wrong-doing of IRS, the effects of IRS, the experience of former students, and the value 

of Aboriginal cultures. In this sense, the very act of apologizing is a performance of 
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recognition.217 The politics of recognition have been heavily critiqued as a continuation 

of problematic structural imbalances,218 wherein the normative hegemon acknowledges, 

recognizes, and therein sanctions the marginalized. The actual structural configuration of 

power remains undisturbed. Glen Coulthard takes issue with this facet of recognition, 

which he asserts will do little to pave the way toward self-determination, self-

actualization, and Indigenous sovereignty that he and others aim for.  

																																																								
217 Coulthard also describes the apology as a performance of a distinctly settler 
colonial politics of recognition.  
218 Alfred, “Colonialism and State Dependency.”; Akwasi Asabere-Ameyaw, 
Indigenist African Development and Related Issues: Towards a Transdisciplinary 
Perspective (Rotterdam, Netherlands: Sense Publishers, 2014); Lilian A. Barria 
and Steven D. Roper, The Development of Institutions of Human Rights: A 
Comparative Study (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Bell, “Recognition 
or Ethics?.”; Brenna Bhandar, “Plasticity and Post-Colonial Recognition: 
‘Owning, Knowing and Being’,” Law and Critique 22, no. 3 (2011); Graham 
Brown, Arnim Langer, and Frances Stewart, Affirmative Action in Plural 
Societies: International Experiences (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); 
Flavio Comim, Martha Craven Nussbaum, and Press Cambridge University, 
Capabilities, Gender, Equality: Towards Fundamental Entitlements (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014); Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks: 
Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition.”; Richard J. F. Day, 
Multiculturalism and the History of Canadian Diversity (Buffalo: University of 
Toronto Press, 2000); Brian Jeffrey Dill, Fixing the African State: Recognition, 
Politics, and Community-Based Development in Tanzania (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013); Fraser et al., Redistribution or Recognition?: A Political-
Philosophical Exchange; Gerald Taiaiake Alfred, “Colonialism and State 
Dependency,” Journal of Aboriginal Health 5, no. 2 (2009); Thomas Lindmann 
and Erik Ringmar, The International Politics of Recognition (Boulder, Colo: 
Paradigm Publishers, 2012); Lynn Meskell, “Recognition, Restitution and the 
Potentials of Postcolonial Liberalism for South African Heritage,” The South 
African Archaeological Bulletin 60, no. 182 (2005); A. Dirk Moses, “Official 
Apologies, Reconciliation, and Settler Colonialism: Australian Indigenous 
Alterity and Political Agency,” Citizenship Studies 15, no. 2 (2011); Francis B. 
Nyamnjoh, Harri Englund, and Research International Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural, Rights and the Politics of Recognition in Africa (New York: Zed Books, 
2004); Carla Schraml and SpringerLink, The Dilemma of Recognition: 
Experienced Reality of Ethnicised Politics in Rwanda and Burundi (Wiesbaden: 
VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2012); Gottfried Schweiger, “Recognition 
Theory and Global Poverty,” Journal of Global Ethics 10, no. 3 (2014); Simpson, 
Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States. 
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Aside from the very ocular metaphor of ‘recognizing’—seeing and therefore 

verifying that something exists, concretizing, indeed in a way that leaves the power of 

life, of naming, and of confirming in the eye of the beholder—there is also a more 

substantial connection between the politics of recognition and way that reconciliation has 

been represented through the purposeful inclusion of Indigenous bodies, visual signifiers, 

and cultural tropes. If we consider the spectacle of the apology broadcast (see figures 1 

and 2), as it was disseminated into homes and minds across Canada and the world, it was 

a powerful visual statement: the presence of Indigenous leaders, elders, and the 

significance of their regalia read within the historic context of a settler colonial 

parliament. The presence of leaders within the same space, same frame, as Canadian 

government representatives is a visual expression of recognition and inclusion. In the 

context of IRS, not only regalia but also any everyday visual, sartorial expressions of 

Indigeneity or not-whiteness were strictly prohibited.219 This fact doubles the dynamic 

expressive power of, Phil Fontaine’s, then leader of the AFN, regalia—also one of the 

first former residential school students in a public position to come out and speak openly 

about his experiences. The expansive and kinetic gesture of the eagle feathers on his 

headdress reaches dramatically across the lens (see figure 2). Their contrast with the 

colonial temper of the polished and muted parliament, the solitary ties and sea of suiting 

(see figure 1) that populates the rest of the frame is a dramatic statement about the 

(re)location of Indigenous ways-of-being in the Canadian imaginary.  

																																																								
219 The cutting of hair, exchange of clothing, and of course the images—the most 
well known being of Thomas Moore, as we discuss in Chapter 3—of Aboriginal 
students and people theatrically exoticized in images depicting their ‘indianness’ 
or ‘savageness’ contrasted against images of them in distinctly western clothing 
and contexts, holding books or posed with pollarded plants, meant to represent 
their ‘civilization,’ ‘assimilation,’ or ‘conversion.’  
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figure 1. Television broadcast of Stephen Harper’s 2008 Apology to Indian Residential School survivors. 

Screen Capture of CBC Broadcast. June 11, 2008. 

 
figure 2. Television broadcast of Fontaine’s reception of the Apology. Screen Capture of CBC Broadcast. 

June 11, 2008. 
The phenomenological or affective turn of recognition hinges on the intimacy of 

positioning parties close to one another to have seen one another. The presence of 

Indigenous leaders in the parliamentary space capitalizes on this intimacy, suggesting the 

importance of a ‘face-to-face’ recognition and apology.220 This closeness conveys the 

																																																								
220 It also troubles the power dynamic implicit within the notion of apology: the 
one who is apologizing is admitting wrong doing, and asking, deferring, to the 
other party for its absolution, forgiveness. The power, in this model, lies in the 
hands of the one who is can accept or refuse the apology. In the official Apology, 
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affective exchange that is necessary to the symbol of apology: apology being between 

two parties, a physical, and emotional coming together. The apology capitalizes on the 

affective currency of this performance. Intimacy is echoed in the language of many of the 

speakers. The Inuit representative Mary Simins responded “I have to face you to this say 

this.” The notion of facing, ‘seeing’ or looking back, or returning the gaze here echoes 

the notion of mutual recognition.221 It also negates the formality of speaking directly to 

the nation (which would mean facing away from the individual who she addresses). She 

chooses the intimacy of speaking directly to PM Harper (turning her back away from the 

national gaze or wider gaze and focussing on the interpersonal exchange). She favours 

the intimate as a gesture of recognizing that these words are intimate, and that 

apologizing is a vulnerable position: she asserts that it is “brave.”222 Likewise, the Metis 

speaker states point blank “I know they spoke sincerely. It’s deep. It’s real.”223 Making 

this testament to the affective experience of being present, he is witnessing his experience 

for the larger audience. He confirms their veracity, their authenticity, and in doing so, he 

recognizes their apology. The other party leaders echo the personal nature of apology, 

																																																																																																																																																																					
the framing within parliament troubles this dynamic: the Indigenous power to 
accept or refuse is contextualized visibly within the existing framework of settler 
colonial hegemony. It is both an invitation into the exclusive space of 
government, and an absorption into the extant political framework. It is both 
hospitality and a foreclosure of consent/ forgiveness.  
221 Mutual recognition being the key to reconciling human need in the Hegelian 
illustration of recognition and subjection, as well as a key to Taylor’s 
representation of the Politics of Recognition as a remedy for difference in the 
liberal paradigm. It’s also a key tenet of Gathering Strength, the official response 
to RCAP, which bases its ‘Aboriginal Action Plan’ on mutual respect, mutual 
recognition, etc.  
222 Indian Canada and Canada Northern Affairs, The Day of the Apology June 
11th, 2008: Jour De La PréSentation Des Excuses Le 11 Juin 2008 (Ottawa: 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2009), Video/DVD. 
223 Ibid. 
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stating “I” and “We,” as do Fountaine and the other speakers.224 Similarly the intimacy of 

the event is conveyed beyond the space by the signification of intimate touch between 

participants. The indication of body, through words like “heart” and “feeling,” as well as 

the expression of emotion via tears and vocal tenor, is further mapped through the 

exchange of hugs and physical contact. As the participants exchange contact, and witness 

the affect of one another, that affect is extended to the viewer, the broader audience of the 

spectacle, who watch the mapping of contrition through touch and feeling, in a way that 

they can identify. The affective facet of performing apology furthers the subjectificating 

potential of a visual politics of recognition: using touch and emotion to manifest the 

affective experience of apology and engage viewers and participants in a sensory 

identification with the political transaction at play ensures a more comprehensive self-

alliance with the prescribed subjectivity and narrative of official reconciliation.  

What then, is recognizable within the spectacle of Apology within the 

multicultural nation state, is the visual inclusion and the equation of Indigenous 

participation with consent and forgiveness. The mise-en-scène is not dissimilar from 

Hegel’s dialectic: the meeting of difference within the same field of view. There is a key 

difference, however. They are not meeting anywhere; they are meeting in parliament: the 

proud materialization of Canadian settler identity. The colourful, variegated collage of 

cultural reconciliation then is normative. Recognized, or read within the limited 

conditions of the state—or what is recognizable within the settler colonial imaginary—

																																																								
224 Interestingly there is very little intimacy, such as we see from Simins’ 
statement, in the Prime Minister’s words, arguably meant not only to come from 
him, but also to embody the contrition of a national body. The formality of his 
speech rests on ‘we,’ ‘our,’ and Canada. Indicating those to whom he apologizes, 
he states ‘you.’ The intimacy in his apology is in the direct address of those ‘you’: 
“we are now joining you on this journey.”  
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the visual spectacle of the apology works to fold this proud Indigenous expression into 

the prestige and timelessness of settler colonial Canada: culturally inclusive, 

multicultural, liberal. It is for this reason that so many strident and valuable critiques have 

been made of the Canadian government’s reconciliation efforts.  

Many of these critiques have circulated around the first issue with recognition: the 

fact that recognition is a top-down process which leaves unquestioned and untroubled the 

foundations of power which beget the structural asymmetries and material disadvantages 

that inspire claims for recognition in the first place. Particularly in the Canadian example, 

the struggle for Indigenous autonomy and the material recognition—via massive 

redistribution according to Taiaike Alfred—is completely undermined by the symbolic 

recognition of Indian Residential Schools as a distinct instance of historical violence, 

rather than as a piece in the assimilationist puzzle, indicative of larger structural 

injustices. To complicate and potentially add to these important critiques, I would offer 

an exploration of the second, less explicit or uniform but equally pervasive, issue with 

recognition theories. This second issue, the inadequate theorization or explanation of 

alterity, is illustrated in the notion of recognizability. If we concede that recognition 

forecloses what can ever be recognized, then the limiting potentially, subjectifying nature 

of recognition is a certitude. It is also reasonable, then, to consider what might not be 

recognizable, what might be invisible, and the political and subversive potential of these 

evasions. The implication is of course that what might be invisible or unrecognizable to 

one, is recognizable to (an)other. In theorizing the subversive potential of recognizability, 

we reaffirm and more fully allow for the complexity—the ontological reality—of alterity, 

as Young encourages us to do. 
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Concurrent Recognitions in Giniigaaniimenaaning (Looking Forward)  

The critical art praxis of Christi Belcourt’s work on a commission for the 

commemoration of the Apology of is illustrative of the layers or plurality of 

recognizability that can occupy the same visual field. To commemorate the 2008 

Apology, the speaker of the House of Parliament commissioned a stained glass window 

to memorialize the day in Parliament. The assigned committee unanimously selected 

metis artist Christi Belcourt’s design. The work—Giniigaaniimenaaning (Looking 

Forward)—was installed in the National Parliament, reflecting the location of the 

Apology and also its promises for the visual inclusion of Aboriginal people in the 

Canadian cultural mosaic. As a literal jewel ensconced in the crowning infrastructure of 

Canadian settler government, the glass endorses the liberal multicultural values of the 

imagined Canada. Belcourt used contemporary and traditional design principles, western 

and Métis methods to memorialize the moment of the Apology and the acknowledgement 

of Indian Residential School experiences. As Stephen Inglis, a selection committee 

member, pointed out at the dedication of the window, it is the second treated window in 

Parliament, and features the work of a prominent Aboriginal artist depicting what Inglis 

calls an Aboriginal issue.225 However, the first treated window in parliament, placed near 

the senate, is the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee glass—reflecting recognition of Canada’s 

imperial history with Britain, and the ongoing contingency of Canadian identity. The 

parallel commemorative topics of these two windows reflect a reification of imperial 

chronology and the teleology of settlement. Likewise, the popular notion of the Indian 

Residential School history as an Aboriginal issue problematically dissociates the history 

																																																								
225Remembering the Past: A Window to the Future Transcript: Stephen Inglis, 
Selection Committee Chair, Speaks of the Process to Select the Artist  
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of the schools from the structure of settler colonialism and assimilative policies. The 

paternalistic focus on commemorating and healing the suffering of Aboriginal people 

obfuscates the crucial examination of the causes for the schools.226 By situating the cause 

for recognition somewhere in the loose realm of mercy, we reorient the discussion away 

from the aggressor. The concept of a commemorative window, works similarly to 

historicize the violence of Indian Residential School, and celebrate a benevolent 

reflective present regime of truth.  

																																																								
226 Matt James, “Degrees of Freedom in Canada’s Culture of Redress,” 
Citizenship Studies 19, no. 1 (2015). makes an important argument for the way in 
which the victim centered nature of TRCs and particularly the Canadian TRC 
avoids causal responsibility for the histories and events. 
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figure 3. Giniigaaniimenaanig (Looking Ahead). Stained glass. 2011. Photograph Lara Fullenwieder. 
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Giniigaaniimenaaning, as read within the discursive formation of hegemony, can 

work to reify the top-down, or subjection model of recognition. What is recognizable 

within the normative gaze is the placement of the work within the structural confines of 

the parliamentary building: structures that embody the power associated with the 

hegemon, the symbolic site wherein colonial power authorizes the ongoing reality of 

Indigenous subjection, displacement, and assimilation. Recognizable from the settled seat 

of colonial power, the window is a bright, colourful, reflection of Aboriginal participation 

in the multicultural ‘mosaic’ which liberal Canada tolerates—even celebrates. It is a 

compliment to Canada. Even as it reflects a ‘tragic history’ of violence on Canadian soil, 

it commemorates a rhetorical turning point in the official approach to that history from 

denial, to the acceptance that direct and over assimilative policies have ‘no place in 

Canada.’ It is legible as a symbol of newfound maturity, an embodiment of Canada’s 

tenure as a peaceful nation. As a work selected by a largely Aboriginal committee, 

designed by a prominent Métis artist, and depicting what is largely but falsely recognized 

as an Aboriginal issue, the window can be understood as a legitimization of the narrative 

of redress. The work recognizes the Apology, through the participation of Indigenous 

actors, completing the state’s ‘subjection,’ and reifying its jurisdiction and power. If 

recognizability precedes recognition, as Butler indicates, then the potential for a 

commemorative strategy in this context is foreclosed by the hegemonic—and the 

individual viewers’—perspective on Indigeneity. Butler’s notion of recognizability 

reminds us of the meaning of (re)cognition. In order to cognize a redress that is couched 

within the settler colonial imaginary, we must have already known (cognized). As above, 

it is impossible for the settler colonial state to cognize Indigeneity, and therefore the re-
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cognition, or re-visitation of existing knowledge, becomes the re-inscription and 

affirmation of existing frameworks of knowledge surrounding Indigeneity and Canadian 

history. Understood through an awareness of what is recognizable by the state, and many 

settler colonial subjects, (Looking Forward) reflects the dysfunction of settler state state-

officiated recognition, and the impossibility of recognition within the symbolic seat of 

colonial power.  

However, the notion of recognizability also relates the layers of perception, and 

the potential for competing or coexisting narratives of redress embodied in the 

illuminated panes of Giniigaaniimenaaning. Inside the parameters of its own panes, 

Belcourt’s design exploits a unique opportunity for self-representation and critical 

complication of the subjection process. The only pane of the window that explicitly deals 

with the Apology is the shapely apex, at the top of the gothic window. This, the smallest 

pane, portrays three eagle feathers, swathed in a red banner bearing the year of the 

Apology; underneath is the infinity symbol of the Métis, Belcourt’s own people. Placed 

below these symbols of Aboriginal peoples, is the maple leaf of Canada. The visual 

hierarchy of the symbols is self-evident but crucial. The only other symbol that directly 

references the Apology, redress strategies, or even the settler colonial polity is a centre 

left panel, which depicts the Indian Residential School history. Amid the lively bright 

illuminated colours and patterns of the glass, this particular pane is mostly de-saturated, 

black and white. It depicts explicitly the now widely known archival photographs of the 

Indian Residential School. Belcourt echoes the archival photographs that have been used 

widely in the Canadian media to represent the schools and reconciliation, the lines of 

children in grey plain clothing, the stoical and lifeless expressions, and the settler hubris 
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of progress of modernity expressed through buildings and lineal organization. The 

colourless, lifeless, institutionalism panel also represents direct relationship with the 

federal government. The contrast with the rest of the panels—vibrant, evocative, and 

animated by both colour and the gesture of movement—makes a direct statement about 

the erstwhile relationship between settler colonial Canada and the diverse Indigenous 

people within its claimed borders 

Indeed the rest of the panels are dedicated to a vibrant celebration of Indigeneity. 

The panels share commemoration as reflected through in the counter-hegemonic, 

cosmologies of time and communities that reflects diverse Indigenous symbolisms and 

knowledges. According to Belcourt, the window ‘reads’ from the bottom left side 

panel227. We can see the Grandfather, sitting, smoking a pipe in a domed circular motif. 

As he smokes, the wisps reach up into the second panel, inspired by Indian Residential 

School photography as discussed above. The smoke of the Grandfather echoes the 

northern lights that surround and uplift the students, suggesting his parallel continuity 

with the time and hardships of the school. Belcourt noted that this panel was the “most 

difficult to do, because it obviously carries a lot of weight.”228 Belcourt indicates the 

difficulty of representing suffering, remembering the violence, as well as the 

responsibility she has as an artist representing her own community. The next panel is 

framed by the representation of the shattering of glass. A drummer who appears to be 

Inuit, dressed in a large white skin jacket with a circular hood dropped back, raises a 

drum to the sky. A dove bearing leaves—the Christian symbol of the Holy Spirit—flies 

																																																								
227 “Artist Description of ‘Giniigaaniimenaaning’,” (2012.). 
228 “Stained Glass Window Dedication Ceremony - Christi Belcourt, Artist,” 
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1370613921985/1370613942308. 
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into view. The two, presented and collocated together, suggest the peaceful coexistence 

of beliefs and traditions. The Holy Spirit breaking through the glass might also suggest a 

divergence between the religious structure and totalitarian approaches of the schools and 

the ongoing promise of Christian theology and faith. Belcourt states that the drummer 

symbolizes the beginning of healing. Likewise, the voice of the drum bears significance 

in numerous Indigenous nations and epistemologies as a sacred and even living object. In 

the Inuit context depicted here, the drum dance is unique to each individual, telling the 

story of his or her life, culture, and history.229 This pane acknowledges the integrity of 

former students and activists in the starting of the redress movement; without their brave 

decisions to speak publically about their experiences, there would have been no official 

action at all. Belcourt celebrates the former students who have told their stories have 

effected this change, and she situates that sharing within the understanding of unique and 

diverse Indigenous backgrounds. This can be paralleled against the Apology—a story 

told according to and within a particular history and ‘truth’—which is commemorated, as 

described in the small pane above.  

The right hand panel continues the narrative of resurgence, representing the 

wealth and ongoing development of Indigenous ways of being. Across from the broken 

glass and drummer, a dancer is depicted wearing a Jingle Dress. Belcourt describes the 

panel as representing the movement from future to past, through the colours of the 

medicine wheel. Visually, the dancer moves to the beat of the drum in the parallel panel. 

The Jingle Dress is danced in diverse communities throughout North America. The 

unique form and musical nature of the Jingle Dress is a distinctive representation of 

																																																								
229 Emily E. Auger, The Way of Inuit Art: Aesthetics and History in and Beyond 
the Arctic (Jefferson, N.C: McFarland, 2005). 175. 
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various Indigenous cultures. For some, it will be recognizable as associated with dream 

visions, which parents in various Indigenous communities across Canada experienced 

during a flu epidemic at the turn of the 20th century.230 In one such account a father 

dreamt about the construction of the dress and used it to heal his sick daughter.231 

Belcourt reminds the viewer of Indigenous methods of healing. Beneath this panel is 

another drummer; he is visibly an Elder, and sings with the drum wearing plain modern 

clothing—a trucker hat and a collared shirt. In the fore of the frame, a mother holds her 

baby, who is wrapped in a colourful, papoose, or cradleboard—a traditional object used 

by diverse nations and cultures across North America. The mother stands opposite the 

black and white representation of the Indian Residential School period, contrasting the 

experiences through movement and colour, to celebrate the return of Aboriginal children 

to their homes and families, as well as communities and multigenerational values. The 

multigenerational representation suggests not only that the family raises the child, but 

also the fact that communities are only whole when the children are there.  

As the last pane returns to the smoking Grandmother and Grandfather, time is 

represented as a circular, cyclical, and ongoing process. The foundation of the narrative 

in Indigenous notions of time and knowledge interrupts the chronology associated with 

redress effort to promote a symbolic rupture with the regimes of the past in order to 

legitimize a new grid of contemporary power. Together, and apart, these two smoking 

Elders are ensconced in a semicircle, stunningly delineated by white circles and red and 

																																																								
230 Mark Thiel, “Origins of the Jingle Dress Dance,” (Folsom: Whispering Wind, 
2007). 
231 She aligns the chronology of the pane with the public disclosure of his 
personal experience of abuse in Indian Residential School by then AFN Chief Phil 
Fontaine in her dedication speech. “Stained Glass Window Dedication Ceremony 
- Christi Belcourt, Artist”. 
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black bands. This design evokes the button blanket visual elements, traditionally made by 

Indigenous nations and families of the Pacific Northwest to represent their relationships 

and clan. The delicate circles are bannered by the intricate bead like dots characteristic of 

Belcourt’s larger body of work. The Michif beading style with which she paints is 

distinctive to her own Métis people. Here the ‘beads’ depict berries and medicines 

distinctive to the Indigenous peoples in the geographical location of Canada—symbols 

that recall the complex relationship that all Indigenous nations have with their ancestral 

homelands. Belcourt states that these sections’ design motifs represent the land from the 

west (button blankets) to the east (through the sky dome motif). Through the 

representation of symbols intrinsic to distinct and varied Indigenous expressions of 

belonging, Belcourt maps the landmass and names territory. She points out that the 

Grandfather’s side represents the time before Residential Schools, and the Grandmother’s 

the time after. Both sides recall the ceremonies, languages, traditions, and knowledge that 

are used and living in the Indigenous communities. While the two sides represent a 

before and after, they also embody continuity. When viewed in entirety, the whole 

window is unified by the smoke from the Elder’s pipes, which reaches out in swathes of 

colour, thick gestural bands, which fragment the anecdotal symbols of each pane. The 

smoke plumes transforms throughout the narrative panes, reading as the sky, the northern 

lights, as well as a larger suggestion of Mother Earth.232 The woven narrative of smoke 

that carries through the panes expresses the diversity of experience and the insertion of 

colonial histories and oppression within an ongoing temporality that was always present, 

never broken or silenced entirely. The shared space of the Elders smoking in the lodge 

																																																								
232 “Artist Description of ‘Giniigaaniimenaaning’.” 
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under a sky that continually reaches back across itself holds the entirety of the 

narrative—the whole of time. Canada, the schools, the experiences are held within that 

cosmology. This reminder of a non-linear, non-reactionary, ahistorical worldview 

subverts the temporality associated with redress; it is also a direct negation of the 

chronology of liberal progress and modernity.  

Rickard’s Visual Sovereignty  

It could be argued that the power of this symbolism is subverted by the presence 

of the window inside the larger symbol of Canadian Parliament, recognizable as a symbol 

of inclusion and even consent. But it could also be argued that such a critique only 

functions if the Parliament is accepted as the seat of power. In her own voice, Belcourt 

has privileged self-representation and recognition within diverse and interlocking 

expressions of relation and territory. Jolene Rickard argues for the notion of visual 

sovereignty: “an overarching concept for interpreting the interconnected space of the 

colonial gaze, deconstruction of the colonizing image or text, and Indigeneity.”233 She 

argues that self-determination via self-representation as sovereignty must be 

acknowledged in considering the work of Indigenous artists.234 Rickard points out that 

this equation is “as critical a framing for Indigenous artists and art as the ‘gaze’ is to the 

gendered discourse.”235 The distinction of Indigenous artists as Indigenous is a defining 

semiotic of their work and the reception of their work: the above quotation alludes to the 

active political positionality of Indigenous identity. It is key, then, that critical 

																																																								
233 J. Rickard, “Visualizing Sovereignty in the Time of Biometric Sensors,” 
SOUTH ATLANTIC QUARTERLY 110, no. 2 (2011). 
234 Ibid. 471. 
235 Jolene Rickard, “Resistance Narratives: Artistic Survivals as Evidence,” 
Akwesasne Notes 1, no. 1 (1995). 118. 
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engagement with Indigenous art always already names and accounts for the assertion of 

sovereignty that characterizes an Indigenous individual self-representing and self-

identifying. Rickard asserts that the examination of Indigenous art praxis must take into 

account the unique legal position that Indigenous nations have in relation to settler 

colonialism. I understand Rickard’s argument as an encouragement against a totalizing or 

foreclosing understanding of colonial power: she is arguing against a determinist reading 

of the positionality of Indigenous difference vis-à-vis settler colonialism. Rickard 

reminds us that Indigenous artists are always working within a complex negotiation of 

settler occupation, but that self-representation must be understood as self-determination 

and an expression of ongoing Indigenous autonomy. In short, Rickard points out that 

Indigenous people are always acting within the complex relations of settler colonialism. 

But that self-representation, precisely because of that power dynamic and the settler 

colonial desire to write out Indigeneity, is in and of itself an expression of sovereignty: 

the authority to represent oneself. The notion of visual sovereignty accounts for the 

complexity of ongoing settler occupation and denial, while theorizing the space for 

Indigenous self-representation without prefiguring the teleology of the settler structure of 

settler invasion.  

Belcourt’s representation of the Apology within the context of ongoing 

Indigenous cosmology can be understood as an expression of self-recognition and visual 

sovereignty; the privileging of Indigenous symbolism and self-recognition is a subversion 

of the normative gaze. Rickard reminds us that there is a complicated relationship 

between art, tradition, and sovereignty: “artfully deployed within Indigenous 

communities, traditions are a reinvestment in a shared ancient imaginary of self and a 
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distancing from the West.”236 While Belcourt is conscious of her own precarity in 

engaging in an official commemorative process, she voices her own feelings about the 

importance of being involved. In her dedication speech she states that she knows people 

will question the function of a glass window, noting the various material inequities and 

structural racism, which the window will not, indeed cannot, address. Her response that 

the window will be seen by tens of thousands of visitors, annually, as well as its perpetual 

presence in the location of typical media scrums,237 draws attention to Rickard’s point 

that we cannot forget the complex legal relationship of Indigenous peoples to settler 

colonialism. The political importance of self-representation cannot be understated, nor 

should it be measured in a binary against the powerful co-optation and suppression of 

Indigeneity and Indigenous political subjectivities. In a polity that seeks to disavow, 

displace, and even to extinguish, the declaration of being—according to one’s own views 

and definitions—is immense. The notion of visual sovereignty reminds us to critically 

engage with the structural and material realities of the relationships that Indigenous 

peoples, communities, and individuals have with the state so that we can more readily 

perceive the scope and materialization of political expression that occurs within those 

realities.  

In the case of the IRSSA, the federal government required the participation of 

survivors and community leaders in order for the process to be legitimate—in both a 

symbolic and largely legal sense.238 And yet, simultaneously many of the people involved 

in the process were deeply suspicious of it, even as they participated. Official recognition 

																																																								
236 Rickard, “Visualizing Sovereignty in the Time of Biometric Sensors.” 472. 
237 “Artist Description of ‘Giniigaaniimenaaning.’” 
238 Canada, “Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement.” 
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is a top-down interpellative governance strategy, and in that sense, it is not always easy, 

or even optional to negate. Thus, participation within the official process does not always 

reflect a commitment to the efficacy of recognition politics—to assume as much is to 

ignore the difficult truth that sometimes resistance, conflict, or debate are deeply 

privileged options albeit important potentialities.239 Belcourt’s window evidences the 

possibility of layers of recognizability. Belcourt works to strategically engage with a 

normative representation of Indigenous experience, but she simultaneously undermines 

the teleology of reconciliation through a negation of liberal hegemony, a re-centering of 

Indigenous cosmologies, and the celebration of Indigenous traditions and resurgence. She 

capitalizes upon the opportunity to represent her own perspective and honour other 

Indigenous worldviews, despite the strategic essentialism240 of her participation. 

Belcourt’s work is recognizable within the competing discourses of diverse Indigenous 

understandings of autonomy, as well as the multicultural settler colonial lexical 

representation of Aboriginal identity. Belcourt’s strategic recognition of territory through 

the mapping of traditional homelands across the claimed state of Canada reasserts the 

reality of Indigenous autonomy. The notion of visual sovereignty helps us to more fully 

theorize the nuanced political subjectivities of Indigenous actors. This is in no way to 

negate the assertion that recognition is a problematic reification of existing power 

structures. Rather, it is to argue the importance of theorizing the agency of marginalized 

																																																								
239 Amanda J. Cobb, “Understanding Tribal Sovereignty: Definitions, 
Conceptualizations, and Interpretations,” American Studies 46, no. 3-4 
(2005).“Native nations do not have the luxury of ignoring the nuances of 
sovereign discourses,” 120. 
240 Gayatri Spivak. “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” Eds. 
Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. In Other Worlds: Essays in 
Cultural Politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1988). 197-221. 
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populations who are materially compelled to engage in the subjectifying processes of 

hegemony. Recognizability reminds us of the possibilities for a multiplicity of concurrent 

recognitions and political affirmations between imbalanced but not necessarily unequal or 

competing worldviews.241 In order to fully decentralize the normative power and gaze, 

theories of recognition must allow for a more complex and fluid understanding of the 

potentiality of alterity and alternate world views: one as discursive and elliptical as 

hegemony. In other words, part of the problem with the politics of recognition is that it 

asserts a subject/object paradigm; in order to subvert this assertion we must register the 

subject/subject paradigm.242  

witness blanket 

Both the Apology and the gesture to commemorate it through a commissioned art, 

I have argued, must be understood as an effort to craft and historicize memory in a ways 

that is recognizable within the normative discourse of settler colonial power and 

belonging. Belcourt’s window, I argue, straddles this complex position between 

instrumentalized participation and recognition and self-determinacy. Belcourt’s window 

furnishes normative memory and memorial while simultaneously articulating Indigenous 

																																																								
241 The relationship between the diverse Indigenous peoples and the settler 
colonial polities that have appropriated their homelands is imbalanced in the 
material allocations of power and recognizability within the transnational 
neoliberal framework, but not necessarily unequal, in the sense that all 
subjectivities have complex cosmologies and epistemologies associated with 
them. Likewise, I say potentially non-competing because the structural 
imbalances do not foreclose the efficacy of Indigenous or marginalized 
recognizability even as it is invisible within the normative gaze.  
242 It is important to note that Glen Coulthard, Taiaike Alfred, Audra Simpson and 
other Indigenous scholars already do this work from the external point of 
occupying a distinct and autonomy Indigenous positionality. My hope is to 
contribute to this important work by adding the capacity for theorizing alterity and 
autonomy within structures of domination. 
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autonomy, continuity and resurgence. Giniigaaniimenaaning is demonstrative of the 

complex positionality and expression of Indigenous political subjectivity within the 

conditions of possibility of hegemony. Belcourt mitigated various structures and factors 

in her realization of Giniigaaniimenaaning, because of its origin and position at the heart 

of the federal efforts for redress. By contrast the Witness Blanket by carver Carey 

Newman, is largely an autonomous commemoration effort featuring collaboration 

between various Indigenous communities, families, and the artist and his team. 

The Witness Blanket is partially funded by the TRC commemoration fund,243 was 

present at the closing National Event of the TRC, and, in parts, at the regional event in 

Victoria, BC.244 Responding to the call for commemorative projects, Newman came up 

with the concept of the Witness Blanket as a project that would commemorate using the 

objects and stories chosen by individuals and communities. As an intergenerational 

Survivor of the Indian Residential School system, Newman cites the work as one of the 

most challenging and important of his career.245 The Blanket is an excellent case study of 

the discursive formation of Indian Residential School redress narratives, as it is a self-

																																																								
243 With a budget of about $1-million, mostly from Aboriginal Affairs and 
Northern Development Canada, Mr. Newman has hired a team to help with 
everything from artefact collection and cataloguing to creating the digital element 
to the project – a parallel online blanket – where people will be able to access the 
history and personal stories that relate to each element of the work. Marsha 
Lederman, “Carey Newman Confronts the Painful Legacy of Residential Schools 
“ The Globe and Mail October 8, 2013.Website acknowledges funding from: “We 
acknowledge Contributions from: the Truth & Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada and Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. The Rina M. 
Bidin Foundation Media One The BC Association of Aboriginal Friendship 
Centres Acumen Communications” 
244“Artist Creates Epic Monument to Canada’s Residential Schools “ The Globe and Mail 
2014. 
245 Ibid. 
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professed National Monument.246 Although it is formed in the commemorative funding of 

the TRC and debuted at TRC events, it has received broad media attention of its own, 

associated with reconciliation. It is a project that appears to move beyond its foundation 

in the official redress assemblage, engaging in ambitious multimodal and 

multidimensional ways with communities and exploring various digital and interactive 

potentials for its future. The two by nine metre ‘woven’ cedar blanket is comprised of 

877 historical ‘pieces’ representing247 130 Residential Schools248 through images, 

objects, structural components, books, and materials. The large-scale installation 

represents years of work, of collecting objects and stories through Newman and his 

team,249 and has developed into an interactive digital application, which catalogues and 

archives the stories250 along with the objects in the blanket that they are built around. The 

project has seen broad and rich community engagement, Newman working himself with a 

team to collect and to connect with communities, engaging with around 10 000 

individuals.251 Newman hopes to see the installation, or monument as he has called it, 

inspire a documentary film, which will feature the personal narratives and diverse 

histories associated with the objects that comprise the blanket. The ‘pieces of history’ that 

																																																								
246 “Witness Blanket Documentary Trailor,” (vimeo, 2015). 
247 Ibid. 
248 Richard Watts, “Witness to Native Legacy,” Times Colonist June 14, 2013. 
249 Mr. Newman has hired a team to help with everything from artefact collection 
and cataloguing to creating the digital element to the project – a parallel online 
blanket – where people will be able to access the history and personal stories that 
relate to each element of the work. Lederman, “Carey Newman Confronts the Painful 
Legacy of Residential Schools “. 
250 “For his Witness Blanket, each artifact will be catalogued, with its source and 
story recorded. These stories will be part of a website accessible to 
viewers”Watts, “Witness to Native Legacy.” 
251Lederman, “Carey Newman Confronts the Painful Legacy of Residential 
Schools “.  
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have developed into Witness Blanket and its numerous virtualities reflect a user-driven, 

community based representation of archive, history, and commemoration. 

The two-by-nine metre blanket, is comprised of four large square panels, four 

narrow rectangular panels, divided evenly and flanking a full sized retrieved door, which 

is crowned by a framed portrait by a Residential school student. The blanket is ‘fringed’ 

by twenty-four box-cased books, that, when installed jut out to form something like a 

shelf, upon which tobacco and other offerings are placed. The blanket features the pieced 

nature of a textile quilt, each panel comprised of smaller squares and triangles, organized 

together by ‘taping’ or long strips of wood. The entire piece is meticulously well crafted; 

made entirely out of cedar, each block is screwed into place. Unlike the woven or stitched 

blanket that inspires the work, the wooden effect is stable, carved, and structural. Onto 

each ‘square’ or ‘patch’ a ‘piece of history’ has been mounted or an image photo-

transferred. Knobs, handles, a photo-transferred replica of a drum, and substantial 

material items are affixed to the cedar and exposed, making the surface of the blanket a 

variegated, multi-coloured typography of textures and layers. The sensual nature of the 

objects evokes the utility of its parts, through evidence of or the familiarity of touch: a 

handle shows wear from years of use, evoking the memories of the numbers of people 

who have used it. These textures and objects play with the sensory memory of the viewer: 

touching similar cold metal knobs, handles, boards, and the hard, washable, sterile 

environment of the institution. In each large square panel, the central feature is a star 

pattern, pieced out of diamond ‘patches’ and evocative of Star Blankets, seen throughout 

some North American Indigenous cultures. The stars feature varying patterns and 

textures—tiles, wood, photo transfers, and the warm, rich prickles of fur—all of which 
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come together at the apex of the diamonds, drawing together a sensual map of the texture 

of Indian Residential School experience. These intersections seem to represent the 

layering and intersectionality of contrasting experiences, the warm and textures of home, 

of textile, of fur, and the reusable, utilitarian durability of institutional materials. More 

delicate, vulnerable objects are nested in glassed shadow boxes, across the surface of the 

blanket: a woven basket, feathered dream catcher, neatly delineated shell buttons, and 

two carefully placed braids.  

The sheer volume and diversity of objects, textures, colours and words embodies 

the wealth of experience and complexity that lies at the heart of opening up dialogue 

about Indian Residential School history. In that sense, the blanket reflects the structure 

and function of ‘eye-spy’ quilts, which seek through delicate pattern and diversity to 

create a platform for story telling, and an infinite source of material and reference. Just as 

in an ‘eye-spy’ quilt each square relates a different narrative, and promises through its 

visual distinction a story, to be told or discovered. The textures and patterns of floral tile, 

Coastal stylized painting, religious paraphernalia all speak to divergent narratives and 

history, while a number of explicit symbols and texts, or boxed texts, speak directly to the 

viewer. The subtle, veiled potential of the image-based squares to share their story 

through provocation and suggestion, is contrasted against the seeming direct ‘call’ of 

large bits of text and numbers on the blanket. “10:00,” is swathed beside “PRIVATE,” 

suggesting the structure and schedule of institutional life, while “GIRLS” and “BOYS” 

signs are distinctly separated by a large, white metal building feature. “SURVIVOR” in 

an all capital, serif-ed font stands out in a square comprised of West Coast stylized 

illustrations on meeting posters and conference advertisements for the gathering of 
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Survivors to speak and share. Above the large, and somewhat ominous door at the centre 

of the panels is written “Sunday Mass;” the large sign, stripped in red and black connotes 

more a cautionary sign, as though there’s a hazard, or something under construction.  

The text is only more menacing as it stands between two portraits. The top 

portrait, that crowns the whole installation, higher and more visible than any other object, 

is a painting by a Residential School student, Art Thompson that was discovered after his 

death, in 2003.252 The painting is the only original work in the installation, which isn’t 

photo-transferred. It was donated by the family because of the important work they see 

the exhibition doing. The portrait is large and somewhat off-putting; without context or 

framing within the installation, the image offers a subjective and open-ended narrative. It 

could be interpreted as a perpetrator of abuse, a saddeningly ambivalent self-portrait or 

family portrait, painted by the unpractised hand of a child. Placed above the warning of 

Sunday Mass, the image is productively dissonant. Interacting with this physical aspect of 

the installation is relative to its location. At the Ottawa National Closing Event, Witness 

Blanket was in the thoroughfare of a large, busy hall. It was flanked by passages on both 

sides, and opposed by an information desk. Behind the exhibition was the backdrop of 

large curtains, bracketing off other spaces for the TRC. The door, in the centre of the 

exhibition, implies activity, interactivity. Whether or not the viewer should walk through 

the door is unclear. It leads, seemingly, nowhere. Through the door at the Ottawa 

National Event, where I spend time with the installation, was a tiny simple chair holding 

a bowl draped in red cloth and filled with tobacco. The black curtains behind the Blanket 

filtered through the bright natural light that shown through a wall of windows, metres and 
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spaces away. Between the curtains, the filtered light, and the skeleton of the blanket the 

viewer steps through, was a small, seemingly structure, and inconsequential place. To the 

left of the door, just around the large bend that stabilizes the blanket, was a desk with an 

old brass school bell on it; projected onto the desk was text that I could not read.  

 It was unclear, beyond the tobacco and the desk, whether the viewer is intended 

to be there. The space was liminal and felt distinctly ‘inside’ the blanket, in that you are 

viewing its bones, its framing, and yet ‘outside’ the exhibition, in that the space felt 

relatively uncurated, behind a curtain at the TRC. When going to pass back through the 

door, however, the other portrait becomes visible, on the back of the door. The front of 

the door is transferred text, but the back, is a transfer of a drawing of a smirking, 

potentially angry looking man. The buckle of his eyebrows, and the non-space, of this 

part of the exhibition is uncanny. The gaze—for the drawing really is looking right at you 

when you regard it—feels direct and personal. Coupled with the confusion of the space, it 

creates the distinct impression that you’ve been seen, caught: you might be in trouble. 

The affective potential of this interactive component of the exhibition is infinite. No 

doubt a discrete event for each individual, the experience and apperception of the gaze 

must correlate directly with the viewers own school experiences, childhood experiences, 

and feelings about ‘being caught,’ punished or watched. This of course, suggests that the 

exhibition does work to relate an ephemeral affective contemplation of Indian Residential 

School experience through empathy, but it also begs the question about how a former 

student might herself or himself experience the blanket.  
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figure 4. Detail, Witness Blanket. Mixed media, wood, metal, fur, photo-transfer, 2013, Lara Fullenwieder. 

 
figure 5. Detail, Witness Blanket. Mixed media, wood, metal, fur, photo-transfer, 2013, Lara Fullenwieder. 
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figure 6. Detail, Witness Blanket. Mixed media, wood, metal, fur, photo-transfer, 2013, Lara Fullenwieder. 

 
figure 7. Detail, Witness Blanket. Mixed media, wood, metal, fur, photo-transfer, 2013, Lara Fullenwieder. 
 

a living breathing archive and the digital hub 

 The concept of the Witness Blanket as an installation and interactive history has 

the potential to reach a wide and varied audience, offering an interactive, generative 

alternative to institutionally maintained and archived histories of the IRS. The 
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communally based process of gathering objects, mounting them, and sharing them 

together with their stories reflects a more ‘user-driven’ model of an archive or even a 

monument. Contrary to the western history of monolithic commemorative efforts, the 

Blanket as a developing, collaborative, pieced-object reflects a fluidity and malleability 

that does not privilege any one perspective or dominant narrative in the representation of 

history. The interaction between artist and former students, the team and communities, 

can be understood as a living and performed archive and collective memory-making 

project. Each relationship and exchange performs the living archive, a lived 

reconciliation through fresh and ever-changing iteration. Newman’s relationship to the 

materials and work also reflects this idea of a project that is comprised of living, 

breathing things, with a life and a history all their own. Describing the collection of 

objects into his home, he told a newspaper reporter that the weight and energy of the 

objects had strong effects on the space of his home. He speaks of the ceremonial 

engagement with the objects. As a group, he said that they gathered to acknowledge and 

mourn the importance and meaning of the objects and the experiences they represent. 

They offered healing so as to settle some of the energy before proceeding with the 

project.253 The act of engaging with the objects and narratives embodies an understanding 

of the sacredness or independent meaning and life of the objects. It implies that there is 

something intrinsic, even essential, to the material that holds the history for former 

																																																								
253 “Person for person, we just stood around here and wept,” he says. “And then 
we had a blessing of all of the pieces, where we did a healing for them. And after 
that, a lot more calm came in the house. I think that there was a lot of unsettled 
energy. And it was sort of the big gesture to all of the pieces and all of the energy 
that comes with this kind of work to say, ‘This is what we’re here to do, and 
we’re trying to do it in a good way,’ and be respectful of the history of each one, 
and the spirit of each one. After that, things seemed to sort of right their course, 
and we’ve been racing towards the finish line ever since.” Ibid. 
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students and for the larger community. This sense is furthered by the exhibition materials 

and website, which assert that the pieces have ‘witnessed’ a ‘true’ history, implying that 

they have watched, and that they can hold some part of the archive. Further, Newman and 

others engaged with personal and familial histories in order to better relate to and develop 

the work. Contributing to the sense of ceremony, Newman’s own sisters contributed their 

cut braids to the Blanket, growing out their hair for that purpose while the piece was 

developed. 

 The installation is growing beyond the interactive, living archive that its genesis 

inspired, and taking the interactive history further through an online archive of the stories 

and objects that hold them, and plans for a crowd-funded documentary film and national 

tour. Originally intended to be a physical exhibition, that would tour Canada informing 

Canadian’s and commemorating the history, the Blanket will have a wider digital life 

through an interactive website and a documentary film. The original exhibition was 

funded in part by the TRC, and largely by other sources, but for the future of the 

exhibition there is a crowd-sourcing initiative through the online platform Indiegogo.254 

The crowd funding initiative is to create and sustain the national tour of the blanket—

”including both ground and air transport of 20 huge crates, caretakers to travel with the 

Blanket to ensure safe delivery and set-up, cultural honorariums for Elders and finally, 

informational and promotional materials.”255 It is also hoping to generate funds for a 

feature film that will document the stories “woven” into the blanket. The developing 

																																																								
254 There was also a crowd sourcing effort to bringing the artist to Ottawa for the 
National Closing Events. A local newspaper put out a call for nominal funds to 
send Newman to the events along with his work.  
255 Graem Millala, “The Witness Blanket,” 
https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/the-witness-blanket#/. 
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archive of objects and stories is seen as bearing witness to the history of Indian 

Residential School in a way that can engage people with the ‘true history’ of the schools. 

Newman talks about the objects as pieces that have witnessed a part of the history; in 

sharing and collecting them, that history gets passed forward and further. The crowd 

sourcing and digital future of the exhibition furthers the reach and scope of the Blanket, 

beyond the TRC and its events. It promises to make the user driven history and 

commemoration of the project more widely available alongside the mainstream archive 

of the TRC and the media discourse surrounding reconciliation.  

The Blanket is still embedded within the discursive formation of official 

reconciliation. The Witness Blanket’s consumption within the narrative of official 

reconciliation appears to serve as a motive or the impetus behind the work. Though 

Newman seeks to move beyond the official framework, the broader scope of the TRC 

conditions the discussion of any Indian Residential School related work during the TRC’s 

mandate—and arguably well beyond it. The official discourse of redress appears to 

condition the language surrounding the work’s media and framing, as well as the form of 

the work: a travelling, community archival and commemorative project. Simultaneously, 

Witness Blanket moves beyond the institutionalized framework of archival formation 

toward a more experiential exchange of knowledge and affect. The community 

engagement of Newman and his team with individuals and organizations to procure 

objects and information for the piece is an embodiment of the sharing and passing on of 

history, in a personally inflected and Survivor driven context. The transfer of knowledge 

in this case can be seen as transformative, each transaction of an object represents an 

experience shared between individuals, but also an experience for the giver and the 
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archive independently. The breadth of the process—between the team, families, and 

‘thousands’ of individuals—has offered a widespread but intimate exchange associated 

with reconciliation.  

However, the ongoing life of the object within the National Research Centre, and 

the digital ossification of the transactions between the team and former residential school 

students has the very real potential of being coopted into the normative discourse of 

reconciliation and the limited recognition of certain kinds of experience and difference. 

Referenced within the field of healing, reconciliation and survival, the Blanket’s meaning 

can be coopted. As it seeks to honour and archive former students experiences and 

commemorate a particular period in the history of settler colonialism in Canada, the 

blanket could reinforce the violence perpetuating isolation of critical inquiry to the Indian 

Residential School system, as opposed to the overarching violence of colonization. An 

introductory video, featured on the Blanket’s website and reiterated on the Indiegogo 

campaign site exemplifies the problems with this limited narrative. The video opens with 

the words, “How would you feel if someone came and took your child?” The phrase is 

clearly meant to evoke the severity and intensity of the violence of the IRS. It evokes the 

universal with an essentialized notion of the primal sanctity of the relationship between a 

parent and a child. Playing on this universalizing notion, it works to suggest the most 

basic and intense violence that can be enacted upon a human. The suggestion that we 

consider how we might feel, is a suggestion to explore the wild reactions that we might 

have to such a thing: calling to mind myriad affective and emotional responses. It’s a 

rhetorical trope, intended to evoke empathy in the viewer. However, by employing a 

universalizing notion of human relationships, focussing on the parent and the child, it 



 

	 170	

threatens to confuse the scope and specificity of the issue. The forced and coerced 

removal of children from their family homes is not the sole violation of IRS. It was 

among the most horrible of effects. At its core, the originary violence of the Indian 

Residential School is that in its racist policy aimed at the eradication and assimilation of 

diverse and distinct Aboriginal groups. 

By focusing on how the viewer might feel about having his or her child taken 

away, the outrage is centred on the emotional tyranny of the experience, rather than on 

the abhorrent political reality that begot it—the same political reality that threatens to 

perpetuate similar violence through the official denial and ignorance of climbing 

incarceration rates and the horrifying numbers of missing and murdered Aboriginal 

women in Canada. Likewise, the focus remains on the horror of the loss, rather than the 

‘who’ or the ‘why’: “How would you feel if someone came took your child away.” The 

phrase belies a denial at the heart of the entire TRC. The perpetrators, though protected, 

are not unknown; they are simply unnamed. We know the unified who, and we certainly 

know the why. Similarly, the promise of a “true story of what happened,” furthers the 

false historicization of racist policy, and it also extends the pseudojudicial metaphor of 

the TRC, the unhelpful assumption that ‘we can get to the bottom of this’ even though we 

base the entire investigation on a refusal to consider certain facts and ongoing realities.  

Conclusions  

Belcourt and Newman’s works are both engaged in normative commemorative 

strategies, as well as community-oriented commemorative projects. Despite divergent 

roots—Belcourt’s in distinctively federal efforts and ossified liberal (literal) structures, 

and Newman’s in a personal effort cum community project—both works are 
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simultaneously preoccupied by the popular discourse of reconciliation and the more 

specific goals and shared systems of meaning and understanding within the communities 

they serve. Both works demonstrate the ambiguity and potential limitations of engaging 

in a large-scale commemorative effort. By laying down relatable or recognizable 

histories, these works can be read in conversation with the sanctioned or sanitized history 

of IRSs associated with the discourse of redress. Belcourt’s work, as explored, can be 

read as embodying Indigenous consent and participation in the structuring act of 

recognition: that is, recognition as a naming or identifying principle that classifies and 

compels subjection even as it acknowledges. Imbricated within the literal structure of 

hegemony, Belcourt’s work in particular is a prime example of the complexity and 

precarity of Indigenous political action. We must understand the function of this work 

within Rickard’s notion of visual sovereignty to avoid an overly determinist view of 

what’s possible in such a collaboration. Rickard calls us to be more aware of the subtle 

politics of self-representation in the context of Indigeneity. Similarly, Butler’s notion of 

recognisability calls attention to the varying registers in which a work such as this can 

function. What is recognizable within a normative Canadian imaginary is Indigenous 

participation and cultural inclusion. But simultaneously to the viewer for whom settler 

colonial belonging has always been precarious, for whom liberal cosmology is a system 

but not a truth, Giniigaaniimenaaning is an assertion of ongoing Indigenous connection 

to place, and a depiction of the despicable effect of federal policy. Similarly, Newman’s 

work is recognizably complicit within the discourse of reconciliation. The healing logic 

of the work, and the interpersonal appeal of universalized experiences of family and 

suffering do not trouble the sanctioned history of IRSs and the recognizability of settler 
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colonial violence. However, Newman’s methods and approaches to the work reflect a 

commitment to the respect and continuation of the knowledge and locally specific 

histories that formulate the foundation of the works.  

visual sovereignty, recognizability, and alterity 

The specificities of Indigenous peoples within western settler legal apparatuses 

are unique and distinctive. However, their example offers important insights into the 

general structure of recognition logic and the way in which it constructs subjection and 

alterity. By indicating the conditions of possibility—existing knowledges or a priori 

assumptions—implicit in the recognizing gaze, Butler’s recognizability theorizes alterity 

more fully. That is, recognizability reveals the complex and elliptical possibilities for 

alternative ways of viewing by demystifying the predisposition to apperception and the 

reification of existing truths. Thus, asserting the conditionality of recognition, 

recognizability leaves important room for the alternate worldviews or ways of seeing. 

The notion of visual sovereignty reveals the crux of what’s at stake in the normative gaze 

of recognition: the subject/object dichotomy or a subjectifying view of alterity. 

Giniigaaniimenaaning (Looking Forward) illustrates the divergent registers of 

recognizability within a shared field of political exchange. The duality represented in 

Belcourt’s Anishinaabemowin and English name for the work relates the concurrent but 

not competing narratives of identity and relationships to the Apology. Belcourt’s 

strategies in representing the history embody an expression of visual sovereignty. 

Belcourt’s participation in a state-legitimizing process and the inclusion of 

representations of Aboriginal culture as a representative of inclusion and even consent is 

essentializing and reductive. However that essentialism is strategic on her part: affording 
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her the opportunity to characterize the commemoration according to her own reception of 

the Apology, into a wider Indigenous cosmology that subverts the determinacy of settler 

colonial invasion and liberal hegemony. The ongoing work of Indigenous autonomy and 

continuity is a formidable resource for subverting subjection to many expressions of 

power and structures of domination. 256 By sourcing, analysing, and learning from 

Indigenous self-representation and self-determination, we can better understand the 

structures of hegemony and therefore the potential for externalities and alternate political 

subjectivities. This notion of recognizability and particularly the example of 

Indigenous/settler political interfaces tease open the problematic of mis /recognition—

that alterity can never actually be fully perceived or recognized except along existing 

lines of history and affiliation.  

																																																								
256 “I argue that Indigenous people globally do have something very important to 
contribute on the cusp of the twenty-first century. We have densely packed 
cultural survival kits that transfer knowledge from one generation to the next, 
despite unremitting attempts at genocide, culturalcide, and other forms of political 
and philosophical erasure. Native communities or nations have something the 
world needs to know about: the insight of continuity.” Jolene Rickard, “The Local 
and the Global,” Vision, Space, Desire: Global Perspectives and Cultural 
Hybridity (2006). 66. 



 

	 174	

	



 

	 175	

Chapter Three: locating history in IRS photography 

The redress of IRS history in Canada has included the instrumentalization and 

resignification of the archival photography of the period. Black and white images of the 

schools, classrooms, and activities of children and staff have circulated through media 

representations of redress process, through educational didactics, and through increasing 

artistic engagement with the images. Photography can be understood as an instrument of 

coloniality.257 Representing a concretization of the categorizing, classifying 

anthropological eye of colonial governance, photography is deeply imbricated in the 

production of race as a concept and structure in the context of coloniality. Briefly, then, I 

offer an explanation of the relationship between coloniality and photography, particularly 

as it relates to the representation of IRSs. I look at the work of Haudenausonee 

photographer and curator Jeff Thomas, who worked alongside the Library and Archives 

Canada and the Aboriginal Healing Foundation, to produce Where are the Children? a 

mobile exhibition of archival photographs. Thomas intervenes in the normative framing 

and representation of IRS photographs in a way that creates room for dialogue and 

Indigenous storytelling. Thomas’ methodologies decentralize the authority of the 

historical lens and call attention to the missing voices of children and students, while also 

creating a meeting place for narrative sharing and memory mapping with the images. 

																																																								
257 Sherry Farrell Racette, “Returning Fire, Pointing the Canon: Aboriginal 
Photography as Resistance,” The cultural work of photography in Canada (2011); 
Jane Lydon, “‘Behold the Tears’: Photography as Colonial Witness,” History of 
Photography 34, no. 3 (2010); Rickard, “Visualizing Sovereignty in the Time of 
Biometric Sensors.”; Rickard, “Resistance Narratives: Artistic Survivals as 
Evidence.”; “The Local and the Global.”; Hulleah J Tsinhnahjinnie, “When Is a 
Photograph Worth a Thousand Words,” Photography’s other histories (2003); 
Marianne Riphagen, “Calling the Shots: Aboriginal Photographies Edited by Jane 
Lydon Canberra,” Oceania 85, no. 1 (2015). 
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Thomas’ approach to the images illustrates a view that the photographs function as 

artefact or tether to place and time and as a connection point for relationships, kinship, 

and culture.  

Thomas’ early excavation of the archive has resulted in a proliferation of these 

specific images through contemporary institutional and artistic engagement with IRS 

photographs. I consider two examples of engagement with WAC images: the work of 

Siksika artist Adrian Stimson, who engages with images from his home territory through 

playful and evocative reproduction, and the IRS TRC’s use of historical photographs and 

contemporary photography in the media and graphic design for the institution and events. 

I use these examples to explore the development of the discourse of reconciliation 

through the reproduction and reinterpretation of key images, as well as through divergent 

epistemological locations of the images within institutional or artistic and Indigenous 

frameworks. I also consider the photographic and video-based production of artist Krista 

Belle Stewart. Stewart’s work occupies an interesting location within the discursive 

formation of reconciliation: it was part of the ‘Year of Reconciliation’ in the city of 

Vancouver and also uses compiling parts of TRC recorded video testimony. Stewart’s 

work furthers Indigenous theories of the image and archive by evidencing connection to 

place, kinship, and continuance. Likewise, all three artists draw conspicuous attention to 

framing through critical engagement with historical photography and normative archival 

representations of Indigeneity. These artists offer nuanced and creative engagements with 

photography which tease apart the truth claims of photography: calling attention to the 

dubious narrative of normative representations while also implicating the other locations, 
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applications, or functions of photography in relationship to mapping Indigenous ways of 

being through land/location, kinship, and the framing of heritage.  

colonial gaze 

The photographic image and representation have held an important place in the 

formation of coloniality and colonial governance. The representation of the ‘other’ and 

representations of Indigeneity are a key component of settler colonial invasion. The 

anthropological, ethnographic image of the Indigenous other functions as an important 

tool for the classification of alterity and the representation of Indigenous identity in a way 

that both fetishizes identity and culture as well as historicises and therefore destabilizes 

those categories through normative notions of authenticity founded in proximity to 

traditional behaviours. Jolene Rickard’s argues for an understanding of the photographic 

image as a tool in the apparatus of the state: “Photography of native subjects in the 19th 

century were intricately tied to the desire of the US government to undermine Native 

authority and autonomy.”258 In her work, Rickard relates the way in which Native 

American is created as a category and stereotype through the work of this historical 

period of photography. These stereotypes work not only to reinforce racist hierarchies, 

they also “satisfied 19th century angst over the loss of the natural world in the face of 

progress. “259 She refers to this kind of work, likely most popularly known through the 

work of Edward Curtis, as the photographic salvage project: a period in which the 

vanishing race mythologies were popularized through representations of diverse 

Indigenous ways of being through a distinctly colonial ethnographic lens. These same 

																																																								
258 Rickard, “Resistance Narratives: Artistic Survivals as Evidence.” 58. 
259 Ibid. 58. 
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stereotypes work to undermine Indigeneity through the widespread adoption of normative 

visual representations of authenticity and tradition, which are mistaken for Indigeneity 

itself. Sherry Farrell Racette argues, “the most damaging and persistent aspects of photo-

colonialism have been its nostalgic celebration of ‘vanishing race’ and the authority given 

to its representations.”260 The importance of the myth of the vanishing race, which 

functions only through the identification of that race according to problematic notions of 

tradition and authenticity, is in its work to displace Indigenous populations and vacate 

settle-able land.  

Similarly, IRS photography worked to legitimate settler colonial claims to place 

and entitlement to ‘empty’ land. IRS photography worked within the epistemology of the 

settler archive to document and narrate the humanitarian relationship between settlers and 

Indigenous communities. The existing archival photography of the schools functioned as 

an archival representation of the “rise and progress” of a liberal nation. It conveys a 

narrative of domination and assimilation, but inflected with the tone of religious morality 

and cultural superiority. The schools were considered a necessary part of the project of 

the nation: ‘killing the Indian in the child’ and drawing the Indigenous population in the 

mainstream Canadian economy and society as a means of displacing their historical title 

to the land and disassembling their cultural and spiritual community with the land. The 

work of Sister Liliane, a nun working in the IRS system, illustrates the narrative function 

of IRS photography in sustaining settler colonial legitimacy. Figure 9 depicts a classroom 

scene: children writing and reading at their desks, one child in the process of doing 

something at the blackboard, and two children in the center of the room, clipping hair 

																																																								
260 Farrell Racette, “Returning Fire, Pointing the Canon: Aboriginal Photography 
as Resistance.”79. 
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under the supervision of a nun. At first vantage, there’s little to differentiate this image 

from the wider genre of school photography.261 Certainly when read within the context of 

its time, the image is not unique. The image relates from a personal, almost intimate 

perspective, the standard representation of a school classroom. All the children are busied 

in relatively typical classroom tasks and the teacher/nun is smiling, friendly. The 

representation of the children within the schools, engaged in standard, civilized behaviour 

epitomizes the goal of assimilation and integration. The image is contrasted against the 

contemporaneous understanding of Indigeneity as inherently backward. 

 
figure 8. “An Aboriginal boy having his hair cut”, 1960, Library and Archives Canada. Photographer 

Sister Liliane. 

																																																								
261 As Angel and Wakeham point out, within the archive, there is little to 
differentiate many of the school images from the larger genre of school 
photography. Eds. Robinson and Martin., Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic 
Action in and Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 95. 



 

	 180	

 

figure 9. Children praying to newly arrived statue of French St. Mary, 1931, University of Saskatchewan 
archives. Photographer unknown. 
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figure 10. “Eskimos watch landing of helicopter from C.G.S. “C.D. Howe” Eastern Arctic Patrol 
Vessel, at Arctic Bay, N.W.T.,” 1951, Library and Archives Canada, image credit W. Doucette, National 
Film Board of Canada. 

The logic of assimilation and the draw of modernity centred upon this notion of 

the superiority of Western ways of being and white supremacy. The ethnocentrism of IRS 

brought not only the religious values of the engaged sects, but also a Eurocentric 

hierarchy of cultures and values. Figure 10 is captioned “children praying to newly 

arrived statue of French St. Mary-1931.” The image depicts a number of children looking 
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up at and worshipping a relatively small, Caucasian Mary placed high above their heads 

on a crate stamped “statues.” The statue is seemingly perched upon its own shipping 

container, in front of the school. This detail captures immediacy or urgency about the 

worship of the statue. It relates a moment the photographer found important, worth 

documenting. The caption emphasizes the important details: a statue from the cultural 

centre and historically religious country of France has arrived, and the students are 

beaconed to acknowledge it, pray to it immediately, in the grass where it has arrived. The 

image is meant to capture the good work of the schools, the triumph of western 

evangelism, progress, and culture. Figure 11, from 1951 conveys the progress of 

modernity through technology and innovation. This image is incredible, almost 

otherworldly, the tiny, dragonfly like, helicopter sits dwarfed on the beach in the vast, 

immense landscape. The hills, and even the four Inuit standing in the foreground, eclipse 

its tiny stature. The glassy surface of the vessel would have been new and extremely 

technologically advanced at the time. Its placement amid the vastness of the space and 

the four figures—represented here divorced from their own community and technologies, 

aside from their clothing—contrasts with the helicopter. The space-age plane is 

contrasted against the wilderness and the seemingly solitary figures in traditional 

clothing. The image positions the people alone on a landscape that is framed as 

uninhabited, empty, while the plane is tethered in the contemporaneous viewer’s mind to 

the modern western world that it comes from. The image embodies the beacon of 

modernity, evolution, and progress associated with the settler colonial displacement 

through assimilation.  
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Photography in the context of the IRS system was instrumental in sustaining the 

ideology associated with the policies and practices of the schools. The images work to 

represent, indeed to construct Indigenous identity in three ways. The images work to 

demonstrate the wild, or uncivilized, inferiority of Indigenous populations. This 

representation of an undesirable Indigeneity asserts the importance, or illustrates the need 

for the IRS schools and assimilative initiatives. The images work to represent an 

idealized outcome of assimilation, or Indigenous children or people or are outwardly or 

visibly ascribing to western values through the adoption of standardized clothing, 

activities, and even affective engagement—smiles, contentment, etc. These images are 

inscribed with a biopolitical narrative of racialized bodies and identities often demarcated 

through cultural signifiers. The construction of Indigenous populations and the 

Indigenous individual as a “category of knowledge”262 included the signification of 

cultural and visual tropes. Regalia, long hair, and non-western clothing or technologies 

worked within these images to represent the negative, ‘wild’ or uncivilized Indigenous 

others. While representations of western identity through technology, dress, and 

surroundings was used to embody values of progress, modernity, and ‘civilization.’  

																																																								
262 Featherstone, in Adams-Campbell, Falzetti, and Rivard, “Introduction: 
Indigeneity and the Work of Settler Archives.” 109. 
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figure 11. “Thomas Moore, Regina Indian Industrial School,” 1897, Library and archives Canada, 
Saskatchewan, Department of Indian Affairs Annual Report.  

The genre of before and after photography encapsulates these values. These 

images use the visual tropes of assimilation to represent the success of programming and 

institutions in transforming the Indigenous population. A well-known example is the IRS 

student Thomas Moore (Figure 12). A typical example of before and after photography, 

we can see that in the before image, the little boy is represented not in everyday clothing, 

but in regalia and elaborate costuming. His hair is braided and dressed with decorative 

details and he wears strings of beads. In the image he stands leaning against what appears 

to be a fur draped over something, and in his hand he holds what might be a pistol. In the 

‘after’ image, the boy’s long hair is shorn. He wears plain clothing of a western, 

institutional style, and black leather shoes. He leans against a stone wall, upon which a 

potted plant rests. The caption reads: “Thomas Moore before and after his entrance into 

the Regina Indian Residential School in Saskatchewan, 1874.” The image conveys the 

transformation, or transplantation of the child, from ‘Indian’ on and of the land, to 
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‘civilized,’ and institutional. The purely visual representation of this ‘change’ is meant to 

connote a deeper, more substantial amalgamation of the Indigenous subject with the 

western settler colonial trajectory. The image, like the schools, is intended to assuage 

anxieties about Indigenous presence on the land, and represent the successful 

displacement of the population, making way for settler colonial belonging. Much as 

Rickard argues of institutional photography in the 19th century United States, IRS 

photographs of this kind paralleled the stereotypifying images of wild and authentic 

‘savages,’ by giving a sense of security, confinement, and the efficacy of regulation.263 

IRS redress and archival photography  

In the process of IRS redress and official reconciliation, archival photography of 

the IRS has been revisited and recontextualized with the contemporary discourse of 

reconciliation. Many of the same images of classrooms and schools have been 

instrumentalized in mainstream media discussions of the issue. Archival photography 

was used in the educational and didactic resources pieced together by the Legacy of Hope 

Foundation and the Aboriginal Healing Foundation. These historical representations of 

the schools have also been used as illustrations in the official redress structures, through 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission media and publications. The images play a key 

role in the representation of the schools despite their apparent lack of plurality or critical 

viewpoints. The images were initially formed as the settler colonial record of the schools 

and therefore are representative of the photographer’s views: meant to capture the schools 

as they functioned without any overt critique. As we have seen in the figures discussed 

above, the images worked within a settler colonial narrative of progress and modernity, 

																																																								
263 Rickard, “Resistance Narratives: Artistic Survivals as Evidence.” 59. 
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but without that critical understanding. One of the more obvious limitations of the images 

is not representing the children’s views or experiences, which are now being sought out 

and shared through the redress and testimonial processes.  

In part, the use of the photographs to represent the IRS history comes out of an 

ongoing relationship between the discourse of human rights and photography. Since the 

Second World War, there has been a flourish of scholarly writing around memory and the 

photograph. This truth claim of photography has implicated photography and images in 

notions of truth or accountability.264 Recently, scholars have argued that the notion of 

photographic documentation has been central to building a human rights regime.265 

Drawing on Barthes, Marianne Hirsch argues that we look to images to authenticate a 

traumatic past. While they create a sense of having been there, of something having 

happened, they simultaneously create a distance, an obscurity and unreality about the 

histories they represent.266 In this sense, historical images evidence the past, but they also 

authenticate the passage of time since that moment: the difference between then and now. 

This particular characteristic of historical photography is complicated by contested or 

competing histories. In the context of IRS history, IRS images authenticate the notion 

that there were, in fact, IRSs. However the constructedness of the frame, the control of 

those histories, and the notion of authorship are deeply imbricated in an understanding of 

those images. While the images authenticate a past of the schools, they do little to overtly 

																																																								
264 R. Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1981). 
265 Angel and Wakeham Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. Eds. Robinson and 
Martin, reference and dialogue with Sharon Sliwinski’s Human Rights In Camera. 
Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2011. Print.  
266 M. Hirsch, “The Generation of Postmemory,” POETICS TODAY 29, no. 1 
(2008). 116.  
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represent the transgressions of the past. Just as the historical images relied upon the 

representation of cultural tropes and their disappearance through assimilation to signify 

progress, contemporary readings of the images rely upon the visual recognition of this 

disappearance and a re-categorization of that phenomena as negative. The truth claim of 

these images is then troubling as well then because of what they don’t depict. The use of 

the images to authenticate or represent the history reinforces the normative notion of 

photographic evidence, and does nothing to trouble or destabilize the settler way of 

looking. Using the images to represent the history, as fact, rather than as a way of 

looking, or lens, leaves untroubled hegemonic assumptions about truth, lenses, and 

authority. 

adorning the wall of silence: ‘Where are the Children?’ 

The Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF) responded to their mandate to address 

the ‘legacy of Indian Residential School’ abuses with a focus on education and 

research.267 As many sources point out,268 before the public accusations of former 

																																																								
267 This focus on education reflects an ongoing trend in both the policy-based 
recommendations for approaching the history, as well as the echoing the voices of 
numerous Indigenous communities and groups. Education has been relatively 
uniformly cited as a strategy for redressing residential school history: ex. The 
TRC’s recommendations; the AFNs requests; the pledge of Canadian university; 
curriculum based changes and approaches to addressing racism at a school level; 
the educational credits offered to students and their families; the teach-ins that 
have figured centrally to the Idle No More movement; the resurgent teaching of 
Indigenous and Aboriginal traditional ways of being and working in communities 
across Canada. All this focus on education does reflect what the IRS ideology 
predicted in the first place, which is that transformation comes from information: 
changes can happen with children and youth, as well as committed students of any 
age.  
268 Jeff Thomas interview. Legacy of Hope, 100 Years of Loss / the Residental 
School System in Canada. Spear, Full Circle: The Aboriginal Healing Foundation 
and the Unfinished Work of Hope, Healing and Reconciliation. 
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residential schools and Phil Fontaine’s famous words, there was a relative wall of silence 

surrounding people’s memories and experiences in IRS. Even after the story began to be 

told in public forums, in many cases it was still shrouded with silence and suppression 

within individual communities and families. In order for people to begin to heal as the 

government so designed, they had to first learn about this part of the history. The 

Aboriginal Healing Foundation Charitable Organization, which later became the better-

known Legacy of Hope Foundation,269 began to put together learning and educational 

resources for communities and Canadians. One of the earliest ambassadors of IRS history 

to communities in Canada was the Where are the Children? (WAC) exhibition, curated 

by Jeff Thomas, a Haundenosaunee artist, photographer, and curator. In order to develop 

some of the educational resources that would be required for before any reconciliation 

could happen in communities, and to disperse some of the private funding that was 

coming in via donations, the AHF formed a charitable institution, which was distinct but 

largely dependant on the AHF.270 It was later renamed the Legacy of Hope Foundation 

(LHF). The AHF, the LHF, and the National Archives of Canada, now known as Library 

and Archives Canada, came together with curator Jeff Thomas to develop a photo 

exhibition, which would travel around to communities and begin to populate the silence 

surrounding IRS experience, by teaching the history.  

																																																								
269 Full Circle: The Aboriginal Healing Foundation and the Unfinished Work of 
Hope, Healing and Reconciliation. 
270 According to the Full Circle institutional history, the hope was that the Legacy 
of Hope Foundation would be able to develop independently and continue its 
work after the mandate of the AHF was finished. 
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figure 12. Where Are the Children? installation at the Tom Tompson Art Gallery in Owen Sound, 

2009, Legacy of Hope Foundation.  
 

Where are the Children? debuted in 2002, at the National Archives of Canada. It 

has since travelled to dozens of communities across Canada and the United States. As a 

travelling exhibition it is a large-scale installation of 118 archival photos, didactic text 

panels, maps, classroom paraphernalia, and government documents. It represents more 

than 125 years of the chronological development, implementation and effects of IRSs. 

The exhibition is organized into various stages meant to represent the process of 

residential schooling, as well as to teach viewers about colonization, reading 

photography, assimilation, and offer some positive role models of IRS students who have 

experienced trauma but have also lead exemplary lives that convey personal success, 

education, and community engagement. Since it began touring, WAC has been expanded 

into a mobile application and two different iterations of interactive websites, each 

offering expanded commentary and content.  

Extending the mandate to educate, the job that Thomas was given was to develop 

an exhibition that would educate about IRS using only historical documents and 

photography. When I interviewed Jeff Thomas about the exhibition in 2012, he stated 

that the only real mandate he was given was to use historical photographs to address the 
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ongoing silence surrounding IRSs, to educate communities about the history, and in 

doing these things, to address some of the intergenerational effects of the schools. The 

intention was never to fully articulate the experience of the schools according to the 

students. It was, rather, to tell the truth of the goals and reality of the schools, so that 

former IRS students would have a foundation upon which to share their own stories and 

against which the narrative of history could be cast. In order to show the constructedness 

of the archive—the settler archive functions along existing normative narratives of settler 

colonial knowledges—the exhibition had also to work toward dismantling the ‘truth 

claims’ of photography. The mandate to use solely historical photography reflects an 

understanding of the truth claim of photography and the importance of photographic 

evidence. At the very least, the historical photography might be curated but still imply 

veracity, while any other constructed didactic might more readily reveal its artifice. This 

same logic however, is what makes the photographs so potentially dangerous, when taken 

as truth, at face value, with no explanation regarding construction and context. The 

challenge then, for Thomas, was to be able to rely the images as evidence of the history, 

in a way that would still call attention to their constructed framing.  

Thomas’ methods 

Self-taught as a photographer and as a curator, Jeff Thomas has sought 

Indigenous methods and conventions for dealing with the power of the photographic 

image and the construction of the gallery space as a location of community. Thomas 

shared that for him, the work was a “unique” opportunity to create something specifically 

for Indigenous communities. He came by the job through a connection with a friend, 

having already done work with the archives, labeling photographs that contained 
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Aboriginal people or cultural artefacts—some of which he would use a starter point for 

beginning the challenging process of piecing something together for WAC. His mandate 

as a curator was to populate or help to articulate a lack of Indigenous expression, an 

absence in the historical the representation of IRSs: 

I was thinking about re-purposing photographs and the dilemma of how do you 
begin to work with that void, that doesn’t exist. When I first started working in 
photography, one of the first things that I began doing was looking for 
predecessors who were First Nations, and I was shocked to find out that there 
were none. At least in terms of the recognized archival collections, and the early 
practitioners, none of them were First Nations. So you kind of had to start from 
scratch, and that’s what I was interested in, was that missing voice. 

Thomas marks an absence of Indigenous knowledges overly expressed in the archive. 

Where he searched to find a First Nations role model or predecessor, he found only the 

work of non-Indigenous photographers photographing Aboriginal people. Still, drawn to 

historical photographs, Thomas has spent much his work engaging with archival 

photography. In his own work, Thomas has come back consistently to the work of Curtis. 

This incredible resourcefulness is at the heart of Thomas’ artistic praxis and critical 

methodology. As an Indigenous producer from a colonized context, he works within the 

confined and limitations of a censored history, using what he can find to expand the 

existing archive and condition his contemporary work. He states that for him “they come 

alive.”271 He told me that in working on WAC, he was searching for something closer to 

“an Indigenous philosophy.” In finding a way to curate this exhibition this meant he had 

to find a connection with the present.  

He was concerned that people would look at the pictures and see them as “part of 

the past,” which, he reminds, is the same way people think about IRSs: people believe 

that they are part of the past and not directly connected to the present. His goal, as a 

																																																								
271 Thomas, “Personal Interview on Where Are the Children?.” 
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curator was to make the images speak to experiences and issues today. Thomas states that 

the challenge lay in finding the “right photographs”: 

I had to put on a presentation for the people at the archives and for the healing 
foundation. They wanted to see what I had found so far. So, I went up to 
Gatineau—where they have all the archives now—and laid out all the material. 
People just kind of walked through and had these blank faces, you know. It was 
like... you could see that they were like, “is this all there is?” So right from the 
start, there was this concern about convincing people at the foundation that I 
could make these photographs work.  

Thomas gestures here toward the expectation that the photographs might directly 

represent the difficult histories. The confusion experienced when looking at the images 

without the curated context that Thomas would develop for them reflects the subversive 

normativity of the classroom images. Without explanation, the images do not overtly read 

as representing ‘wrongs’; rather, they represent what can be understood as one of the 

more banal faces of evil. Even these early viewers, individuals who are aware of the IRS 

history, who know former student accounts and experiences, and some of whom may 

even be former students themselves, search the images for overt expressions of violence.  

In order to compensate for the absences in the archive, Thomas used limited 

didactics, contextual policy quotations, and interactive educational components to make 

the photographs “come alive.” In order to explain his approach to captioning the 

photographs, and speaking to the void in the archive, Thomas told me this story. Despite 

the length of the quotation, I want Thomas’ words to relate his curatorial process.  

I worked for the archive in 1994. At that time, my job was a contract to write 
captions—words like “papoose” and “red skins,” and stuff like that. So, there are 
about 100 photographs in that database with captions that I wrote for them. They 
kept the original inscriptions, so they’re there side by side. One of the archivists 
said, you have to look at this new acquisition that we have. It was called 
“Industrial School Album Number 2.” It was an old photo album of black and 
white photographs. It showed some of the North West Rebellion, 1885: some of 
the Cree and some of the Blackfoot. Then it went through and showed the 
photographs of various schools across Canada. It was kind of like a tour. I 
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remember that there was a note on one of the photographs that said “See Sessional 
Report 1886, page 340 something.” I remembered looking for that. When I got the 
contract for working on the exhibition, I went back to the industrial school album 
to use it as a format for the exhibition. I looked up that page. I found the sessional 
reports, which are… basically, every year, all the departments file reports. Indian 
Affairs did the same thing. Towards the end of the century they had those 
[reports] broken up into two sections: the reserves and the schools. These notes 
took me directly to the residential school that was pictured in the photo album. It 
detailed all the information about that school. At that time, the deputy super 
intendant was this guy, named Hayter Reed. He was a real bastard. He did a lot of 
bad things, to the North West rebellion. Now, he was in charge of the whole 
affair, of aboriginal children. I was reading through, and he had a lot of really 
important things to say, in terms of how the government saw their work. That’s 
when I realized, people were looking at Residential Schools through newspaper 
reports, TV reports, and things like that. They weren’t getting the history. They 
weren’t getting the link to why those schools existed in the first place: What the 
mindset that actually put those schools into place. It was the colonialism and the 
racism that comes along with it, and the need to assimilate or ‘deal’ with the 
Indian problem. I started thinking: I can start adding quotes to the exhibition. One 
thing let to another and I started looking at quotes that I could add. Basically, you 
would have the photo and you would have a quote from a government official of 
the time.  

Thomas describes his own following of the archival trail, discovering the discourse of 

IRSs during their own time: the way that they were justified and explained away. He 

marks that the redress movement is based in a similar, contemporaneous framing of the 

issue, divorced from the politics and popular rhetoric that facilitated their being, and 

immersed in a new discourse, new politics and new rhetoric. Thomas reflects in his own 

understanding how key the complimentary documents are in generating a complete 

‘picture’ of the period and in understanding the complete frame of the images themselves. 

By framing the photographs within the racist rhetoric of the era, the viewer is invited to 

see the image as it was historically designed—to represent a successful program of 

assimilation and colonization—as well as through their own contemporary reading of 

what that means in todays context—how assimilation and colonization might contribute 

to our contemporary views.  
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figure 13. “Looking onto Jesus- a class in penmanship at the Red Deer Indian industrial school, red 

deer Alberta,”1914 or 1919. United Church of Canada Archives.  
 

Using quotations and policy documents of the time, Thomas frames the historical 

photographs within the rhetoric of their original audience. An example of this 

comparative framing of images with quotations, Figure 14, reveals the productiveness of 

Thomas’ method. The image depicts female and male students practicing their writing on 

a blackboard, all in a row. The line of ‘ooo’’s underscores the seemingly gargantuan 

words that hang above their heads: “LOOKING UNTO JESUS. Heb. 12.2.” The 

photograph is ambiguous on its own. The words above the board seem to override the 

whole visual landscape, while the students practicing cursive, facing into the unending 

lines of ‘ooo’’s stand almost in ironic contrast to the idea of looking unto, as they stare 

into a wall. In WAC, the image is paired with the following excerpt from Geo. H. 

Hogbin, Principal272 

 Daily service is held morning and evening, at which all inmates of the institution 
are expected to be present. The usual Sunday services, such as in any country 
church, are held. [...] Our aim is to make them good Christian men, men of action, 
men of thought; we try to teach them habits of self-dependence, not to be always 

																																																								
272 Vol. XXXIV, no. 11, 1900, Moral and Religious Training, p. 352: REPORT 
ON THE CALGARY INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL 



 

	 195	

waiting to be told what to do, but to think for themselves, and we attempt to show 
them the beauty of a good life, well and usefully lived. 

The quotation elaborates on the photograph, while the fact that it is a quotation from the 

existing archive works within the confines of the ‘truth claims’ of the archival 

documentation. Referring to the children as inmates draws obvious parallels between the 

schools and prisons, detention centres, or punitive structures. The label cultivates an 

awareness of how the function of the institutions were understood, even by the people 

who ran them: that is, not as homes, or even schools, but as institutions whose retention 

and disciplinary structures might resemble those of other disciplinary institutions.273 

However, here, it seems that Thomas leans into the potential for a contemporary reading 

of the term. Reading ‘inmate’ according to its current application, it suggests not only the 

punitive or disciplinary relationship that the students had with the institutions, and the 

way in which the institutional ideology represented ‘Indianness’ as something to be 

corrected, it also liaises the IRS with current punitive entities. It reflects the comparable 

effect of IRS, as we are popularly coming to understand them now, with the less explored 

effects and function of other legitimized institutions, such as prisons, child services, 

education, and some conventions around health care, which arguably continue the now 

delegitimized work of the IRS, via legitimized avenues of legislating and disciplining 

Indigenous people and bodies.  

In addition to the languaging around students embodied in the use of the word 

inmate, the quotation also echoes and conditions other readings of the photograph. For 

instance, ‘the usual Sunday service, such as in any country church would be held’ 

																																																								
273 I do not mean to offer insight into the actual meaning or intention of the 
speaker, the principle in this case. Arguably ‘inmate’ might have been a term 
more widely used at the term of the century to refer to anyone who living or 
worked in a given institution. 
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suggests that the schools are trying to create a ‘normal’ settler lifestyle for the students. 

The pastoral image of any country church, recalls a wholesome equality in treatment and 

approach. This is mirrored in the goal of creating “good Christian men,” and the idea of 

“showing them the beauty of a good life, well and usefully lived.” The irony of course, is 

in the depiction of this good and useful life, we see the children standing, facing the wall, 

framed by the overwhelming weight of the letters JESUS. The image is decided void of 

beauty, the room spare, and the clothes plain. Even the letters of the overbearing poster 

are sans-serif, all capitals, insistent and utilitarian. The wholesomeness of a country 

existence is nowhere to be seen in a room, where the children are faced to the wall, 

inside, and practicing circles. In particular, the idea of a life usefully lived, or ‘men of 

action, seems contrasted against this the circles they draw, which seem to reflect a loop 

they are caught in. “LOOKING UNTO JESUS,” the children in the image do not appear 

to be being taught “habits of self-dependence, not to be always waiting to be told what to 

do, but to think for themselves.” Indeed, this line, more than any seems to contrast 

against any image in which you can see the hair shorn from the children, the clothing that 

their parents gave them swapped out for grey or black uniforms, and their hands busy 

inscribing the language and script which they are legal compelled to learn. 

Trying to furnish an understanding of assimilative ideology subverts the existing 

principles of absorption and multiculturalism that lie at the heart of a logic of healing and 

the mandate of closing a historical chapter. Given the residue of colonial rhetoric in 

present-day Canada, assimilation is still not necessarily widely understood as a 

destructive thing. The word itself might be charged and bear negative connotations, but 

there is still popular confusion around the meaning. The view that Aboriginal people in 
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Canada would benefit from equal opportunity—to buy, live, work and be just like other 

Canadians—is widely held. However this is a less overt but still deeply violent argument 

for assimilation. Many current policies when read critically, still echo sentiments that 

Aboriginal people would be better off being absorbed into mainstream Canadian society, 

or the settler-affirming assumption that Aboriginal governance structures, when left to 

themselves. Arguably, many Canadians might still agree with the basic tenants of 

assimilation be it under a different name. Thomas’ illustration of the standardization of 

this kind of thinking helps to condition viewers to understand the role of ideology as it 

contributes to our political condition today.  

Story-telling and performative archive 

Given the particular challenges of this exhibition mandate, Jeff Thomas tried to 

facilitate what he calls ‘more of a story-telling’ format in order to subvert the potential 

hegemony of the institution. Strategically limiting the amount of information that he 

included in the exhibition, promoting an awareness of the flexibility of the installation for 

the communities that it would travel to, and favouring the voice and narratives of former 

residential school students within he gallery, Thomas tried to create a space for former 

IRS students to speak and share about their experiences. His view of the exhibition as a 

starting point for more important community conversations, subverts the conventional 

view of the exhibition as a teaching or informing device. Typically, it is the exhibition or 

show that is on display or conveying from object to viewer. In Thomas’ model, he tried to 

create space for the possibility that some viewers might have more to share than the 

exhibition can relate. Thomas’ method illustrates a notion of communal or collective 

knowledge production that can occur outside of or only in relation to archival 
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representations of knowledge. Thomas’ attempts to use and contribute to a ‘more 

Indigenous’ methodology differs markedly from western museum and curatorial attempts 

to grapple with similar challenges.  

In the academic discourse of memory, there is an acute focus on the function of 

photography, particularly as it related to post memory generations or the subsequent 

members of a community particularly formed by a focused event in the past. Stemming 

predominantly from a rich psychoanalytic epistemology of exchange as well as the 

fervent study of images and their effect after the holocaust of WWII, this discourse is 

based in a Western-Liberal understanding of identity and individual.274 As Marianne 

Hirsch argues, in a discussion of the WWII holocaust legacy, images have become the 

cornerstone of family memories and survivor histories. She states, “more than oral or 

written narratives, photographic images that survive massive devastation and outlive their 

subjects and owners function as ghostly revenants from an irretrievably lost past 

world.”275 She points out that there is not only an investment in images, but also a 

personal stake, “ownership,” or “guardianship” that is invested in a “living connection” 

with that past as it passes into history.276 However, in the context of “Where Are the 

Children?,” the focus of on photography is subtly shifted from viewing the image and 

archive as a truth claim or an artefact of past events to a narrative element onto which the 

lived experience of survivor memories and post generation experience should be added.  

																																																								
274 Rosanne Kennedy, Lynne Bell, and Julia Emberley, “Decolonising Testimony: 
On the Possibilities and Limits of Witnessing1,” Humanities Research 15, no. 3 
(2009). 
275 Hirsch, “The Generation of Postmemory.”115. 
276 Ibid.104. 
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Thomas used what he calls a “more Indigenous methodology” to populate the lack 

or absences in the archival representation of IRSs and to trouble the dominant narratives 

of Indigenous identity. Structuring the exhibition to illustrate the progression from home 

to school, Thomas decided that his best approach would be to create an environment in 

which former IRS students could tell their own stories about IRS experience. Thomas 

relates that, “the only mandate that I was given was that they wanted to address the 

intergenerational impact, and actually, the exhibition came about from youth asking, 

voicing their frustrations at the fact that they would ask questions—at school, or of their 

parents and grandparents—and no body would talk about it.” By putting the onus on 

former IRS students and communities to animate the gallery space and articulate their 

experiences in schools, Thomas creates a space in which productive dissonance with the 

dominant narratives of the photographs, and even the ‘healing’ language of the redress 

process, can take place. By taking the emphasis away from direct explication or didactics, 

relying on communities and encouraging interaction within the gallery space, Thomas 

subverts the subjectifying potential of creating new potentially limiting and controlled 

histories of residential school experiences.  

In thinking about the exhibition, he conveyed his sense that contemporary 

generations have been “locked in the dark” through the silence pervading the history. 

Even when often they too experienced the effects of the schools in communities, there 

was often no explanation of why that silence had developed in the first place: “for a lot of 

reasons, people were reluctant to talk. We created this space, so people could actually 

look and begin to tell their own experiences.” The way that Thomas describes his hopes 

for the exhibition are as a jumping off point, a sort of inspiration board for finding 
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traction and context for the sharing of ones own experience, as well as a reference and 

context for asking questions. Thomas placed strong emphasis on his efforts not to limit or 

curtail dialogue. He said “the idea was to create a space with just enough information for 

people to be able to talk.” This statement suggests an understanding that too much 

information, too much text, too much history, might be prescriptive or censoring. Indeed, 

the gallery itself suggests an authority or ‘reality’ that might deter conversation that does 

not directly parallel the authenticated histories, or the goals of the exhibit. Thomas states 

that the gallery can become a “space of intimidation.” Thomas is aware of the pressures 

and specificities of gallery spaces, particularly for Indigenous people; however, his hope 

was that the voices of former students would be the authority in the space.  

Thomas posits a story-telling structure as the antidote to both the silences 

shrouding residential school history as well as the silence caused by the residential school 

stricture of the personal expression and critical capacity of its students. The exhibition 

structure put the emphasis on former residential students to be “story-tellers,” because, as 

Thomas views the issue,  

that’s where the break was: because silence was such a strong part of what those 
children experienced in school. Like with any people [who] experience that type 
of oppression, how do you begin to transform them? Well, you take their voice 
away 

Thomas’ use of the word 'transform' gets at the core of the IRS’s mandate to assimilate 

and ‘kill the Indian in the child.’277 IRSs were aimed at the transformation of students’ 

																																																								
277 I use single quotations here because this oft-quoted phrase seems to have 
migrated from the American context, where an American Military officer is said 
to have stated something close to ‘kill the Indian to save the man.’ The popular 
value of the phrase in the economy of testimony and IRSs is tangible, however. 
The phrase is echoed throughout testimonies, documents, and public statements. 
And, in a sense, it rings true in the policies and practices of the schools, as 
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identities from Indigenous to mainstream Canadians, contributing to the settler structures 

of power. By transforming students’ sense of self and identity, their experience of their 

culture, it was understood that their relationship to the land and to their ways of being 

might also be transformed. That is, a new, assimilated identity might be interpellated. As 

Thomas points out, a key moment in this transformation is the devaluing and silencing of 

students’ personal expression and a deauthentification, devaluing, or even denying of 

their experiences. Students were literally silenced in the strict banning of their mother 

tongues, as well as indirectly silenced through the denigration of their cultures and the 

denial of their experiences. In this same exchange, Thomas sees an opportunity to subvert 

that transformation, or even begin to reverse it, in the cultivation and privileging of 

students’ voices in the gallery space. If students are transformed when their voices are 

taken away, they can be transformed again when their voices are restored to them. 

Thomas shared that he witnessed this time and again in the exhibition, moments when 

families would come in together and stories would start from the point of a photograph 

on the wall but develop into something much more278.  

Instead of telling the history or prescribing an experience through the didactics, 

Thomas’ curatorial methodology allows for the ambiguity of personal experience and 

shared testimonials. His choice not to tell the story, but to allow the story to unfurl risks 

																																																																																																																																																																					
evidenced by the Annual Report of Indian Affairs, 1895, quoted as an epigraph to 
chapter one. 
 
278 He shared this great story about community participation that he had witnessed 
at an installation in Winnipeg: the gallery had used a community engagement 
piece involving an interactive tree; there was also a live tree, there in the gallery 
space. In order to keep the tree alive in the windowless gallery, the RCMP 
donated a grow light that was apparently obtained during a recent raid on an 
illegal marijuana growing operation.  
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the possibility that the photographs might remain a relatively opaque to the unprepared 

viewer, but in so doing, he avoids the violence of silencing former IRS students through a 

scripted iteration of their story. For Thomas, this means looking at the curatorial moment 

in a significantly different light: “How do you make something sensitive to the 

community without putting too much in?” While WAC’s goal was to educate the 

communities, Thomas’ methods invite communities to educate themselves. Thomas’ 

method pivots on the central biopolitical production of the schools, ‘generating’ citizens, 

and ‘killing’ or ‘letting die’ an undesirable population; marking the inherent 

interpellation or even projection at the policy’s core, Thomas recognizes and facilitates a 

reconnection to the eminent knowledge within the community. The meeting space 

creating within community engagement with WAC has the potential to decentralize 

knowledge and resituate it within Indigenous social networks, families, and communities. 

Similarly, while the government’s mandated imperative of education and information can 

easily historicise the violence of the schools, Thomas’ methods subvert the potential for a 

unilateral historicization of the IRS. By encouraging former residential school students to 

articulate their experiences in a community setting, more connections can be drawn 

between the effects of IRS experience and the ongoing lives and experiences of 

Indigenous people. The intergenerational engagement acknowledges the way in which 

these histories impact the present, while the intergeneration effects help to reflect the way 

in which these legacies are functions of an ongoing colonial system.  

Thomas’ philosophy functions according to a shift in focus of this conventional 

understanding of photographs and their audiences. Instead of characterizing the exchange 

between viewer and photograph as individual, affective and transactive, he speaks of 
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function as an exchange between photograph, viewer and community. In one anecdote, 

he spoke of an interview with a friend’s grandmother, in which the grandmother 

presented photographs and stories about her experience in residential school. Present for 

the interview, the granddaughter, and friend of Thomas,’ noted afterward that she had no 

idea her family had this history. The photographs that her grandmother produced were in 

the family albums, but the exchange took place in stories. This interview occurred before 

the opening of “Where Are the Children?,” and Thomas pinpoints his post-interview 

exchange with the granddaughter as formative in his understanding of how an Indigenous 

philosophy could accommodate healing through photographs. He states, this familial 

environment “addressed that idea of healing. How do you get people to talk about things 

in a way that I think is more Indigenous in a way then it is therapeutic or going to see a 

psychiatrist ... In the original exhibition, we actually had a display case that had all the 

component for making a family photo album” (Thomas). By positing the family and 

community as central to this act of witnessing testimony through photography and 

display, Thomas adds depth to conventional perception of photography as cathartic and 

of affective exchange with art as inherently personal.  

curating an Indigenous audience 

Jeff Thomas understood that part of his mandate to create this exhibition 

specifically for Indigenous communities would mean being realistic about the 

institutional framework of the gallery and legibility of photography as a genre. Thomas 

acknowledged the fact that many of the people who he might be trying to read would be 

unfamiliar with photography as art. Where are the Children? features a section entitled 

Reading Photography that is designed to help orient the viewer in relation to the images. 
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The section features three images from the exhibition that have been blown up to a much 

larger size. The images are accompanied by text that encourages viewers to took for other 

details and consider what they might have missed, what the value of those details might 

be. This particular exercise comes later in the exhibition, and it the images that it features 

have all preceded it. The placement of this more educational component of the exhibition 

allows the viewer to form their own perceptions of the images and their relationship to 

the history before they begin to work self-consciously with this kind of visual 

signification. Arguably, it also leaves time for viewers to allow the overall historical and 

political importance—and likely even personal importance—of the exhibition to be 

metabolized before working self-consciously at the level of critical thinking. In other 

words, placing these didactic strategies later on, allows the viewer to have an affective 

experience with the content before constructing a more empirical quantitative interaction.  

 Even as Thomas is educating communities about IRS, he is simultaneously 

cultivating a critically engaged Indigenous audience, promoting a kind of artistic literacy 

and dialogue, while maintaining a respectful awareness of the dynamics of power at play 

in institutional framing. Thomas saw this as a “unique opportunity, as a curator... 

developing an exhibition specifically for the Indigenous community. It’s going to travel 

out to all those Indigenous communities.” Even though the exhibition is geared toward an 

Indigenous audience first, and curated by an Indigenous artist, the historically tenuous 

relationship between Indigenous communities and western institutions and researchers 

still casts its shadow on this exhibition. The tyranny of institutional authority, and the 

space of the gallery as a generative contributor to existing frameworks of power is a 
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reading made popular in the work of Bourdieu.279 The formulation of the gallery as a 

space of intimidation, inclusion and exclusion is not a reading unique to an Indigenous or 

even marginalized individual. However, the particular relationship between Indigenous 

communities and researchers may arguably make Indigenous individuals and 

communities more suspicious of institutional claims to authorship and representation. 280 

When we first spoke, Thomas expressed an awareness of his role as a commissioned 

curator working with a federally funded institution: he noted that some people in 

communities might have seen him as a ‘government Indian’ because he came from 

Ottawa.281 He also related his own feelings about the gallery as a space of intimidation, 

saying that even when he began his foray into the art world, he felt out of place in the 

gallery: 

It’s intimidating I mean, even for myself when I first started going to galleries, I 
was intimidated. I didn’t know the art speak, I didn’t know the people there. I 
don’t know how many times I would go to the door and turn around and not go in. 
And it’s just because it’s a space that was never really intended for Aboriginal 
people. And once you’re inside, what do you do? If you’re not familiar with 
photographs? 

It was important to Thomas—and certainly this holds with our other conversations about 

his ongoing work in outreach centres and variable locales—that the exhibition 

deconstruct some of the asymmetrical relations of power reinforced by the gallery space, 

particularly in relation to an Indigenous audience. 

In addition to trying to create an audience informed about reading photography 

and critical thinking, as engaged through the policy based didactics and another section 

																																																								
279Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction : A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1984). 
280 Denzin, Lincoln, and Smith, Handbook of Critical and Indigenous 
Methodologies. 
281 Thomas, “Personal Interview on Where Are the Children?.” 
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that worked to deconstruct assimilation, Thomas even worked to subvert the normative 

power associated with his work as an individual curator. The exhibition was designed to 

be collapsible for the sake of travel, but also because Thomas wanted it to be able to fit 

into any space, and any configuration: “it had to be collapsible, in terms of the idea was 

that it could go into any space, and that people who didn’t have a museum or gallery 

could put it up in a drop in centre, or anything like that.”282 He noted that when he tried to 

relate this to host locations, there was a resistance to tinkering with what he, the curator, 

has deigned the goal.283 He resisted this rigidity, encouraging organizations and 

individuals to engage with the exhibition in a way that reflected their own context and 

experience of IRS.284 In our first interview, Thomas shared an anecdote about one such 

intervention with the exhibition:  

Some of the venues actually had their own community-based version, which was 
great. At Prince George they did, and they had a young girl named molly. I think 
maybe she was 12 or 13 at the time, and she did a video interview of her 
grandmother, who had gone to residential school. It was about 12 minutes long, 
and she asked her grandmother questions, like you’re asking me now… At the 
end, molly asked her [grandmother], so what did your school look like? Her 
grandmother had this big photograph of the school, and she holds it up, and she 
starts pointing it out, all the places that she remembered of the school. Then I 
realized that it was like a young girl talking. It was just amazing, just the way that 
it [, the exchange between grandmother and granddaughter,] kind of morphed to 
these young girls speaking to one another. And um, so I mean that’s the 
substance, to me, in my mind. That was what the exhibition was intended to do. 

Thomas’ vision of the exhibition as a success was in its affective potential for 

conversation and exchange between individuals. This narrative is an evocative 

representation of the ‘transformation’ of students that Thomas described as well. In this 

																																																								
282 Ibid. 
283 “It turned out to be kind of a dilemma, because people didn’t want to mess 
with the show. It was that thing of 'well this is the curator’s vision; you have to 
have it that way.’ I couldn’t convince people that no, you bring the exhibition in, 
and you accommodate it to your space.” Ibid. 
284 Ibid. 
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configuration, the former IRS student is transformed back into a young girl, speaking 

about her experience and describing her school. She is both educator and audience. 

What’s more, her granddaughter is the curator and student, the inquirer and the holder of 

the archive. The archive that this exhibition contributes to is a performative285 one, 

realized through the performative exchanges of memory and affective experience, drawn 

from, onto, and beyond the scope of the settler colonial archive. Thomas’ methods help to 

reconfigure an Indigenous approach to the gallery and indeed institutional space and 

encourage a performative archive of residential school history, which subverts the 

subjectifying processes of the settler colonial archive. He works to cultivate tools and 

springing off points for decolonizing conversations that would go on long after the 

exhibition is experienced. Equipping viewers and communities with the tools for 

deconstructing the archival narrative of IRS, he simultaneously encourages them to 

consider the structure of institutions in the present. 

																																																								
285 Performative in the technical sense in which Judith Butler deploys the term: as 
denoting a realization via multiple and repeating iterations as apposed to 
performed, put on, or acted out, in a sense of performing.  
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role models: the logic of healing 

 
figure 14. Douglas Cardinal, Role Models section “Where Are the Children?,” 2002, Aboriginal 

Healing Foundations, photographer Jeff Thomas. 
 

As we have seen, there are a number of ways in which Thomas’ methods interrupt 

the trajectory of the settler colonial archive and its framing of IRS photographs; however, 

Where are the children? is also engaged in the larger discourse of redress. The logic of 

healing implicit within the exhibition’s longer title, and its role as a didactic instrument 

for the LHF and AHF means that the significance of some of the referents are imbued 

with the biopolitical potential for governance via representation. Despite the original 

mandate to use only historical photography, in the end, the foundation requested that an 

additional section, Role Models, be added on to the exhibition, which would feature 

former IRS students who were positive examples of individuals who had attended IRSs, 

but gone on to be leaders in their communities and in Canada. The section features recent 

photographs of former IRS students and their biographies. It was an attempt to finish the 
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exhibition “on a high note,” and seemingly does add the voices of students back into an 

exhibition largely dominated by the gaze of the oppressors. That said, as Thomas himself 

called attention to, and others have noted, dealing with IRS history and redress is a 

unique position in which we are dealing with the history either through the eyes of the 

oppressors or through memory and experience of adults who were children. In other 

words, we are distanced from the history in some very unique and complex ways. The 

testimony and stories of adults are somewhat removed, conditioned by years of individual 

experience, reflection, and struggle to comprehend. Further, the decision to include the 

biographies or role modelling of successful former residential school survivors conditions 

the voice of the child student as well. This section, which Thomas suggests was a 

collaborative decision with the foundation, straddles a difficult divide between 

contributing to the somewhat problematic concepts of resilience and ‘survival,’ while at 

the same time, troubling the dominant narrative by articulating moments of resistance to 

the tropes of individual success that further assimilative principles.  

When I asked Jeff Thomas about the role model section in our interviews, he 

represented it as somewhat tacked on, or additional to the original work of the exhibition. 

He related to me: “Well, I don’t know what happened there. We decided that we wanted 

to end the exhibition on a more positive note and have a role model section. They 

selected the role models, and I went and photographed them.” The healing mandate of the 

exhibition meant that it was designed to hold space for the intergenerational violences of 

Residential School experience; it was meant to help later generations of communities and 

people effected by the schools to understand the conditions and suffering that contributed 

to some of the ongoing struggles with in communities: addiction, violence, mental illness, 
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and others. 286 Offering a Role Models section, then, appears to be a reminder of the 

individual success and redemption of individuals who had in fact suffered the known 

violences of the schools, and also went on to cultivate healthy and productive lives for 

themselves and their communities. For example, Figure 15 shows the photograph of 

Douglas Cardinal, former residential school student, standing in contemporary Ottawa, 

with parliament visible in the background. The image is captioned:  

Douglas Cardinal, Blackfoot Métis, attended St. Joseph’s Convent Residential 
School near Red Deer, Alberta. A well-known and respected architect, Cardinal 
established one of the first fully automated architectural firms in North America. 
One of Cardinal’s best-known design projects is the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization in Gatineau, Quebec. He is also the architect of the National Museum 
of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. Photographer: Jeff Thomas Canadian 
Museum of Civilization, Gatineau, Quebec, 2002 Ektacolour print 

Cardinal’s inclusion in the exhibition, as well as that of the other ‘role models,’ is 

characterized by his contemporary successes; his work is highlighted and his portrait is 

conditioned by the national level at which he works. This image is meant to contrast 

against the rest of the exhibition. In an almost, ‘where are they now?’ configuration, 

Cardinal is represented as being successful and having moved forward: the list of his 

famous designs contrasted against the blueprints of IRS buildings shown in other parts of 

the exhibition. 

Despite the critical Indigenous methods that Thomas brings to his curatorial 

practice, WAC’s function in relation to the Aboriginal Healing Foundation’s mandate to 

heal complicates creative and generative possibilities of the show. While Thomas works 

to deconstruct the representative nature of the archive through complicating normative 

representations of the history with contextual quotations that work to detail the implicit 

																																																								
286 Didactics in the exhibition wherein they discuss many of the potential 
outcomes of this kind of suffering. 
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racism of the time, the absorption of the show into an economy of ‘survivors,’ ‘personal 

journeys,’ and resilience risks the further subjection of former students’ experiences. The 

“pressure” to address the idea of healing, brings with it the baggage of the term: 

imperatives of closure, the moralization of health, and the pathologizing of resistance. 

When asked about the mandate to heal, Thomas told me: “the foundation added the 

subtitle: ‘the healing legacy of residential schools.’ I hated it. I just thought, you know… 

it made it too long for one thing. But it put more pressure on me to address it.” While it is 

clear that Thomas takes his responsibility to Indigenous communities very seriously, it is 

also clear that his stance is firmly rooted in the playful soil of critical art practice. I find 

the observation that the bit about healing makes the title too long endearingly revealing. 

Thomas very much developed the work as an artistic, creative offering rather than a 

healing technology with implied cause and effect. The institution, by contrast, engages 

with what Yudice calls the ‘expediency’ of the artwork. The function of the piece, then, is 

flattened out against institutional expectations: the open ended performative potential of 

the story-telling work that Thomas hopes the work will do, is collapsed into the repetitive 

and didactic ways in which the institution deploys the work. In a speech, delivered by 

Georges Erasmus (President of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation) at the exhibition 

launch, Erasmus states “Jeff Thomas, guest curator at the National archives undertook 

this project as an attempt to present portraits of courage, strength, and determination.” 287 

The president’s words contrast directly with Thomas’ own hopes of cultivating a place in 

which former IRS students can speak. Rather than creating portraits, or representations of 

																																																								
287 George Erasmus, “A Speech, Delivered by Georges Erasmus, 
President, the Aboriginal Healing Foundation “ Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 
http://www.ahf.ca/downloads/where-are-the-children.pdf. 



 

	 212	

positive traits, Thomas worked to make a platform for voices—the content of their speech 

remaining entirely outside of the materiality of the work. If anything, Thomas is looking 

to create a space in which alternatives to the norm might be voiced; presumably, what the 

experienced voice can attest to is precisely what is not represented in the images.  

digitizing the experience: ‘Wherearethechildren.ca’  

Where are the children? took a digital turn almost ten years after its beginnings as 

a collapsible archival exhibition. Since then, it has seen two digital formats, which 

offered two distinct interpretations of the exhibition. When the digitization of the exhibit 

began, it was to harness the Internet’s capacity to meet wider audiences,288 but it also 

offered up a host of new materials and options for representation. In the earlier edition, as 

you entered the HTML iteration of “Where Are the Children,” a voice welcomed you and 

explained the different available services: a virtual tour of a Mohawk Residential School, 

which gives visitors the opportunity to ‘Visit’ an example of the institutional spaces; the 

Projector, which uses the trope of classroom presentations to organize videos of former 

students and their testimonials; maps; and the Exhibition section features a virtual 

rendition of the original travelling exhibition, virtually organized according to the same 

principles as the three- dimensional exhibit. For me, as a first time viewer, before 

interviewing Thomas and learning about the exhibition, the website appeared as a purely 

didactic tool: like an illustrated textbook, it offered up breadth of representative 

information. The ready availability of all this information at a click rate sped up and 

collapsed the progression that the spatial exhibition offers—a progress from Home to 

Role Models, which Thomas says mirrors the students’ movements. The more recent 

																																																								
288 Thomas, “Personal Interview on Where Are the Children?.” 
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iteration of the site offers a rolling timeline-like aesthetic which does more to reproduce 

the movement of a viewer through the exhibition; however, in both cases the experience 

of the interface felt like the presentation of information, data, for consumption rather than 

impression. That is, the digital interface gives the impression that you are getting 

information, informed, rather than ‘experiencing’ the exhibition as you move through it, 

or letting it do its work of impressing upon you.  

This earlier rendition of the wherearethechildren.ca suggests the more 

educational, functional future the LHF had for the exhibition. The curatorial methods of 

Thomas’ physical exhibition are collapsed here into a way of organizing the images for 

learning about the history of residential schools. The exhibition is placed on par in this 

organization, with the other information and resources about the history of the schools 

and policy in Canada. This levelling suggests that WAC the exhibition is a representation 

of history, and gives the impression that it might be consumed such as one might read a 

history book. This centrality of the images as representative, reinvigorates the notion of 

the truth claim of the photography, and deconstructs some of the work that Thomas has 

done in trying to indicate the lack, the ‘void’ as he calls it, in the archive. The more 

recent iteration of the site does nothing to reconfigure the conflation of the exhibition 

with other historical representation of IRS. That said, the new scroll screen offers 

something of a continuing rolling gallery wall, in which we can see the images and 

information collected together in a seamless collage. If you want to zoom in, or lean 

closer, as you might do in a gallery space, you can click on the individual images. This 

feature more closely resembles a gallery experience, but it also prioritizes the images, 

rather than the sometimes hidden texts.  
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The Projector, in the earlier interface might have worked to supplement the 

humanity of the exhibition, and Thomas’ story telling methods; however, it too, was 

flattened by the clicking, seeking, trajectory of a personal interaction with the website. 

Rather than an exchange between two people, the Projector offered testimony from 

individuals. For me, watching these testimonies was painfully awkward. While an 

exchange between two people, or even the sharing of space between people, in the gallery 

context might have offered some condition for understanding the affective and traumatic 

aspects of the schools, the watching of videos on the site felt more voyeuristic for me, 

more spectacular. The trajectory of movement toward that process is a click, an 

orientation, first, for me anyway, of responsibility: it is my duty to engage with these 

histories. And then also, always, a desire: I want to know; I am curious; I want to be part 

of the story. But the trajectory is unmet, unreturned. The accountability of another person 

looking back at you, or the community of others surrounding you, is missing, and I found 

myself feeling woefully out of place, confused by what I was hearing and seeing, 

looking, as a career student, for what it was in each testimony that I was to be gleaning, 

or learning from the experience. To go to a gallery, community centre, or institution to 

see and engage with WAC already embodies a willingness, an openness to being 

affected, and in that an openness to the possibility of change. In my personal experience, 

the digital environment, and its seeking, data-driven, habits of use divorce the exhibition 

from its properties as a social, even civil, space. 

In addition to collapsing the performativity of the exhibition into a mutable, hyper 

linking history book, the digitization of WAC also offers a de-socialized experience of a 

community-oriented event. The digital experience lacks the phenomenological gravity of 
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being in the gallery space. Of course, as Thomas points out, the digitization of the 

exhibition means that more people can experience it as a ‘material’ or content laden 

object. Thomas also said that he was uncertain of whether the site could really stand 

alone, offering that it might be different if you were going through it with a survivor or 

someone else. Thomas indicates a similar concern: “I have a bit of hesitation on the 

website from the perspective of new visitors. It is almost too much like being in the 

school, too much of an activity in a way.” Here, Thomas indicates that the website may 

be too much ‘like’ school, that the site is too didactic, too controlled. It lacks the strategic 

absences or contemporary parallels that prompt viewers to forge connections between the 

present and the past. As in his photography, he insists on the importance of connectivity 

and context—which is sometimes remote in digital ‘contact’. He says “what I see missing 

from the website, is that activity that gets people thinking about connections, and 

[showing viewers] how to make them.” Thomas’ configuration of the exhibition as a 

meeting place, a link between the contemporary experiences of young people and the 

stories of their elders, is missing from the online iteration of Where are the Children? 

However, as noted above, if the exhibition requires the presence of former IRS students 

to be effective, then much of the time, away from the openings and community 

experiences of them, the various exhibitions of WAC have lacked that component of 

dialogue and story telling. What the Internet does afford is the elliptical real time matrix 

of the platform. Through the projector section, the option to hear individual survivors 

speak and tell their own stories is always present. Under this heading, there are a variety 

of clips of former IRS students speaking about their experiences. This addition helps to 

populate the archival omissions of the students’ perspective, in a way that is not limited 
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by who is in the gallery space with the viewer, or whether or not they choose to speak 

and share.  

from didactics to public perceptions: archival photography beyond WAC 

When I first went to interview Jeff Thomas, he noted that one of the reasons he 

does this sort of thing, is because he knows that people like me are going to be generating 

the knowledge, teaching, and the archive. As some of the earliest research that I have 

done for this inquiry, that statement has deeply informed much of what I write and 

generate in processing and representing these histories and theories. That statement gets 

at the heart of not only what goes on in this process of generating conclusions and 

findings about this particular chapter and the project as a whole, but also what is at stake 

in the generative capacity of the IRSSA and its institutions. Where are the Children? 

represents a distinct approach to the challenges of dealing with a limited archive and 

healing a history that is perceived to have largely been left out of the frame. Where are 

the Children? represents an effort to inform and make history. As we have seen, couching 

any new forays into representing residential school histories within a discourse of 

healing, therapeutics and biologic ensures that the violence of IRS can be exposed 

without compromising the larger trajectory of the settler colonial archive. The language 

and objective of healing not only distinguishes this history from the larger mechanisms of 

colonization and settler colonialism, but it also resignifies the issue in such a way as to 

shift the responsibility for healing and the origins of the ‘malaise’ onto the person or 

persons who must do the healing. 

Despite being part of that framework, it is clear that Where are the children? 

creates space for a performative and communally informed archive, outside of the settler 
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colonial entanglements of representation and subjection. The platform that Thomas 

sought to create for the relational development between personal histories and 

community communication functions within a shared and locally specific gallery context. 

In doing so, Thomas offers a productive model for how to trouble existing and often 

limiting representations of Indigeneity, through encouraging critical thinking and the 

dialogical representation of history within the larger systemic configurations of power 

that inform them. Similarly, through an awareness of the power of institutions to include 

and exclude experiences and individuals within their frame—working from his own 

navigation of the experience of gallery contexts—Thomas offers viewers the tools to 

deconstruct and interrogate existing institutions that function along lines of coercive 

subjection. That said, narrating the institutional life of WAC can also show us that the 

instrumentalization of art, with in the mandate to educate in order to heal, can limit or 

even collapse the productive generative space created by artistic intervention into a 

binarizing representative tool of normativity.  

Pamphlets: informing identity, process of healing, subjection. 



 

	 218	

 

 

figure 15. “For the child taken, for the parent left behind,” 2011, tagline and banner, Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission. 

 
 

figure 16. Alberta National Event, 2014, event schedule, Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
 

WAC represents the earliest, most widely consumed photographic engagement 

with the IRS history. The images that Thomas used, and worked to trouble within the 

normative archive of settler colonial history, have been widely consumed. His selections 

have been disseminated and published widely, as well as made public within the media’s 
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representation of the histories. The institutional embodiments of the IRSSA 

instrumentalized the archival photography in order to articulate their mission of 

witnessing, testimony, and reconciliation. As we observed in the last chapter, regarding 

the institutional mandates, the TRC was tasked with the project of gathering testimony 

and performing reconciliation on a national scale through the National Event processes. 

These events work within the western framework of justice and catharsis, but were also 

charged with the representation of a ‘culturally appropriate’ setting. In order to see these 

two competing agendas—that of discursive narrative formation and institutional attempts 

at expressing Indigenous self-determination—we can consider two parallel images that 

have been broadly consumed ambassadors for the TRC’s projects. The first image, Figure 

16, is the TRC’s tagline and banner image, reiterated in multiple publications and used in 

the media, which features the words “For the child taken,/ For the parent left behind.” and 

the historical photograph of a mother and her child on her back. The second image, 

Figure 17, which I would like to juxtaposition, is another mother and child pair, featured 

on the cover of all the pamphlets for the seven major national events as well as the event 

taglines: “It’s about [each one featured a different one of the seven sacred teachings; e.g. 

love, wisdom, hope, etc.] – A National Journey for Healing and Reconciliation.” The 

parallel of these images of mother and child is an important motif in the redress of IRS. 

The obvious importance is the notion of the restoration of children to their mothers and 

communities, which is a key part of the end of IRS removal and alienation: both in the 

actual policy that sought to separate and in the legacy that worked to alienate and destroy. 

It’s also representative of a seemingly universal, basic human truth, the relationship 

between a mother and a child, which is meant to remind viewers, both aboriginal and 
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settler of the poignancy that IRS represent.289 Through the representation of a normative 

family value, the image cultivates empathy through shared understanding of the 

importance of this relationship and extrapolated interpretations of what the absence of it 

might mean or feel like in a way that would engender empathy along very specific lines 

of identification.  

“For the child taken,/ For the parent left behind.” (Figure 16) uses an archival 

photograph,290 to represent the historical nature of IRS and the inherent values that the 

system compromised. The representation of the mother and child are meant to embody 

the crux of loss at the heart of the IRS system. In the colourless image, we see the 

mother, phenotypically Aboriginal, gazing directly at the viewer. On her back, in a small 

scalloped cap is her child, a baby, who also appears to gaze directly into the lens. The 

mother’s glasses date the image, denote its historicity. But the cropping of it—the 

original relates much more of the subject and her attire and her environment—limits the 

rest of her representation to pale nondescript chemise and the scalloped bonnet of her 

child. The image is paired down to very simple referends: the universal symbol of mother 

and child, the Indigenous symbol of braids, and arguably the carrying of the child on her 

back, the old-fashioned spectacles, and the historical tint of the colourless image. This 

sparse representation works to engender empathy by limiting the impression of alterity or 

difference, cropping or narrowing the scope to the basic most universally identifiable 

symbols. And yet, this image is an interesting choice, most particularly because of the 

																																																								
289 Robinson, Dylan. “Intergenerational Sense, Intergenerational Responsibility.” 
Dylan Robinson and Keavy Martin eds., Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic 
Action in and Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
(Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2016). 
290 One that’s featured in WAC actually. 



 

	 221	

peculiarity of the direct and ‘intent,’ as Dylan Robinson calls it, gaze of the mother and 

child. The gaze is unabashed and direct, and yet there is a sense of suspicion or weariness 

in her face. The position of the child behind the mother’s shoulder, also gives the 

impression of protection, or barrier to the family, to the family life. The direct 

investigation of the lens or viewer, gives the impression that this mother is really looking 

at us, viewers; as much as the lens was pointed at her for documentation and 

ethnographic recording, her gaze is turned to us as watching and considering our position, 

our looking. The intimacy of the mother and child, her speculative gaze, and the position 

of the child behind her protective and shielding shoulder, gives the impression that we are 

interrupting, looking in, that there is something private, intimate and beyond our gaze that 

she stands guard to. As an ambassador for the TRC to the larger Canadian populous, this 

image is an interesting choice. While it offers a universal Madonna and a certain erasure 

of alterity, it also reasserts that difference and distinction with through the affective 

power of the mother’s gaze. 

By contrast, the pamphlets used at the national events, for example the Alberta 

event, see Figure 18, represent a similar image, but one that is distinctly 

contemporaneous with the redress movement. This image uses the same trope of mother 

and child. Similarly, they are phenotypically Aboriginal, and they are also sparsely 

rendered, with limited references to difference in their clothing or surroundings. The 

image is anchored in the present, visibly modern in its colour, and also in the zippered top 

of the mother, the tiny ponytail of the little girl. In Figure 17, the mother has an eyebrow 
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piercing291—a distinct harbinger of contemporary time of the image—instead of the 

distinctive old time spectacles on the woman in the first image. In Figure 17, the woman 

is holding the child to her chest, the child’s head rested upon her shoulder, and her own 

face cast down to the child’s as if nurturing, attending to the child. Each of the gazes in 

this image is turned down and inward. The mother, not clearly looking at the child, 

appears to be quite attentive to her baby, her gaze, uninterested in the viewer, perhaps 

even unawares of the lens, is at ease, and her mind, we assume follows it. In other words, 

her attention is drawn in and down, toward her nurturing and mother. The child’s gaze 

crosses her mother’s, also down cast and away but seemingly random; the babies 

attention too seemingly focussed on the physical contact, the rest of her face against her 

mother’s body. It’s beautiful and very sensually anchored image. The warmth and 

intimacy of touch, closeness, the contact of skin and proximity of faces generates a 

palpable relationship of caring and interdependence. This warmth and intimacy also 

constitute a certain impression of the private, deeply personal nature of the exchange, 

calling attention to our role as viewer and the act of viewing. It begs the parallel of the 

																																																								
291 I must admit that this detail fascinates me for some reason that I still can’t 
name. Intuitively, I feel there’s something important about its inclusion. I’m fully 
aware that the piercing was likely totally random, happenstance, and is not as 
hermeneutically construed as I might feel. That or, it’s my own assumptions about 
mothers and piercings and wholesomeness that falsely complicate my impression 
of the image. And yet, I do feel as though, intended or not, the piercing has some 
ramifications for our interpretation of the image. The wholesomeness of the 
mother and child is complicated by the facial piercing of the mother. It is almost 
like an insistence on the urban modernity of the parent’s position: as if to say, 
“she can be a mother and also have piercings and other ‘alternative’ or fringy 
lifestyle choices.” Or a reminder that this might not look like the normative 
model, but it is still richly intimate, visibly dear. Perhaps it relates a certain 
inclusiveness, acknowledging the urban experiences of so many Aboriginal 
people today, whose experience may not be reflected in an image that would only 
reproduce a Johnson’s & Johnson’s style family. For me, the signifier of the 
eyebrow piercing is a subtle but powerful one.  
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intimacy and personal nature of the processes of testimony that it adorns, and the peculiar 

kind of invasion that non-aboriginal witnesses must account for. In the same line of 

argument, the downcast gazes suggest that the unimportance of viewer, the serene 

contentment of the mother and child to be together, with or without the lens. Extending to 

the advertising of a witnessing event, the suggestion is that this is a deeply private 

aboriginal process, that non aboriginal participation is allowed, even tolerated, as is the 

lens, but that the real exchange is going on in a realm inaccessible by the viewer, lens, 

public.  

Read together, these parallel images create a normative narrative of family and 

IRS reconciliation. The historical and contemporary contrast of the images offers a 

narrative of the taking away of the child and the implied return of the child. In the 

historical image, the mother appears leery, hyper aware of the observer, the context is 

distinct and there is a direct observation of the viewer, aka an interruption. In the 

contemporary image, the child is restored. They are engaged by one another; there is no 

interruption. Figure 16, meant to promote the TRC, and raise awareness about the IRS, 

represents an articulation of the history and meaning of the IRS. Figure 17, embodies an 

advertisement of the TRC events, seemingly an advertisement of what they represent: a 

restoration of what should be, a familial event, a reunion. In this historic/contemporary 

dichotomy, there is also the suggestion that the history is public—the intervention of the 

shared gaze and the acknowledgment of the viewer—and the contemporary 

healing/restoration is private—eyes downcast, embrace turned in. Also, when we read the 

images together, the colours take on more significant. Just as we see in a number of 

references to IRS history rendering the IRS is black and white and the present’s colours 
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contrast with that grayness, rhetorically: both likely just a product of the actual 

technological advances, of course, a historical photograph is going to be black and white, 

but then also rhetorically it is an invocation of the restoration of life, and love, and 

vibrancy through he restoration of the relationship. Belcourt chose to represent the IRS 

history in the iconoclastic black in white, both as a nod to the photographs through which 

we learn about it, but also as a reflection of the period as a time when the life, colour, 

vibrancy and culture was starved out of its people. 

As representations of Aboriginal people, both images are normative 

representations of experiences, the relationship between mother and child, and the role of 

family. The essentialized relationship between a mother and child is used as a trope here, 

a visual reference to a larger set of universalized values wherein a mother loves and takes 

care of her child, a mother’s place is with her child, and a child’s place is with her 

mother. I concede that this is a narrative trope, and I don’t seek to impose any ethics to 

their use. In the case of these image, as they represent and identify and institution, they 

work to subjectify individuals along their normative narrative lines. They cultivate a 

sense of morality, of truth, and rights that work subversively along desirable lines—lines 

that speak to seemingly basic human desire to be loved and nurtured and held. Part of the 

role of the TRC was to engage the larger Canadian population in the active role of 

witnessing and learning. Both this image (Figure 16) and the pamphlet portrait of a 

mother and child (Figure 17) represent a distinctly aboriginal focus on experience and 

outcomes. This is an important factor. However, it is also key to note the way in which 

this works to further the destructive and myopic view that this is an aboriginal issue that 

can only be addressed when/if Aboriginal people heal themselves. The use of these 
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images in the IRS TRC materials functions to inform an Aboriginal experience of the IRS 

and of redress, as well as to inform a broader understanding of the scope and application 

of the TRC and everyone’s role in reconciliation.  

Indigenous ways of looking: indicating the settler gaze 

 
figure 17. “Children in class with teacher Hugh Baker (left) and Reverend J.W. Tims (right) at the 

North Camp School on the Blackfoot Reserve, Gleichen, Alberta,” 1892, photograph, Glenbow Archives. 
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figure 18. Adrian Stimson, “Sketches of Indian Life,” 2005, artist’s permission, photographer 

Happy Grove. 
 

Siksika artist, Adrian Stimson’s background as an artist and an individual is 

heavily shaped by IRS history and redress. Both Stimson and his father attended IRSs, 

and these assimilative institutions have heavily shaped Stimson’s life.292 Over the last 

decade, or more, Stimson has developed numerous works that explicitly reference IRS 

history on multiple temporal and experiential levels. He has created installation works 

that deal with the broader implication of settler colonialism and the marginalization of 

Indigenous ways of being in IRSs through Sick and Tired, and Old Sun.293 Likewise, 

																																																								
292 He writes in Reconcile This! that his parents met at the IRS in Sault Ste. Marie, 
where they both worked. “Reconcile This!,” ed. Jonathan and Ayumi Goto Dewar 
(British Columbia: west coast line, 2012). 
293 “Old Sun was a chief of the Blackfoot and a distant relative. My family has 
told me that he was a respected leader and distrusted the new comers greatly. He 
did not want to sign Treaty 7 preferring war to what at the time he considered the 
end of our way of life. I find it ironic that his namesake was used by the 
Government and Anglican Church to build a residential school on my Nation. A 
space that ensured the end of a way of life, many of my family members attended 



 

	 227	

Stimson works with the locally specific history of the Blackfoot Reserve IRS depicted in 

the historical photographs he worked with in 2005, which I will consider further here. 

Stimson also deals with his intimate familial and personal experiences of IRS schools in 

his work with more recent historical photographs. Desperate Commons: Gym Acts (2012) 

is a performance that engages with a difficult archive of painful and disturbing images of 

young boys.294 Aggressive Assimilation (2013) is a triptych print depicting the artist 

himself as a little boy and his father as a young man, separated by an image of the Old 

Sun Residential School. Stimson writes that his work with IRS history helps to 

exorcise295 these difficult histories. Stimson’s ongoing and intricate engagement with IRS 

history and its representation represent deeply personal and therefore powerfully brave 

attempt to bring the realties of what he calls cultural genocide to bear on our 

																																																																																																																																																																					
this school with stories happy, sad and tragic. The institution now called Old Sun 
College has made the transition from residential school to college yet remains as a 
colonizing symbol for many on my Nation. Over the years, various renovations 
have created fragments of material culture; I have been privileged in collecting 
some of these objects. 
Old Sun is a sweat lodge replica constructed of metal with bison fur fragments 
arranged in a circle within the lodge, a residential school light is illuminated over 
the lodge. To represent the reconstruction of cultural icons, I’ve used the design 
of the sweat lodge, I have had it manufactured from steel, steel is an industrial 
material that drove imperial expansion. It is a skeleton, a cage that shadows the 
struggle most aboriginal people face in reconciling traditional ways in 
contemporary Western Culture. I often use the bison as a symbol representing the 
destruction of aboriginal peoples way of life. I have pieced bison fur fragments 
together, an attempt at putting things back together, or trying to hold on to 
something that is rapidly changing. It is placed inside the sweat lodge, the womb 
for protection, yet it is also caged. I have placed the Old Sun light fixture above 
the sweat lodge.” Adrian Stimson, “Buffalo Boy’s Heart On: Buffalo Boy’s 100 
Years of Wearing His Heart on His Sleeve “ (university of saskatchewan, 2005). 
16. 
294 Stimson relates the very painful provenance of these images in Reconcile This! 
76.  
295 Uses this word in public talks, in the Witnesses exhibition catalogue, and in 
Reconcile This!. 
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understanding and representation of the past.296 Stimson’s artistic praxis more publically 

relates the complex and stratified ways in which IRS history contributes to and affects 

Indigenous personal and communal identities for many communities and people.  

Stimson’s 2005 series of photographs reflect a critical engagement with the IRS 

photographs made popular by Thomas through WAC, the likes of which have figured 

centrally in media representations of IRS history and redress process. The photograph 

“Sketches of Indian life” (Figure 19) dialogues directly with the archival image (Figure 

18). Stimson’s photographic dialogue with the image calls attention to the challenges of 

the photographic archive and the productivity of discomfort. Stimson chose to use his 

alter ego Buffalo Boy for the critique, calling forth the host of teasing, troubling, gender 

bending and stereotype imploding incongruences that Buffalo Boy embodies. In his cross 

dressing, buffalo-skin corset-wearing iteration, Stimson challenges notions of masculinity 

and indigeneity, while calling attention to the tropes of ‘Indianness’ and authenticity in 

popular representations of Indigenous culture and subjects. Buffalo Boy is also an 

embodiment of a trickster figure, who toys with the dark and the light realities of 

existence, using humour and trouble-making to deconstruct latent power dynamics and 

decolonize his performances. It is certainly the trickster side of Buffalo Boy who we meet 

in Stimson’s conversation with the archival photograph. Stimson uses the constructedness 

and theatricality of his image to challenge the idea of photographic journalistic truth, in 

																																																								
296 Cultural genocide: Rose M. Spahan and Tarah Hogue, “Net-Eth : Going out of 
the Darkness,” ed. Emily Carr University of Art + Design; Malaspina’s studio 
gallery; the Urban Aboriginal Fair Trade Gallery at Skwachàys Healing Lodge 
Concourse Gallery (Malaspina Printmakers Society 2013). 
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the archival photograph.297 Stimson mirrors the historical markers of the image: the 

image is presented in black and white. Like the original, the date and equation are written 

out in neat script on the board behind the pupil. Only in this instance the equation is 

solved or finished.298 Buffalo Boy is depicted, seated beside the chalkboard, reading a 

book, which the viewer can make out is emblazoned with the title ‘Sketches of Indian 

life.’ The book title calls attention to the curated-ness of the original image, the conscious 

‘sketching’ of a representation of ‘Indian’ education and schooling. It also parallels the 

posters on the wall of the historical school, which are wild animals, suggesting the 

western penchant for lexical arrangement and organization of knowledge and species. He 

calls attention to the falsely biologized racial discourses around Indigenous policy 

																																																								
297 In an article discussing the seminal performance piece “couple in a cage”, 
Diana Taylor makes a strong argument associated with the truth-claims or rhetoric 
of authenticity associated with the display or inclusion of the Indigenous body. 
She states “The Indigenous bodies perform as a ‘truth’ factor; they ‘prove’ the 
material facticity of an ‘other’ and authenticate the 
discoverer/missionary/anthropologist’s adventure, both in terms of geographic 
and ideological positioning. That materiality, of course, confirms no one point.” 
Diana Taylor, “A Savage Performance: Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Coco Fusco’s 
“Couple in the Cage”,” TDR/The Drama Review 42, no. 2 (1998). 162. Taylor 
points to the fact that the ‘proof’ of the Indigenous other acts as a reminder of the 
viewer’s role within the narrative of contact. In the case of IRS images, this might 
mean a reminder of our role as perpetrators, in the context of redress, a reminder 
of our role as reflexive, tolerant, liberal subjects.  
298 There are a few interesting things about equation: first, I can’t help but think of 
the famous languaging around colonization in North America: ‘The Indian 
Problem.’ In the historical image, the ‘problem’ is not solved. In his image, 
Stimson seems to ‘solve’ the problem, echoing the sentiment that it is the 
Residential Schools that were to solve the ‘Indian problem.’ Interestingly, the 
answer that is represented in the image is off by about 100. When I do the math, I 
come out with a different resolution than Buffalo Boy. I’m not sure if this is just a 
mistake or holds some other significance. We can hardly assume that Stimson 
expected audiences to catch it, although perhaps there’s a riddle in there for those 
who did. Or, perhaps, that’s the expression of surprise that both subjects wear—
shock at the fact that answer was wrong: Residential Schools didn’t ‘solve’ the 
‘Indian Problem.’ In any case, it is cause to think about it, play with it, toy with 
ideas, all of which are things Buffalo Boys seems to encourage. 
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making at the time, pseudoscientific assumption of an ontological inferiority that 

furnished the argument for violent assimilative. Buffalo Boy’s sparkling cowboy hat, 

hung up for the time being behind him, reminds the viewer of the theatricality, the 

performance of the images. It connotes that Buffalo Boy isn’t playing; his performance 

hat is hung up; he’s in school doing some seriously learning about Indian life. This is 

perhaps a dig at the historical image. Buffalo boy is ‘reading’ about Indian life, when he 

clearly identifies as Indigenous. The message being an ironic ‘tell me more about who I 

am:’ the suggestion that the education is infective, in vain, deeply presumptuous. It 

speaks to the idea that IRS schools sought to ‘civilize,’ when in reality they brought 

suffering and deeply inhumane treatment of others.  

The hat also offers lightness, a playfulness that seems out of place in this whole 

conversation. This is, of course, the incredible power of the trickster to simultaneously 

embody the fertility and destruction, the ugliness and the beauty of the world when it is in 

balance. Buffalo Boy seems to remind us that although the history is violence, ugly, 

powerful and importance, we must not forget the levity, playfulness, and joy that we need 

in order to have a conversation about it. Buffalo Boy’s mimicry of the child’s expression 

follows in the same trajectory. Prefaced by the disquieting feeling of the expression in the 

original photograph, Buffalo Boy’s own mouth agape seems almost disrespectful, or 

irreverent. He has taken the most uncomfortable, private, shaming part of the image, for 

the viewer voyeur, and imitated it. I would not go so far as to suggest that Buffalo Boy 

mocks the expression. Instead, it seems he mocks the viewer’s reception of it. He calls 

attention back to the fact that it’s a strange expression, that it’s just an expression, and 

that our context and presumed knowledge that frames our reception of the image is what 
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gives it meaning and power. He shames the viewer’s shame. Stimson’s image calls 

attention to how little we actually learn from the image. He raises questions about truth 

by examining the ambiguity of the signifiers in the image, and reminds us of the 

constructedness of meaning, both in the image and in the dialogue around the history of 

the schools. As viewers, Buffalo Boy teases us; we are provoked and challenged to 

question our role as viewers and witnesses. 

Stimson’s engagement with these images suggests divergent views of the role of 

the photograph from their context within the settler colonial framework. Seminole 

Muskogee Navajo scholar and photographer Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie argues for a 

consideration of historical photography of Indigenous subjects that works to view the 

image from the perspective of the observed, rather than the observer.299 In her theorizing 

of photography and coloniality, Tsinhnahjinnie recounts her own struggle with historical 

representations of Indigenous people, particularly through the typological reproduction of 

histories in ways that reify the colonial narrative of invasion and eradication. She points 

out that when considered from the vantage of the observed: “my mind was ready, primed 

with stories of resistance and resilience, stories of survival. My views of these images 

were aboriginally based—an indigenous perspective—not a scientific godly order but 

philosophically Native.”300 She goes on to suggest that viewed this way, these historical 

images, though they might depict the atrocities of 19th and early 20th century disciplinary 

structures of settler colonial invasion, speak to resilience and survival in ways that are 

grounded in her contemporary experience of being.301 When I first heard Stimson talk 

																																																								
299 Tsinhnahjinnie, “When Is a Photograph Worth a Thousand Words.”42. 
300 Ibid.41. 
301 Ibid.42. 
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about these playful works publically, he cited the fact that they might literally depict his 

relations. He approaches with the images as a familial descendent of the children who 

were photographed, as a member of the intergenerational community affected by the 

school, and as a former IRS student himself. His performative play with the images 

comes from the positionality of one who is being observed, rather than doing the 

observing.302 That is, Stimson’s playfulness and provocation come from being the 

Indigenous subject who is being viewed: he observes the historical image from the 

vantage of the subject of the image. Echoing Tsinhnahjinnie’s evocation of a family 

album, Stimson’s treatment of photograph here is less as an object representative of 

historical truth or past events, and more as an expression of relationship to place and an 

expression of kinship and the continuity of his Blackfoot culture and knowledge systems. 

Framing and family in Krista Belle Stewart’s ‘Her Story’  

A member of the Upper Nicola Band of the Okanagan Nation, artist Krista Belle 

Stewart’s engagement with the archival representations of IRSs and her own familial 

relations mirrors Stimson’s commitment to the destabilization of the archive. Stewart 

engaged with the discourse of the TRC and the project of testimony through her work 

Her Story. Stewart developed the multiple iterations of Her Story from compiled film and 

video footage of her mother, Seraphine Stewart. The work brings together two 

representations of her mother ‘speaking’ in divergent and debatable interpretations of the 

word. The first footage comes from a 1967 docudrama shown on the CBC portraying the 

story of her mother’s experience as the first Aboriginal health nurse in British Columbia. 

The second footage comes from 50 years later and depicts her mother giving testimony 

																																																								
302 Ibid.42. 
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about her Indian Residential School Experience at the TRC Vancouver National Event in 

September 2013. The work was shown at Artspeak in an exhibition of works centering on 

the theme of therapy.303 The 30-minute video installation featured the footage playing 

along side one another. The narrative oscillated between the two feeds, sometimes 

overlapping, showing simultaneously but with the audio from only one video. The two 

channel video installation featured both the TRC hearing and the 1967 film, creating a 

visual and audio dialogue between the two narratives. Both professed to be told through 

the words of Seraphine Stewart—1967 docudrama makes this claim in credits, while in 

the TRC footage the viewer can clearly see that it is Seraphine speaking. The grainy, 

jaunty 1967 black and white film plays against a sound track of edgy jazz when depicting 

the city and serene reflective flute when relating the rural memories, classroom 

challenges, or private conversations of Seraphine. The video recounts the story—“told by 

Seraphine Stewart”—of the young woman’s arrival in the city for nursing school, the 

speed and modernity of the city plays out in jaunty jazz, and the challenges of the 

classrooms past and present are shown in Seraphine’s own expressions and those of her 

colleagues.  

At times the videos dialogue directly with one another. The older Seraphine 

speaks of her family’s history with IRSs in her testimony “what would have been our 

way of life. My grandparents were very traditional people and then my mom and dad 

went to IRS for a short span of years and even in that short period of time they lost quite 

a bit. It’s also sad to say that when they came out of there they didn’t know how to deal 

																																																								
303 Artspeak: Exhibitions: Where Does it Hurt? CATHY BUSBY, DAVID 
MACWILLIAM, RACHELLE SAWATSKY, KRISTA BELLE STEWART June 7–
July 26, 2014 
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with their frustrations, and they both became bad alcoholics too.”304 In the 1967 film, the 

young Seraphine, having left nursing school briefly, tells a nun about the difficulties of 

her studies: “well for instance, the lectures and things, it seems that everyone could pick 

it up faster than I could,” she says of the nursing classes. The nun replies to her “what 

would you take to your own people if you did go back now?” The next scene shows her 

back at the college, struggling in the classroom with direct questions from the instructor. 

She flashes back to a Residential School memory where another teacher is asking her a 

question: “Seraphine what are you going to be? A nurse? Yes? A nurse? Do you think 

you’re ever going to be become a nurse? You know what you have to do? You know 

what you have to do, Seraphine? You cannot want a thing one day and give up another 

day. No, Seraphine. Do you think you’ll ever make it?”  

The parallel of the two videos calls attention to the notion of truth, telling, context 

and framing. The dramatized iteration of the history contrasts with the plain language of 

Seraphine Stewart’s testimony. The historical film tells a triumphant story: the story of a 

young woman who succeeded in her studies surpassing the odds of her origins and even 

some ambiguously challenging childhood issues—as related by the Indian Residential 

School scenes. It relates a complex but finally celebratory narrative of one of the first 

Aboriginal students at UBC and the first Aboriginal health nurse in BC. But this narrative 

contrasts with the difficulty and sadness shared in Stewart’s TRC testimony: a story 

about two scarred parents, a distant mother, having to raise her own siblings, and 

struggling at IRS. Yet, both stories are told by Seraphine Stewart. Krista Belle Stewart 

notes her own frustration upon viewing the docudrama enactment and seeing that it 

																																																								
304 TRC testimony captured in piece. 
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professed to be told by Seraphine Stewart.305 The film was written and directed by 

Richard Docking for Camera West306, and although the young Seraphine Stewart stars in 

the film, playing herself, and the tale relates the story of her life, the narrative is clearly 

shaped, rhetorically and thematically by Docking for the representation of Seraphine 

Stewart as the first Aboriginal Health nurse. The dialogue between the story as told by 

the docudrama and the story as told by an older Seraphine in the TRC hearings calls 

attention to the difference between representation and self-representation.  

Krista Belle Stewart also subtly implicates the framing and contextualization that 

the TRC hearings create. In the hearing footage we see and hear Seraphine Stewart 

speaking. But we also hear her addressing an unseen male interviewer. She says to him 

“were those the kind of questions you were gonna ask? Otherwise, I could start from 

somewhere else.”307 Stewart’s statement reflects the way in which her story is shaped by 

the interviewers questions. Her starting point reflects the expectations of the context and 

the goals of the statement gathering. To be sure, her statement also reflects her own 

convictions and agency: her acknowledgment of the questions and the guidance does not 

necessary connote that she will adhere to them; it simply acknowledges that she wants to 

understand where the interviewer’s expectations, and more so, she declares her openness 

and freedom to go elsewhere with the statement. The sampling of this moment in the 30-

minute illustration complicates the potential juxtaposition of the docudrama as contrived 

and the hearing as truth. Stewart seems to gesture at the structure of testimony and even 

the structure of witnessing—expectations, mutual information, and the exchange of 

																																																								
305 Western Front Archive, “Krista Belle Stewart in Conversation with Dory 
Nason.,” (Vimeo, 2015). 
306 1964-1967 broadcast depicting West Coast topics. 
307 “Her Story”  
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telling, which at once distances the ‘truth’ from the teller and draws it into a space of 

other meanings and symbols. While the work troubles the story-telling nature of the 1967 

docudrama, it also troubles the story telling of the TRC. Both frames relate a challenging 

history in order to recount a contemporary context in which things are changing, even 

progressing. Stewart seems to offer some hesitation on this congratulatory moment, 

indicating the parallels of history between the making of the two stories, the potential 

audience, and the intention of representation.  

 

figure 19. Krista Belle Stewart, “Her Story,” 2014, photographer’s permission, photograph: Dylan 
Robinson. 

The work was brought into direct conversation with the discourse of 

reconciliation when Stewart was commissioned by the City of Vancouver to make a work 

for the Year of Reconciliation, which coincided with the 2013 TRC Nation Event. 

Stewart edited Her Story work down to just two minutes and fifty-one seconds, 

comprised of solely 1967 footage. The public video and mural installations were part of 
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this public art project displayed at the entrance to the Canada Line Centre Station at 

Granville and Georgia.308 The short video features a distinct narrative of Seraphine’s 

experience coming to the city, going to school, being challenged and confused, and then 

finally shows her at home in the city, looking purposeful and at ease moving past the 

camera.309 It opens with her travel to the city: shots of Seraphine, young and ponytailed, 

looking back at a building in the country. Then, it skips to train tracks: action, movement, 

departure. In the next shot, she is at a station, hesitant—the one static point in amid the 

motion and speed of the others around her on the platform. The following shots show the 

young woman looking around, distracted by the hustle and bustle of the city, the sharp 

angles of buildings, and fragments of the sky sheltered from view. The short clip relates 

her education in the nursing school by a series of point-counter-points between her own 

face—as a young nursing student—and the face of the white instructor who is 

questioning her directly. The next shot cuts to an Indian Residential School classroom, 

presumably a memory or a flashback, connoted by the age of the children in the room, 

and the similarity of the shots and context. As opposed to the point-counter-point of 

Seraphine’s face with this teacher, in this shot, the footage of this schoolteacher’s face 

countered by a slow pan through the faces of children in the classroom. The movement is 

slow, poignant, as the lens pans across the faces of the young children, all powerfully 

attending to the front of the room. 

Two more clips preface the final shot of the short film: one of Serpahine, moving 

through the library, her face visible between the stacks; and another of young Aboriginal 

school girls, dancing to inaudible music, with flowers in their hair and hands. Paralleled 

																																																								
308 kitty-corner to the Hudson Bay, entertainment district 
309 “Her Story” 
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against the visibly uncomfortable classroom interrogations and interactions between 

student and teachers, these two moments, of community and self-learning, seem to 

suggest a fun, life-giving, and happy side of education and school—a facet of the 

experience in which no teachers, nuns, or white students are visible and the Aboriginal 

students move with confidence and ease in the learning space. The final footage that the 

two minutes feature is a long, slow shot of her mother in a chic black cloak, walking 

confidently, purposefully in the city. She no longer gazes from building to building or 

even around to passers-by. She looks intently down, as though certain of, even bored by, 

her surrounds. This shot contrasts the confusion and stasis of her positionality within the 

city in the opening clips. Here she also moves, along with the city, and the other 

pedestrians.  

The placement of this work on the ground level of the everyday city draws the 

conversation into the public eye. Building upon the momentum of the IRS TRC, the Year 

of Reconciliation redressed IRSs by making more evident the history of IRSs in public 

places, by drawing the history and its artistic contemporary conversations into the civic 

space. The history of Vancouver as a transient city, with an ongoing overt issue with drug 

use, poverty, and homelessness, makes the topic of Indian Residential School particularly 

pertinent: as the legacy of Indian Residential School has been shown to be one of 

substance abuse, displacement, the destruction of family, and the estrangement of many 

former students and ongoing generations of family from culture and kin. Her Story 

excavates a part of the city’s history, depicting the displacement and integration of young 

Seraphine into the hustle and bustle of the busy city. It relates a part of the city’s own 

history as an urban centre, directly aligning itself with the history of the some of the first 
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Aboriginal post secondary students and professionals in BC, but also inadvertently 

gesturing toward the history of so many others, drawn to the city without the promise of 

education or the future success within vocation and community that the docudrama 

celebrates. The original work’s history as a seemingly progressive mainstream 

representation of Aboriginal success and a celebration of native identity and 

experience—as expressed within a particular discourse of modernity, culture, and 

progress—is troubled by our contemporary reading of the images.  

The massive photomural depicted the scene described above through dialogue, 

and depicted in the short film without audio, wherein the young Seraphine is speaking 

with the nun who asks her what she’ll bring back to her community (Figure 20). The two 

faces are paralleled in profile. The nun, in a traditional black and white habit looks at 

Seraphine, whose face is cast in thought. In light of the TRC, the Apology, and a near-

decades worth of archival photography used to illustrate the dark chapter of Canadian 

history in mainstream media, the contemporary reading of the nun and the young 

Aboriginal women is complicated. Its historical significance has changed. By calling 

attention to the way in which this particular still has shifted in context and meaning, 

Stewart also implicates the way in which the contemporary signification is equally 

constructed and embedded within a discourse that is relative to larger structures of 

understanding and meaning which might also shift. She seems to suggest that the 

‘writings on the wall’ are only given meaning by the frames placed upon them by the 

viewer. A number of blocks away, in the downtown Eastside, the ongoing legacy of the 

Indian Residential Schools, and the other unofficially recognized mechanisms of settler 
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colonial invasion, continue to unfold in the lives of underserved homeless and addicted 

people, may of whom are Aboriginal.  

Family, secrets, and truth-telling 

In both works, Stewart complicates the themes of Indian Residential School 

history and the contemporary redress through an exploration of representation, framing, 

and memory. Despite being placed within an exhibition dealing with the notion of healing 

or therapy, Her Story doesn’t particularly focus on the themes of healing or even the 

legacy of Indian Residential Schools. Stewart’s works focus largely on memory and the 

layers through which it can be told and retold. Her videos work to relate memory, 

through dramatic re-enactment or within the dramaturgy of justice. Historically, Stewart’s 

work thematically deals with the contextualization of Indigeneity in cultural and heritage 

site spaces, museums, and archives.310 Stewart deals with the complexities of 

representing Indigeneity and Indigenous self-representation while also relating the 

intricacy of the relationship between colonial history and familial history.  

In an interview with Dory Nason, Stewart relates the story of how she came 

across the 1967 docudrama. She was just about to begin an artist’s residency, and stopped 

in to see her parents. Her mother, knowing that she was going to have access to archival 

technologies gave her a VHS tape to convert to digital media. When she asked her mother 

what the tape was, only then did she tell Stewart that she’d been in this docudrama in the 

sixties. The artist related that she was stunned and shocked and that the work has been 

challenging—“not easy.”311 She had not known about the docudrama’s existence, and she 

																																																								
310 Archive, “Krista Belle Stewart in Conversation with Dory Nason.” 
311 Ibid. 
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was stunned to see footage of her mother so young, as well as her father and even her 

eldest brother. Similarly, Stewart’s mother gave the TRC hearing video to the artist to 

watch and to use. There is an interesting parallel between the revelations of these records 

from mother to daughter. Both recordings are told by Seraphine Stewart. Both recordings 

are made and prepared by another entity or person. As Seraphine Stewart passes the 

narratives on, she passes on not only the history and her telling, but the way in which 

they have been contextualized and ‘made sense of’ within a larger normative discourse of 

identity and experience. The sharing and imparting of these histories then comes also 

through the sharing and passing down of frames: frames of looking, frames of 

understanding. Another of Stewart’s earlier works featured wax cylinder recordings of 

her great-grandmother Terese Kaimetko, from 1918. Anthropologist James Alexander 

Teit recorded the traditional Okanagan songs.312 Similarly, these songs are passed down 

to Stewart framed by another discourse: in this case, the equally complex frames of the 

colonizer and the research, tasked with the dual purposes of both recording the ‘vanishing 

races’ and perpetuating the conditions and narratives of that erasure. 

As Stewart engages with these archival histories and their dual narratives of both 

her familial history and the recorder’s conceptual framework and discursive formation, 

she develops yet another frame—another way of looking or understanding. As an 

Indigenous artist and woman, her reflective engagement with these shared histories draws 

attention to the structure and conditions of their recording. Her active intervention, 

through the editing, compiling, and paralleling of these histories is an enactment of her 

agency and familial freedoms. As she breaks apart these artefacts and tellings, she 

																																																								
312“Krista Belle Stewart - Motion and Moment Always,” 
http://www.contemporaryartgallery.ca/exhibitions/krista-belle-stewart/. 
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disrupts the truth claim of the documentary or the hearing, and indicates the broader 

context of meaning in which these artefacts draw their power.  

locating the photograph: critical art praxis and Indigenous ways of looking 

IRS archival representations and photography played a key role in public face of 

the institutions and are illustrative of the justification and the policies that begot these 

intuitions. These historical images work to produce and justify the category of Indigenous 

populations and interpellate a normative assimilated identity. The narratives of progress 

and modernity in historical representations of the schools embody the teleology of settler 

colonial hegemony and Indigenous amalgamation. In the redress and reconciliatory 

process, these archival photographs come to represent the hindsight and reflexivity of 

liberal governance; they represent the wrong that has happened, and yet simultaneously 

reify settler hegemony through the connotation that the wrong is now recognized. I have 

argued that the use of these images is largely problematic as the larger lens of 

colonization and the formulation of race a category and significant marker for governance 

is left untroubled, unquestioned. In the discourse of reconciliation, the IRS classroom 

photograph becomes a symbol of the history and its redress, proliferated and reiterated 

through media and publication, in a way that generalizes and reduces the scale, 

specificity, and diversity of the violences. In a western epistemology, the image functions 

as both a record and a tether to the past. However, as a representation of Indigenous 

experience and settler colonial violence, the classroom imagery has become iconic, 

removed from its specific local and iterative singularity, and symbolic of a larger 

reconciliation movement. Similarly, writing about Australian photographic 

representations of settler violence against Aboriginal peoples, Jane Lydon argues: 
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“observers often refer to ‘the famous neck-chain photo’ as if there is one, archetypal 

image – but this obscures the enormous number of photographs in archives that document 

hundreds of moments, people and stories, and the range of practices that constituted the 

colonial justice system.”313 The ubiquity and lack of contextualizing histories threaten a 

similar emptying of IRS photographs of their meaning and importance. However, 

another, seemingly larger, issue lies in the relatively undisrupted norms that these specific 

images depict—that is the assimilative regulatory notions of Indigenous identity and 

belonging. The images do not often overtly depict what many might recognize as 

historical wrongdoing. Likewise, I argue that the assimilative ideals they represent are 

ongoing through the logic of healing and the discourse of reconciliation.  

The artistic engagement with historical photography seen in the work of 

Indigenous artists Jeff Thomas, Adrian Stimson, and Krista Belle Stewart, offers a critical 

destabilization of the colonial gaze. Despite the discourse and responsibility associated 

with institutional mandates to heal, in his early work with the archival photographs of 

IRSs, Thomas focussed primarily on contextualizing the images within the complex 

context of racialized policies and colonial agendas. Thomas’ work with the images strove 

to undermine existing narratives of Aboriginal identity and settler institutions, and to 

facilitate a deeper reading of the structure of the schools. By indicating the problematic 

goals of the schools and assimilation, Thomas gestures toward the dubious nature of the 

image and the archive in general. Stimson’s parody reproduction of the images from his 

home and community generate a playful provocation against the truth claims of the 

images. Using the gentler chid of humour, his critique in “Sketches of Indian Life” calls 

																																																								
313Jane Lydon, “Pictures Bring Us Messages,” History of Photography 31, no. 1 
(2007). 249. 
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attention to the inherent racism of IRSs and the strange intimacy of these one-sided 

histories represented in images of them. Stewarts works, using video footage of her own 

mother, draws that critique into the contemporary discourse of reconciliation. Stewart’s 

use of TRC footage mirrored alongside a seemingly progressive 60s discussion of the 

first Aboriginal health nurse in BC, unsettles the notion of truth telling and the redress 

process. Stewart indicates the layers of telling, framing, and subtle conditioning that 

generate a narrative. Contrasting the two periods and the two representations of her 

mother, Stewart highlights not only the always already mediated nature of representation 

and telling, but also the commodification of Indigenous experiences within liberal 

narratives of place and progress. 

 Stewart in particular calls attention to the way in which representations of 

Indigenous individuals, communities, and experiences can function within a liberal 

economy of difference. We can see this value illustrated through the TRC’s use of 

photography to brand its identity and advertise/characterise its purpose. The banner and 

pamphlets both demonstrate a representation of family and Indigenous identity shaped 

alongside and through the IRS history and contemporary approach to that history. The 

demonstrated function of historical images to represent the IRS history and redress 

process perpetuates the conflation between image and truth, and the idea of the 

photograph as evidence. Within the discourse of reconciliation, these images and the 

paradigmatic shift surrounding what they represent are a key facet of the categorization 

and interpretation of Indigenous populations. The photograph is a critical domain for the 

redress process, the interplay between truth and history, and the way in which it can form 

and interpellate normative identities.  
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While the artists considered in this chapter resist and disrupt that interpellation 

through the indication of the process and critical interventions in framing, they also 

gesture toward and embody other ways of understanding and positioning the images. In 

other words, beyond simply resisting or decolonizing the image, these artists offer insight 

into distinct Indigenous valuations of the image, the photograph, and the representative 

documentary artefact. In Thomas’ work, the role of the image is in provoking or inciting 

the more important work of story telling and knowledge sharing. Thomas undermines the 

hegemony of the curator, the gallery, the archive, and favours the integrity of a meeting 

place for the contemporary voices of former IRS students and intergenerational 

communities to produce knowledge and educate about IRS history. Further, the way in 

which this meeting space moves across land and territory, shifting with the tone and 

diverse voices that populate it as a platform for story telling represents a mapping. This 

mapping draws on and reasserts the complex histories of place, power, and kinship 

illustrated through storying the exhibition and IRS history. In this sense, the exhibition as 

a platform for meeting and story telling works to reassert and instantiate connections to 

land. Thomas describes working toward an Indigenous methodology in his curatorial 

practice on the exhibition. In doing so, he also instantiates an Indigenous philosophy of 

the image, which focuses on place, family, and the connections among and between these 

things. 

Stewart and Stimson’s works also build upon the artists’ own connections, 

through kinship and place, to these historical photographs. While both artists too call 

attention to the problematic framing of the images—Stimson through humour and 

provocation and Stewart through juxtaposition and irony—they also recontextualize the 
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image as a technology to express and establish connection and relationships. For Stimson 

and Stewart, the images that they have chosen to work with are intimate, familial, 

personal, and very public. Stimson uses the Blackfoot IRS photographs, which featured 

in WAC, and in other public IRSSA related media, but which also might contain, as he 

points out his own family relations. For Stewart, the materials that she words with are of 

her own mother. In the case of the documentary film, it is part of the public record. Even 

so, as the artist also relates, the film was unknown to her until relatively recently. 

Similarly, her mother’s testimony and stories are official, recorded, part of the record. 

The provenance of these works reflects the deeply complex relationships of power 

working through archive, representation and Indigeneity. These documents are both 

personal and public; they have been archived within the settler colonial category of 

Indigenous populations. Yet, simultaneously, they are precious records of intimate loved 

ones and ancestral kin. The way in which Stimson and Stewart engage with these images 

calls attention to the powerful cooptation of Indigenous lives and stories, while also 

indicating the importance of these images as a connection to place, family, and identity. 

The image, then, in the process of redress occupied a critical domain between 

representation and self-representation. The power of the image to ascribe identity and 

narrative is paramount in a biopolitical process of production. The photograph and the 

archival record are fundamentally reoccupied in the project of representation, framing, 

and, given the always-precarious position of settler colonial belonging, ownership. Given 

the truth claim of the photographic record, then, too, the image in the project of redress is 

a powerful and volatile tool. The image betrays truth. It offers evidence, but belies 

framing. Within the discourse of reconciliation, this truth is invaluable. If conditioned 
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correctly, the image becomes representative of historical wrong-doing, institutionalized 

evils, and even genocide, and yet at the exact moment when it is recognized, or seen as 

such, it also becomes representative of wrongs redressed, history forgiven. 
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Chapter Four: Space, Affect, and Knowledge Formation 

At the closing events in Ottawa, June 2015 the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission submitted its final report. In the capital of the settler colonial polity known 

as Canada, an official federally-funded recognition and exploration of an assimilatory 

political initiative was underway: an historically unprecedented event. While the project 

of RCAP was seemingly progressive in its acknowledgement—to inquiry belies the fact 

that you anticipate finding something incriminating—that there were disparities between 

the conditions of life for Aboriginal people in Canada and the dominant settler 

population, the inquiry into the history and legacy of Indian Residential Schools as a 

‘dark chapter’ and ‘assimilative’ in nature represents a first in the arch of political history 

here in Canada. And how fitting then, that these events and the presentation of the 

findings were to take place in the nation’s capital. 

 On June 2, 2015, at the closing event, the commissioners presented the initial 

report and recommendations of the commission. The release happened in the main 

meeting room of the event: a large banquet room in the hotel that had been host to the 

nation’s reconciling for this closing event but might at other times play host to a wedding 

reception, family reunion, or benefit. The banquet hall centred on a stage and was stuffed 

to capacity with people, filling the neatly arranged rows of dining chairs, some sitting on 

the grandiosely wall to wall economy carpet, others leaning against the flexible wall/door 

constructions which were designed to move or relocate depending on the needs of the 

room. The whole right side of the room was over taken by the technological trappings of 

the event and media coverage, people in headphones making sure the message made it 

across the world and back as it was spoken. Their stations were draped in black as though 
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to suggest their off-stage or back-stage affiliation, somewhat like the DJ or a lights 

person. Amid an ever widening sprawl of camera flashes, microphones, lens’, reporters, 

Indigenous leaders, political officials, former Indian Residential School students and their 

families, academics, health workers and concerned viewers, the recommendations were 

made, to Canada and to the world. The energy and excitement was high, and the 

audience’s responses mirrored this in rampant applause, cries, and standing ovations.  

Following the recommendations, an M.C. invited a series of official responses by 

various officials and stakeholders. Phil Fontaine, whose first brave personal revelation 

spearheaded the publicity surrounding Indian Residential School abuses, fittingly spoke 

alongside other key Aboriginal leaders. These speeches too garnered support and 

applause. Bernard Valcourt, then Minister of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 

Development, spoke on behalf of his position in cabinet and responded to the 

recommendations. When he spoke, he did get some applause, no standing ovation to be 

sure, but for one woman. The woman, holding an eagle feather, stood up and yelled at 

him in front of all the cameras, the microphones, the world. Of what I could make out of 

her speech, she yelled “Stop incarcerating our children! You’re incarcerating our 

children! because there’s no room in foster homes… putting them in hotels… and they’re 

showing up dead in the Red River!” Her words were wildly poignant buoyed by the reach 

of the eagle feather, above the heads of all those seated in the room around her; her sense 

of urgency, anger, and frustration were dissonant with the sober formality of the event, 

and the satisfaction of the state of affairs made evident by Valcourt’s314 statements about 

																																																								
314 Note, Valcourt himself did not stand during the near unanimous standing 
ovation supporting the recommendation that there be an inquiry into the shocking 
and alarmingly high rate of missing and murdered Indigenous women in Canada. 
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commitments and reconciliation. Her appeal was an insistent, affective reminder of the 

importance of these words, of these processes, and the immensity of the challenges facing 

Canada. She got substantial applause, enough to show that there was support, 

understanding of her position, in the room. The MC smiled and moved things along to the 

next person, as though nothing had happened: a hiccup. 

Though the event continued on according to the habits of the space315, the 

woman’s cry drew on the intensity and excitement of the event, plucked at the strings that 

tie this history to our present, and rang truth in the hearts of many of the people in the 

room. Her words made the hair on my arm stand on end. Her outburst was an interruption 

in the social continuum of the space: where there are scripted ways of behaving and 

being; where even the most heinous of histories has been bracketed in such a way that it 

can be discussed by the same polity that enacted/s it. Her appeal was an insistent, 

affective reminder of the ramifications of all these words of reconciliation and the pages 

of recommendations and reporting. She called attention to the real work that faces the 

institution of Canada and the people it works to include, to govern, and to contain. There 

was a generative dissonance between her reaction and the room’s, institutions’, and 

politician’s scripted process and regulated approach. Her utterance reversed the flow of 

information: from stage to audience, to audience to stage. In a larger sense, her words 

spoke back to the federal government. This is perhaps only unique in that the media and 

officials were there that day, broadcasting, history making. It is by no means a sole 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Also worth noting that this is the same minister who suggested that the high rates 
of suicide amongst Indigenous youth was the fault of parents. Vice News, 
“Canada’s Aboriginal Minister Shrugs Off Responsibility for Youth Suicides on 
Reserves, Says It’s Parents’ Problem,” (2015). 
315 Sara Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness,” Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 
(2007). 
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iteration of a speaker negating the amnesia and myopia of the reconciliation process as it 

is presented through the events and processes.316 The event within the event gestured 

toward the structure of the place, conversation, governance, all scaffolding around the 

truth: that Canada continues to make mistakes and children are still hurt.317 Her utterance 

was brief and largely ignored; however, the rupture was as real as her words. She 

exposed the scripted nature of the event process, of the redress project, and of the history 

as an isolated event. 

																																																								
316 There have been documented and numerous undocumented moments that 
interrupted the continuity of the events, such as this one and others mentioned in 
chapter one. While many of the interruptions that occurred challenged the official 
narrative of redress, the indicated continuity between the violences of IRS and the 
structural violences of today, others were more indicative of the tone and culture 
of the TRC. For example the TRC final report details an important interruption at 
the Victoria Regional Event. When Brother Tom Cavanaugh spoke about his time 
as a supervisor at the Christie residential school, he described “ Native and non-
Native alike, working together to provide as much as possible, a safe loving 
environment for the children attending Christie school. Was it a perfect situation? 
No, it wasn’t a perfect situation ... but again, there didn’t seem to be, at that time, 
any other viable alternative in providing a good education for so many children 
who lived in relatively small and isolated communities.” According to the report, 
“Survivors and family members who were present in the audience spoke out, 
saying, ‘Truth, tell the truth.’ Brother Cavanaugh replied, ‘If you give me a 
chance, I will tell you the truth.’” When TRC Chair Justice Murray Sinclair 
appealed to the audience to let the man speak finish, he continued, but was 
“visibly shaken.” While the rest of the Brother’s statement went on to echo the 
now pervasive recognition of abuse, the conditioning of that history with 
Cavanaugh’s personal reflections was impermissible in the space. Interesting, this 
example might represent two interruptions: first the interruption in the continuity 
of the IRS narrative as told in the TRC spaces, through the brother’s tepid 
endorsement of the schools; and second the interruption, as demonstrated in the 
other examples, of the normative flow of speech from the stage outward. Program 
Depository Services, Truth, and Canada Reconciliation Commission of, 
Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: Summary of the Final Report of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (Winnipeg: Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 14. 
317 Morin, Peter. “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land.” 
Eds. Robinson and Martin, Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 91.  
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Not long after, I ducked out momentarily. Leaving the official event and 

broadcast, I moved carefully and quietly, following my scripted role as bystander. I 

stepped out the back door, and carefully moved around the people who had flocked and 

stood in and around the doors—all eyes to the front of the room, lenses, cameras, 

microphones. I walked down the hall where some of the artisans were packing up their 

wares, milling around, and chatting. As I moved down the hallway, I could feel the beat 

of drums and hear the voices of singers. Rounding the corner into the lobby, I walked into 

a massive dance. A group of singers and drummers stood in a circle. All around them, 

people danced in a swirling line. They held each other by the shoulders and they snaked 

around the large staircase that divided the space. They moved together but irregularly. 

The heterogeneous group organically came apart and back together in places, 

intermittently laughing and sombre, comfortable and also tense looking. The sounds of 

the drums and voices, laughs and shuffles filled the space, bouncing off the hard modish 

style surfaces: white marble tiles, the shiny metal accent doors, immense glass windows, 

and fixtures. Upstairs, in the second floor lobby, people were watching a broadcast of 

Stephen Harper on a hotel television. He was characteristically evasive as he fielded 

questions about the TRC just-released recommendations during question period in 

Parliament—only a short walk away from the hotel in which this historic moment was 

taking place but a place light-years away in the sense of action and understanding. A 

small cluster of us watched as members of the political parties stood up and pledged their 

commitments to the recommendations. Down stairs the dancing continued. 

 Chapter four focuses on these structured environments of the TRC national event 

spaces, considering their key function as the public interface and exchange of official 
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reconciliation. The Nation Events of the TRC sit at the intersection of knowledge and 

power: they were central to the legitimacy of the IRSSA, which hinges on this public 

performance of Indigenous participation and engagement; they were the central venue for 

the performance of healing through the therapy of testimony and witnessing; and they 

were the keystone events for the IRSSA as a nation-building project, bringing together 

settler and Indigenous communities under the aegis of reconciliation and producing new 

histories and archives through the generation, solicitation, and recording of individual 

testimonies. Like the Apology, which works to bracket IRS history and dissent from the 

larger arch of settler colonial invasion, the TRC spaces condition unique environments, 

spaces within the normative institutions of hegemony in which dissent or counter-

narratives are sanctioned and regulated. In this thinking, personal testimony is the most 

powerful moment of the IRSSA; it can both legitimate and decry, in the same breath. The 

personal testimonies of former IRS students are powerful in their affective potential: the 

telling and sharing of “difficult histories”—intimate, painful, personal, histories—

combined with the emotional exchange between the speaker and the listener can be a 

transactive force. Looking at the physical organization of these event spaces, this chapter 

maps the structural organization and design of the National Gatherings and the way in 

which the outpouring of affective is encouraged to flow within these spaces to reinforce 

existing hierarchies and knowledge. I argue that the spaces foster an economy of affect, 

in which the power of affect works as a currency, catalyzing subjection vis-à-vis settler 

colonial epistemologies and logic.  

Drawing upon the work of Sarah Ahmed, in this chapter, I try to develop an 

understanding of the spaces of the TRC as reinforcing existing ‘habits’ and settler 
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colonial ways of classifying and organizing knowledge and understanding. As a 

reconciliation project, the TRC draws together Indigenous knowledge systems through 

ceremony to inform the institutional process of the commission’s events. IRSSA worked 

with the notion that certain elements of inclusion must be present in the institutional 

structure and genesis in order to redress the assimilative aspects of the schools as well. 

The anecdotal representation of Indigenous ways of know and various distinct Indigenous 

epistemologies within the TRC structure works to both include and honour Indigeneity, 

but it also reifies settler colonial hegemony through the naturalization of settler colonial 

ways of being. Arguably reconciliation requires a fundamental interruption and 

reordering—rupture—something that indicates the structure and construction of settler 

colonial truth and knowledge. Even more, the redress of IRS must aim, not only to 

celebrate and state the value of the dismissed and disregarded knowledge of Indigenous 

Nations, but also to integrate and engagement with those knowledges in a way that 

challenges and shifts normative views and practices. In this chapter, I explore the way in 

which healing logic and the discourse of reconciliation authenticate or legitimize 

interruptions or anecdotal ruptures. Likewise, I argue that the representation of ceremony 

and ceremonial objects, drawn into a settler colonial epistemology of healing, meeting, 

and justice obfuscates other ways of being, various Indigenous ways of being, that are 

signalled by these objects and processes. In other words, the application of Indigenous 

methods and technologies—through smudging, burning tears, or evoking ancestry 

through the Bentwood box—draws these tools out of their epistemological, indeed 

cosmological underpinnings, without a larger gesture to the systems of knowledge that 

they represent. This does two things. It opens up the object, ceremony, or anecdotal 
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representation of knowledge to interpretation via the settler colonial system that it’s 

represented within, as opposed to inviting new understanding and reciprocal learning 

about Indigenous knowledge systems, individual Nations’ specificity, or protocols. Also, 

it is a missed opportunity to indicate the structure, constructedness and singularity of 

settler colonial and western Judaeo-Christian knowledge systems; in this way, the 

Indigenous object is just that, an object, art—other. Knowledge, truth, and the 

cosmological or even metaphysical organization of the ‘real’ remains colonized and 

naturalized in its hegemony. 

In the second half of this chapter, I explore the way the inclusion of Indigenous 

ceremonies and objects as methodological and symbolic supports. Specifically, I focus on 

the life and function of the Bentwood box by Luke Marston, and its unique role within 

the proceedings of the TRC as an embodiment of the commitment to Indigenous ways of 

being, archiving, and knowledge production. I explore what happens when these objects 

or ceremonies are anecdotally included into what I assert remains a largely settler 

colonial knowledge framework of untroubled narratives and habits of space and power. I 

parallel this reading with the work of Tahltan artist and writer Peter Morin, specifically 

his embodied inquiries into the process of witnessing and the diverse voices of testimony. 

Morin’s use of artefacts and objects as a continuation of Indigenous methodologies is 

analogous to the TRC’s own commission of art objects to help in the representation and 

realization of mandates to include and employ Indigenous ‘cultures.’ By contrasting 

institutional spaces and performances with ‘artistic’ or creative spaces and performances, 

we can see how both kinds of spaces field the complexity of identity and the affective 

potential of witnessing and testimony. This chapter then works to show how the TRC 
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spaces produce new knowledge and argues that despite the bracketed inclusion of 

Indigenous ceremony and methods, this new knowledge reproduces settler colonial 

epistemologies and therefore hegemony. 

national event structures: spaces of subjection 

As the public interface of the IRSSA and the TRC, the seven National Events 

were about Statement Gathering, archives, revisiting history and making history. They 

commissioned truth, investigated truth, and heard truth told. But even as they sought 

knowledge, they inform and create it. As Julia Emberley argues of testimony in the TRC, 

the productive reconciliatory potential of testimony as an unsettling act is conditioned by 

the context in which the testimony takes place: “the unsettling effects of testimonies, 

however, can also be manufactured by the circumstances of their delivery.”318 These 

events drew together the symbolism of Western legal practices, historical justice, 

therapeutics, and various Indigenous methods and knowledges to structure their 

mandated process. Simultaneously, the physical infrastructure of the event spaces and 

design, instrumentalized Indigenous ceremonies and objects, as well as the staging of 

various cultural and social events worked to structure new understanding and inform 

experiences of the TRC. During these events ceremonies—for example, smudging, 

keeping and use of a Sacred Fire, collection of tears, ceremonial engagement with the 

Medicine Box, talking circles, and Welcoming to Territory— were instrumentalized 

alongside western traditions as well as institutional conventions. Couched in the 

discourse of reconciliation and the logic of healing, these events were understood as 

																																																								
318 Julia Emberley, The Testimonial Uncanny: Indigenous Storytelling, 
Knowledge, and Reparative Practices (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2014). 6. 
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healing processes and proceedings. The role of ceremony and the sacred was as much to 

mediate the affective outpouring of the events and facilitate healing, as it was to honour 

and feature Aboriginal culture and signal the inclusion of Aboriginal methods or 

knowledges within the process. Scholars have already pointed out the way in which the 

TRC brought together sundry Indigenous conventions in a pan-Indian representation of 

Indigenous culture.319 Others have pointed out the way in which these layered 

representations—representing various levels of legibility for different nations and 

groups—create and sustain spaces that transcend mainstream consumption and 

understanding.320 In the following sections, I will work to further this argument and show 

that the various objects and ceremonial representations of Indigeneity—indeed, 

Indigenous ways of knowing, as I will attempt to show—are features within a largely 

western-settler typography of being (and knowledge production and archiving).  

affective economies 

While the physical, visual, and phenomenological orchestration of witnessing and 

sharing testimony in the National Events shaped the current and the flow of people and 

movement, reflecting the logic and design of the event as reconciling spaces, it can also 

be understood as shaping the flow of affect and emotion that must be redressed in order 

to reconcile these histories. Alongside the goals of healing, safety, and reconciling the 

representation of Aboriginal cultures, these spaces also function to shape and produce the 

knowledge or truth which they commission. In his work, “Feeling Reconciled, Remaining 

Settled,” Dylan Robinson critically explores the affective atmosphere of the event 

																																																								
319 Kalbfleisch and others.  
320 Garneau, David. “Imaginary spaces of Conciliation and Reconciliation. 
“Reconcile This!.”  
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gatherings—the way affect is generated—in particular, through musical and cultural 

performance and engagement.321 Robinson troubles affect’s potential as a ‘feeling’ or 

even sense-based tangibility: evidence in a sense, of reconciliation happening. He 

challenges the productivity of this ephemeral emotional engagement for larger questions 

of redress.  

Thinking along these ‘lines’ of affective engagement, I move that testimony in the 

TRC creates an economy of affect in which the power of emotional engagement works to 

reinforce existing lines of affiliation. Affect can be thought of in relation to force or 

forces of encounter,322 for when we say that something affects us we are speaking in a 

sense of a trajectory, transference, or perhaps sometimes an exchange. In that sense, 

affect is always and necessarily implying a distinction, difference or boundary that is 

identified, exposed, and transgressed through the trajectory or movement of affect. 

Emotions and our experience of them import a distinguishing, defining potential to align 

personal and political identification. Emotions move us to define ourselves, or rather, 

perhaps even before we are aware—as affect is always “webbed in its relations”323—we 

are defined by affective distinction. Sara Ahmed argues that emotions, rather than being 

merely psychological or even personal, “do things.”324 She argues “we need to consider 

how they [, emotions,] work, in concrete and particular ways, to mediate the relationship 

																																																								
321 Robinson, Dylan. “feeling reconciliation, remaining settled.” Eds. Robinson 
and Martin, Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and Beyond the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 281.  
322 Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth, The Affect Theory Reader (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2010). 2. “Affect is in many ways synonymous with 
force or forces of encounter.” 
323 Ibid. 3.  
324 Sara Ahmed, “Collective Feelings: Or, the Impressions Left by Others,” 
Theory, Culture & Society 21, no. 2 (2004). 27. 
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between the psychic and the social, and between the individual and collective.”325 

Following her call, it is important to see how emotions work in the economy of the TRC, 

wherein the participation and testimony of Indigenous speakers is tantamount to national 

legitimacy and the reconciliation agenda.  

The emotional atmosphere is also part of that economy, and needs to be 

understood according to its value or power within the settler colonial project. Ahmed 

moves that emotions work to distinguish surfaces, insides, and outsides. This separation 

occurs through the “very movement engendered by responding to others and 

objects…Rather than locating emotion in the individual or the social, we can see that 

emotionality – as a responsiveness to and openness towards the worlds of others – 

involves an interweaving of the personal with the social, and the affective with the 

mediated.”326 The production of testimonial spaces and witness context works to control 

and mediate affect and, I’m willing to concede that perhaps unintentionally, it also works 

to control and regulate message in the context of the TRC events. The palpable intensity 

of the speakers’ emotions are conveyed via the tenor of their voices, tears, and both what 

is said as well as the things that either cannot or will not be said. Even sitting in the 

institutional spaces of conference halls and event centres, there is an electric sense that 

something pervasive and powerful is happening. For lack of a less elusive, vague phrase, 

the atmosphere is deeply moving. As cameras, lights, commissioners, and health support 

workers tend the affective pooling, these controls work to structure the surface 

condensation of the affect. There is the impression of a vastness hinted at in the absences 

																																																								
325 Ibid. 27. 
326 Ibid. 28. 
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of what is said, in the silences, and in the incommensurable ability to respond 

appropriately.  

testimony as product 

Emotions, shared, and generated in the TRC, distinguish identity by tapping into 

complexities of place, entitlement, affiliation and belonging. The powerful personal 

testimony and survivor narratives of former IRS student are imperative to the function of 

the IRSSA and the official reconciliation project. The testimony of former students—

procuring it, recording it, archiving it, and publicizing it/dispersing it—are components 

which fashion the legitimacy of the redress movement and the reflexivity of the settler 

colonial liberal paradigm. The participation and contributions of former students and 

Aboriginal leaders lends legitimacy to contemporary liberal hegemony, both symbolically 

and legally.327 As a nation-building and political legitimization strategy the individual 

testimony is arguably the most important by-product of the IRSSA.328 In order for the 

Settlement (IRSSA) and the settlement (settler colonial hegemony) to remain legitimate, 

despite the dissenting views of IRS, former students need to participate in the process, 

represent their personal histories and experiences in the schools, as well as stand as 

evidence of the progressive policies to redress the histories. In order to fulfill the 

																																																								
327 The IRSSA requires a certain level of former student buy-in. Association, “The 
Logical Next Step: Reconciliation Payments for All Indian Residential School 
Survivors.”  
328 “Some victim storytellers in South Africa are pushing for the recognition of 
these stories as a form of intellectual property and are seeking a range of 
protections against the manipulation and marketisation of their stories of abuse. 
How this situation came about and what it might mean for the public sphere’s 
engagement with images and narratives of abuse, are the subjects of this article.” 
Colvin, “Trafficking Trauma: Intellectual Property Rights and the Political 
Economy of Traumatic Storytelling.” 72.  
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mandate, the TRC required that former students come forward, speak, attend, and 

contribute to an ongoing archive that would shape the national archive. As we have seen, 

in our exploration of the teleology of the redress narrative and the representative function 

of the healing logic, the affective testimony and experiences of former residential school 

students are filtered through officially sanctioned acceptable and unacceptable modes of 

representing the history and personal experience. Modifiers such as healing, resilience, 

and personal journey help to regulate and normalize acceptable ways of seeing the history 

that are characterized as healthy or productive—forward-thinking—from unacceptable 

ways of seeing the history which are characterized as unhealthy or pathological, and 

unproductively resting on the past. Similarly, the institution of the commission works to 

engender desirable modes of gaining recognition as an individual and conditional ways of 

relating to identity as Indigenous or otherwise. In the ‘Statement Gathering Brochure,’ 

the reader is offered the official narrative of the history of IRS, in a historical 

backgrounder. Based on that precedent, one that already obfuscates the teleology of 

settler colonial history, the potential statement giver is told that her/his statement is 

important because they can “help Canadians understand what the schools were like… 

Those that lived, attended and worked at the schools will finally be given a voice through 

the Statement Gathering process.”329 By giving their statement, former students have the 

opportunity, as well as the burden, of educating the broader Canadian public. The 

implication is that through a true representation of the history, Canadians will have more 

understanding about the location of Aboriginal people in Canada, at which point 

reconciliation will occur because differences are give new significance. That is, with the 

																																																								
329 Truth and Reconciliation Commission Canada., “Statement Gathering 
Brochure.” (2013). 
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history made known individuals will finally understand. The responsibility, however, is 

on those who give statements, to explain themselves, and their experiences, not to 

mention the ongoing othering of Indigenous populations. 

The ways in which statements are solicited, explained, gathered, represented, and 

publicized all work to inform a sanctioned or acceptable way of relating to the history 

and subjectifying ‘Survivors’ and communities. Working within the therapeutic paradigm 

the notion of giving voice is a healing measure; when considered within the political 

social realm, it’s a way of explaining or accounting for oneself or ones condition. Further, 

the second part of the quotation—being given a voice, finally—connotes that speaking is 

a privilege and something that must be given from one to another. More importantly, the 

process is allowing for that space, giving that room for particular voices. “Through the 

statement giving process,” and seemingly only through this process, former students can 

speak. This framing of the statement assumes the silence of former students outside of the 

TRC. While more often than not, this does appear to be true, it does not allow for the 

numerous tort lawsuits filed by student before the IRSSA, which clogged up the 

Canadian courts in their sheer number and tenacity and marshalled the requirement for 

the settlement in the first place. These former students spoke without having been given a 

voice. The statement also does not account for the dozens of creative explications offered 

in the artistic cannon over the past three decades. It naturalizes the IRSSA as the sole 

path of redress and statement making, negating the legal redress that these individuals are 

entitled to for abuse suffered, or the justice owed to the collective Aboriginal community 

of Canada for systemic violations of human rights and genocide. Most certainly in an 

attempt to aid and support statement givers, the brochure outlines other points of 
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departure for speaking.330 These points further the mandate in that they focus on Indian 

Residential School history as catalysts for present issues within Aboriginal-settler 

relations and aboriginal communities. The shaping of personal testimony lies at the heart 

of shaping the affective and representative potential of the redress process, which then 

contribute to subjection and identification with the dominant narrative of Residential 

School history.  

structuring affective outpouring 

The construction of spaces of subjection in the TRC, also mediate the ‘forces of 

encounter.’ As Gregg and Seigworth argue, the ‘force’ of affect, the potential of affect as 

trajectory or movement, “is integral to a body’s perpetual becoming (always becoming 

otherwise, however subtly, than what it already is), pulled beyond its seeming surface-

boundedness by way of its relation to, indeed its composition through, the forces of 

encounter.”331 That is, affect taps into the body’s perpetual transformation and shifting 

nature. In the context of witnessing, we open ourselves up to being ‘transformed’ to 

‘becoming’ reconciled, by inserting ourselves into the speaking space: both as witnesses 

and as those who give testimony. However, the structured nature of the context and the 

																																																								
330 What do you recall about your life before residential school?/ When did you 
first hear about Indian residential schools?/ What would a typical day at 
residential school be like for you?/Were there specific tasks that you were 
responsible for at the school?/ Do you have any particular memories of people, 
events, or experiences that stand out in your mind, either good or bad?/ What was 
it like when you left residential school?/ How has residential school had an impact 
on who you are today?/ What impact has having family or friends attend or work 
at a residential school had on you?/ What does Indian residential school mean to 
you?/ How can Canadians and Aboriginal peoples establish new relations with 
one another based on mutual understanding and respect?/ What does 
reconciliation mean to you? How will we know when reconciliation has taken 
place? 
331 Gregg and Seigworth, The Affect Theory Reader. 3. 



 

 
 

265 

official language of redress, limits or creates our expectations of how and to what extent 

we might be transformed, but, conditioned, none the less, we open ourselves up to 

‘listening’ presuming we will hear something that we have not previously heard, that 

needs to be heard, or that might change our minds about the history. Arguably, the settler 

witness opens their minds and hearts with the notion that its our duty to the aboriginal 

population, to listen; and in such an opening we are controlling the potential for change 

along the existing lines of our paternal/dependant construction of our relationship to the 

other. In this sense, witnesses step into spaces of subjection already open to the potential 

of being impressed, touched, moved by the affect of the others’ emotions and stories: we 

are open to becoming something new or at the very least, to adding something.  

The physical, visual, and phenomenological orchestration of witnessing testimony 

and sharing testimony in the National Events can be read as shaping the current and flow 

of people and schedules but also the flow of emotion and affect. The National Event 

spaces can be understood as layered. There is, of course, (a) the real, physical, concrete 

spaces are laid out by the TRC and as prescribed by the spaces that hosted the events. 

However, we can also think of the space in a second way (b): as a social space,332 

constructed, in the sense that it is regulated, named, and ideologically informed—as 

much imagined as perceived. Also, given the particulars of this ‘space’ in the continuum 

of liberal settler colonial Canada, we can also think of a third space occurring in these 

National Events. This third space can be thought of as describing the virtual, potential, 

																																																								
332 Henri Lefebvre, Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, “State, Space, World: 
Selected Essays,” (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009). Here I 
echo, but likely deviate slightly, from Lefebrve, in thinking about social space as 
combining both the real and the virtual, it is a constructed space within a social 
realm of both public and private distinction. In its link to sociality, it is a 
determined space, a regulated space.  



 

 
 

266 

heterotopic or as a ‘third space.’ Invoking the virtual333 or potential we can think of these 

third spaces (c) as the potential of reconciliation building upon the ‘actual’ of settler 

colonialism in that they pose a potential or ideal that might be but is not yet. The goal of 

reconciliation, particularly as it is embodied in the coming together of settler colonial 

processes and Indigenous knowledge and experience posits a virtual space contingent 

upon the ‘real’ meeting of ideas and people, but also exceeding it or moving beyond it in 

the hopes of developing something shared or agreed upon. Another way to think of this 

third modality is of course as a third space, in the sense of Bhabha or Soya, where in the 

dualities, binaries, and differences of so-called first and second spaces come together as a 

sort of hybrid and/or totally new space. Thinking of Pratt, this can of course extend as a 

kind of contact zone, in which cultural contact and friction might produce meaning.334  

Drawn together, these layers of space and our experience of it help to illustrate the 

way in which these spaces engage in a project of subjection. Thinking about these three 

‘spaces’ from a phenomenological perspective, the physical space might determine how 

we use or move in the space. The social space also determines this use and movement as 

well as conditioning how we interpret our relationship to the space, and how we might 

feel in it. The virtual or potential of the space shapes our understanding of our 

relationship to it, as well as our expectations of the space. In a sense, it might also 

																																																								
333“The Actual and the Virtual,” Any, no. 19-20 (1997). G. Deleuze and C. Parnet, 
Dialogues Ii (Columbia University Press, 2007). 148-159. 
334 I make mention of all of these models, so that we can understand the 
complexity of this space and ground some of the terms that I use, but not in 
relying on the particulars of one specific model to inform the analysis. In picking 
and choosing my allegiances to any theoretical framework, I risk (and gain) 
ambiguity. This is intentional, the ambiguity of this space, and in particular of 
power in this space, is as important to acknowledge, as is the complexity, or 
variability of individual experiences of the space. 
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describe more than what we expect or can perceive and is more reflective of what might 

be. However, this third dimension or virtual space must also be understood within the 

sanctioned or bracketed isolated reframing of the history within the discourse of redress. 

In this sense, the space can be read according to Foucault’s notion of heterotopia:335 it is a 

layered space with complex relationships to the larger space of setter colonialism—

particularly policy spaces, the Indian Act, RCAP, Gathering Strength—but that operates 

according to a discordant meaning from the hegemonic. The National Event spaces allow 

for the representation of undesirable histories, indeed undesirable subjects, in order to 

facilitate the parallel utopia of liberal settler colonialism. In particular, we might think of 

the TRC taking place largely out of sight, where behaviour is outside of the norm, but 

informs or participates in larger hegemonic spaces. Considering how the spaces are 

structured, our social understanding of public space and private disclosure (a), and the 

unique generative potential of the TRC (b), we can see how the encounter of testimony 

and witness are structured and informed to engender roles and subject positions (c). The 

space of the TRC can be understood as producing testimony and experience, which 

contributes to the overall narrative of reconciliation and the settler colonial archive. All 

levels of this space reflect a mechanism for the production of identities and histories that 

inform and sustain the national imaginary, as representational governance through the 

recognition of certain subjects.  

The physical spaces (a) of these National Events represent the contrasting values 

of fulfilling institutional mandates (e.g. the requirement of large, institutional spaces, 

																																																								
335 Foucault Michel and Miskowiec Jay, “Of Other Spaces,” Diacritics 16, no. 1 
(1986); Anthony Vidler and Michel Foucault, “Heterotopias,” AA files, no. 69 
(2014). 
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replete with their own previously endowed purposes and scripts of behaviour), and 

respectfully fostering cultural pride and Indigenous self-determination (by physically and 

visually honouring Indigenous knowledge and culture through objects and ceremony). 

The competing interests of local Indigenous specificity and cultural representation are in 

visible contest with the scale and national importance of the events, which basically 

demand the institutional organization and framework of some kind of convention or 

large-scale entertainment event. The ongoing contrast between the radical intimacy of the 

kinds of testimonies, reunions, and expressions of grief, and the dominating ubiquity of 

screens, cameras, glossy didactics, and applause cultivates a distinct complexity to the 

social space (and script) of the events (b). These spaces are at once hyper real, in the raw, 

palpable emotion and expression, as well as hyper unreal, in the reproduction of such 

emotions on large screens, broadcasts, and the streamlining of ceremonies for large-scale 

participation (c). All of these layers (a,b,c) combine with an economy of affect to inform 

complex affiliations of empathy, participation, and emotional expression, that crystallise 

into liaisons of identification and subjection. As a space for sharing testimony, there are 

multiple venues through which the production and inclusion of testimony are cultivated 

and disseminated. Former residential school students can present either in the very public 

Commissioner’s Sharing Panel, the more intimate Survivor’s sharing circle, or in a 

private statement making space without audience. The three levels negotiate both the 

physical (a) and social construction of space (b). And yet, all three engage with the 

archival record, or ongoing force of narrative testimony, by taking place within the 

potential space of the TRC (c).  
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The Commissioner’s Sharing Panel is the central large public forum. Taking place 

on the main stage of the National Events, the panels are widely consumed events. 

Convened in large rooms—a main hotel banquet hall, a large conference centre, an 

exhibition scale event and conference centre, etc.—the Commissioner’s Sharing Panels 

are organized as large public events. Mirroring other large events, the rooms all centre on 

a main stage, flanked by screens, official staging backdrops, banquet tables, microphones, 

and the official logos and markers of the TRC—I will revisit these some objects in the 

following section. Rows of seating fan out from the stage. The space is engineered for the 

consumption of spectacle. Here, participants can gather to witness the testimony of the 

former students, live. They are also being broadcast, live streaming, across the world. The 

orientation of the seating turns hundreds of people toward the stage, where the speaker 

can be viewed either in the flesh, or via the large screens that flank the stage, magnifying 

and expanding the faces and emotions of the speakers. These rooms are conditioned with 

the connotations of their original planned use.336 The experience of witnessing is 

produced alongside the social conditions of the room. The banquet, concert, public event 

application of rooms is not dissolved in these events. There is a certain dissonance 

between the intimacy and poignancy of the spaces (c), and the formalized institutional 

space they occupy (a, b). The Saskatoon event, for example, was held at the Prarieland 

Park exhibition centre. The centre plays host to agricultural events, farming conventions, 

																																																								
336 White spaces “I explore how whiteness ‘holds’ through habits. Public spaces 
take shape through the habitual actions of bodies, such that the contours of space 
could be described as habitual. I turn to the concept of habits to theorize not so 
much how bodies acquire their shape, but how spaces acquire the shape of the 
bodies that ‘inhabit’ them. We could think about the ‘habit’ in the ‘in-habit’” 
Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness.” 157. 
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large scale concerts, quilt shows and high school graduations. The typically reflector tape 

adorned security guards were replaced with health supports, wearing vests and watching 

the crowds for signs of grief, rather than drunkenness or misbehaviour. In the context of 

the TRC, the audience is in a sense participating, witnessing, and the distinct separation 

between stage and crowd is ambiguous. The space (a) connotes the act of watching, of 

more passively being entertained, and yet the testimony commands even generates 

affective engagement (b, c). There are deeply productive moments of silence, awkward 

and sometimes painfully ill-timed eruptions of applause, and moments in which the 

audience is moved to stand.  

The more physically private and therefore socially intimate, Survivor Sharing 

Circles highlight the production of testimony in a quite literal mechanical structure. 

Despite being oriented to the experience of former students who are offering their 

testimony and more ceremonially structured: speakers share an inner circle (a), 

representing the gathering, the intimacy and the support of the talking circle, facing one 

another, sharing microphone, and witnesses sit in increasing rings around the group. The 

circular structure subverts the stage/audience, speaker/commission and public dichotomy 

that are embodied in the larger events. It creates an impression of reciprocity and 

mutually that lacks in the larger spaces and changes the social script associated with the 

space (b). Even so, here, testimony is a product. There are physical manifestations of this 

in the presence of cameras that move about the room throughout the process. Before the 

sharing begins, speakers are informed of their time allotment, and given a physical timer. 

Traffic lights on the floor in the centre of the circle indicate the time allotted and counted 

for each speaker: green means go; yellow means five minutes remaining; and red means 
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you’ve gone over your time. The physical lights (a), correspond to a social understanding 

of how we are supposed to behave (b). At the Ottawa event, in the Survivor sharing 

circle, one of the speakers mentioned that she noticed the light had changed as she was 

speaking, and another speaker piped back: “seems like something else is controlling us.” 

The comment brought a certain levity, and the whole room laughed. The other speaker 

had a point. The structure and production of the sharing circle may have obvious 

pragmatic function, but it also contributes to the hyper-reality of a streamlined statement 

collection and official reconciliation project. It denotes the importance of the speech, but 

within very specific constraints, to serve a certain purpose, rather than define its own 

course. This condition is not lost on the speakers, who in this context made jokes about 

the structure. When it came time for the same speaker to talk, at the Ottawa event, he 

related that he would “speak today and tomorrow and that’s it.” He was part of a sharing 

circle in Toronto that sent him to the event, and so he felt he should ‘contribute’ (a) so 

that he didn’t get a ‘free ride’ (b). He felt that by sharing his story in the circle, he was 

doing his part, paying his way, so to speak. Socially, he understood his testimony as a 

contribution, something that was needed by the commission, and by other individuals. 

Sharing testimony in private is also an option. There is the option not to have the 

testimony recorded, and to withdraw the testimony at any point. These kinds of private 

statements were and are gathered across the country, and there are also venues for them at 

the National Events. Although they subvert the publicity associated with this reading of 

the structure of the events, there is interesting implication in the absences or silence of 

those spaces on the overall public readability of the events. Mapped out against the 

heavily orchestrated spectacle of testimony, these grey spaces, in which only another 
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individual and/or the camera, is permissible, speak to the way in which the omniscience 

of the archive subverts privacy in these historical redress contexts. Although some 

testimonies are private—for the sake of the speaker’s fear or right to privacy—the mere 

notion of speaking contrasts with this desire. The desire to be heard, to be given voice, 

‘for the record’ reveals the dissonance of public disclosure for the sake of being healed. 

The record is omnipresent here and all-powerful.337 Former students’ opportunity to 

speak to ‘the record’ and contribute their ‘truth’ reflects the centrality and importance of 

the record, of being seen, of being recognized by ‘the record.’ Interestingly then too, 

some of the rawness and intensity of private testimony is then filtered from the public 

record, the public eye. Unless the speaker specifically asks, it will form part of the 

archive and the repertoire of testimonies that will formulate the national research and 

imaginary. However, the more public the utterance, the more widely consumed.  

producing subjects 

The discomfort of sharing and of witnessing pain and the pain of others then 

works along these established narrative lines of identity. Ahmed explores the way in 

which pain cultivates awareness of the body, of the surface of the body, and therefore the 

discrete nature of the self.338 She describes an understanding of the surface or container 

																																																								
337 As Dylan Robinson points out in “Reconciliation Relations,” “the phrase “the 
world is watching” became increasingly present at later TRC events, repeated by 
the commissioners at the close of the day when tallies of worldwide online 
viewers were announced, 61. 
338 “I become aware of my body as having a surface only in the event of feeling 
discomfort (prickly sensations, cramps), that become transformed into pain 
through an act of reading and recognition (‘It hurts!’), which is also a judgment 
(‘It is bad!’). This transformation of sensations into an emotion might also lead to 
moving my body away from what I feel has caused the pain. That is, the 
transformation effected by recognizing a sensation as painful (from ‘It hurts’ to ‘It 
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of the body as traced out in the impressions, the marks left by others.339 We can think of 

this in the mode of witnessing, encountering the pain of others’ experiences, as well as 

the pain of ones’ own history of complicity within these systems of oppression. The way 

that the spaces are structured places emphasis on the distinction between those who speak 

and those who listen. The stages, screens, microphones, cameras, and circles of chairs 

emphasize the active role of speakers, and the passive role of witnesses. The passive role 

of the listener is complicated by the notion that the witness is playing a role in Aboriginal 

healing, doing a service to former residential school students and to Canada. There is 

significant and productive discomfort associated with the unsettling of settlers’ in our 

chairs. As the words are ‘impressed’ upon us, we are marked [through/by?] our 

experience of them, marked by our discomfort. In listening, we are reminded of the 

container of ourselves: the limitations, and the surfaces that distinguish us from one 

another. Alterity is magnified in witnessing. The otherness of the speaker is accentuated 

by the alienation and discomfort that the listener experiences.  

For the TRC witness, the discomfort of listening accentuates the distinction 

between the speaker and the listener, accentuating difference along existing lines of race, 

history, and cultural background. The magnification of alterity couples with context and 

history to mediate these feelings in ways that rely on extant knowledge, and therefore 

reify existing assumptions. Ahmed reminds us that sensations are mediated,340 however 

immediate they seem to be/feel. As in her description of the container defining 

experience of pain, there is immediate recoil, a negativity or rejection associated with 

																																																																																																																																																																					
is bad’ to ‘Move away’) involves the reconstitution of bodily space.” Ahmed, 
“Collective Feelings: Or, the Impressions Left by Others.” 29. 
339 Ibid. 30. 
340 Ibid. 30. 



 

 
 

274 

pain or discomfort. We can extend this rejection along to the context of witnessing; 

certainly it is some that we have seen in Canada, a refusal to accept the violence of settler 

colonialism—that Canada is built upon the violent displacement, controlled oppression, 

and legislated genocide of Indigenous people—because of the pain that the truth might 

cause in disrupting the settler sense of belonging.341 In addition to this original rejection 

of just the sensation of pain or discomfort, Ahmed points out the stratified mediation of 

such feelings and reactions:  

How we feel about another – or a group of others – is not simply a matter of 
individual impressions, or impressions that are created anew in the present. 
Rather, feelings rehearse associations that are already in place, in the way in 
which they ‘read’ the proximity of others, at the same time as they establish the 
‘truth’ of the reading. The impressions we have of others, and the impressions left 
by others are shaped by histories that stick, at the same time as they generate the 
surfaces and boundaries that allow bodies to appear in the present. The 
impressions left by others should impress us for sure; it is here, on the skin 
surface, that histories are made342  

In the discomfort of listening, of witnessing, settler listeners experience the sensation 

with an immediacy that misgives the normative histories and assumptions with which we 

associate the feelings. Considered through Ahmed’s explanation the witness first 

experiences alienation or a rejection at the sensation of pain or discomfort. We can equate 

this with the discomfort or challenge of encountering the suffering of others caused by 

settler colonialism; pain can also be found in the reminder of the originary violence of 

settler colonial invasion. Ahmed asserts that in experiencing that pain and rejection, it is 

mediated by our attempts to draw it into existing histories and knowledge that we have 

about the context. In other words, in seeking to understand why one is uncomfortable, the 

subject relies upon extant knowledge and systems of understanding. So for the settler 

																																																								
341 settler disavowal: a refusal to acknowledge the originary violence 
342 Ahmed, “Collective Feelings: Or, the Impressions Left by Others.” 29. 
Emphasis mine.  
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witness, we are sheltered from the potentially paradigm shattering truth of this 

discomfort, by the structure of the TRC. This pain is acceptable because it is 

contextualized by the TRC; it is cathartic. Not only that, it is a service to the speaker, who 

should seek to heal. What’s more, it is a service to Canada that needs to heal. Finally, it is 

a credit to the listener’s humanitarian, liberal subjectivity as reconciling, as reconciler. In 

the words of Ahmed “being moved by the other’s pain elevates the Western subject into a 

position of power over others: the subject who gives to the other is the one who is 

‘behind’ the possibility of overcoming pain.”343 The habits and embedded knowledges of 

these spaces can work to reinforce existing knowledges. The structure of the events, as 

spectacle/spectator, alongside the logic of healing, reified existing paternalistic views and 

threatens to leave untroubled the foundational hierarchies of hegemony.  

Indigenous knowledges ceremony and objects  

The visible and structural inclusion of Indigenous practices and cultural 

expression were intended to embody the reconciliatory goals of the TRC. Indigenous 

ceremonies and objects play a central role in fulfilling the mandates of the TRC, both 

through the more literal act of honouring and reflecting Aboriginal culture and through 

their clear methodological role in helping to facilitate healing and inspire 

reconciliation344. While the Events have been located in major Canadian cities, they have 

also mapped themselves onto the land through ceremonial cartography of walking, 

																																																								
343 Ibid. 35. 
344 As outlined in the first chapter, the TRC was mandated through Schedule N of 
the IRSSA. The mandate explains explicitly: (b) Provide a holistic, culturally 
appropriate and safe setting for former students, their families and communities 
as they come forward to the Commission (emphasis mine). 
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canoeing, and gathering.345 The days have been bookended in ceremonies, smudges, and 

offerings even as they are structured by announcements about timetables, MCs, stages, 

microphones, and screens. Alongside existing institutional conventions, elements of the 

sacred have been drawn from various Indigenous epistemologies to build the framework 

of the events. Of this structure, the TRC reports 

The Commission’s National Events were designed to inspire reconciliation and 
shape individual and collective memory … Working closely with local Aboriginal 
communities and various regional organizations, representatives of the parties to 
the Settlement Agreement, and other government and community networks, the 
Commission took great care to ensure that the proper ceremonies and protocols 
were understood and followed throughout every National Event. Elders offered 
prayers and teachings at the opening and closing of each event. Smudges, sacred 
pipe and water ceremonies, cedar brushings, songs, and drumming occurred on a 
regular basis throughout. At each event, a sacred fire was lit and cared for by 
Elders and Fire Keepers. Water ceremonies were performed by the women who 
were recognized as the Protectors of the Waters. The sacred fire was also used for 
ongoing prayers and tobacco offerings, as well as to receive the tissues from the 
many tears shed during each event. The ashes from each of the sacred fires were 
then carried forward to the next National Event, to be added in turn to its sacred 
fire, thus gathering in sacred ceremony the tears of an entire country346 

At all levels, there was a visible inclusion of Indigenous methods deemed appropriate for 

making of so many statements and the public process of witnessing Indian Residential 

School history. The role of Indigenous ceremonies in this context is to aid in the healing 

process, while also redressing the history of ignorance and lack of respect that has 

characterized the federal view of Indigenous ways of being. Various ceremonies and 

objects were drawn into the institutional structure of the TRC National Events as 

representations of that reconciliation/ shared space, as well as an acknowledgement of 

Indigenous methods and knowledge systems.  
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bentwood box: ceremonial transfer of knowledge 

Central to the image and proceedings of the TRC National Events has been the 

Medicine Box, carved by Coastal Salish artist, Luke Marston. The cedar bentwood box 

has been, and will likely continue to be an icon within the discourse of redress, and an 

ambassador of reconciliation throughout Canada. The box was originally commissioned 

to represent the ‘ceremonial transfer of knowledge’ mandated by Schedule N. The 

Schedule dictates “National Events should include the …  (i) ceremonial transfer of 

knowledge through the passing of individual-statement transcripts or community 

reports/statements.”347 According to the TRC, “The Bentwood Box is a lasting tribute to 

all residential school Survivors and their families, both those who are living and those 

who have passed on, including the artist’s Grandmother, who attended Kuper Island 

residential school. This ceremonial box travelled with the Commission to every one of its 

seven National Events, where offerings—public expressions of reconciliation—were.” In 

their Final Report, the commission cites the box as a “symbol of this transfer” of 

knowledge.348 Indeed the life of the object within the course of the TRC has been that. 

The box has been the unfaltering witness to countless testimonies. The seemingly 

bottomless container has been the receptacle of countless objects, ranging from individual 

statements to children’s items, religious tokens to police hats. The TRC acknowledges the 

box as a “sacred object” alongside all of things that were placed into it. The box has been 

of interest to many scholars, because of its centrality and symbolic importance to the 

TRC processes.  
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As a symbol of the TRC and part of the ceremonial transfer of knowledge, the box 

was intended to represent all the Aboriginal people of Canada.349 The four panels are bent 

from a single piece of cedar each representing the Inuit, First Nations, and Metis 

people.350 Starting from the side panel, the box features a child with a distinctive bowl 

hair cut—recognizable as the blunt chopping of hair so ubiquitous in the photographs and 

testimonies about the schools. Across the child’s mouth, is painted a red hand, 

representing the loss of language, according to Marston, but also seeming to echo the 

abuses through the lingering impression of having been marked. The child’s face is 

encircled in a ring of colours, and above the child’s face, tracing the handle holds, is the 

infinity symbol of the Métis people. The front panel, perhaps the most well-known, most 

photographed, most iconic, represents Marston’s own Grandmother,351 who Marston 

notes was a Residential School student. Her face is framed by her fingers: two of them 

curled on the left hand. The folded fingers represented on the front of the box 

commemorate her mutilation, when thrown down a flight of stairs by a nun, and left 

without treatment.352 Her white hair and stylized lines around her hair honour her age, 

while her fingers relate her past experience of having been a child at the schools. She 

embodies ‘the Survivor’ distinguishably old but bearing traces of her life and her specific 

knowledge. She looks down, and black painted lines highlight her cheeks, signifying 

																																																								
349 Luke Marston, interview by First People Radio, 2009. 
350 Kalbfleisch, Elizabeth. “Gesture of Reconciliation: The TRC Medicine Box as 
Communicative Thing,” Eds. Robinson and Martin, Arts of Engagement: Taking 
Aesthetic Action in and Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada. 
351 Marston, “Sacred Bentwood Box Used at National Events of Canada’s Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission.” 
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tears.353 The other side panel features a face surrounded in what might be a white hood, 

the night sky dancing above its head is streaked in green Northern lights and speckled in 

stairs. Marston points out that the dancing skylights honour the ancestors.354 This 

unmarked face, at home in the North also seems to honour the child in his or her home 

place, on the land, perhaps recalling the time before being sent to school, or the 

resurgence of that relationship with the closing of the schools. The back panel we almost 

never see. The Grandmother is always facing the gathering, and the back panel can only 

be seen by those who are on stage. Even in Commission materials, it is hard, if not 

impossible to find a representation of the back of the box. Unlike the other sides, this one 

has no face; instead, Marston carved this side with the Thunderbird symbol. He states that 

he wanted a symbol that would represent “all of us, as one.”355 He states that the 

Thunderbird is a relatively universal symbol that he felt would represent “ a loud voice, 

because this box, I believe, is going to be a loud voice, for Canada.” The four sides, taken 

together seem to represent both the unified geography of Aboriginal experience in 

Canada as well as the temporal and experiential layers of the history: moving from the 

child before, during, and long after IRS, to the ‘loud voice’ of unified resurgence 

embodied in the Thunderbird.  

In addition to offering ceremonial conduit for the transfer of knowledge from 

diverse and distinct Aboriginal people to the Government of Canada, the gestures of 

																																																								
353 Kalbfleisch, Elizabeth. “Gesture of Reconciliation:The TRC Medicine Box as 
Communicative Thing,” Eds. Robinson and Martin, Arts of Engagement: Taking 
Aesthetic Action in and Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada. 
354 Marston, Luke. “Sacred Bentwood Box Used at National Events of Canada’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.” “Past spirits dancing in the sky” 
355 Ibid. 



 

 
 

280 

reconciliation and offerings associated with them have added a sense of embodied 

reconciliation to the role of the box. Many offerings express a commitment to the 

ongoing reconciliation effort, such as the broken chalice by the United Church of Canada, 

students’ artwork, handmade blankets and quilts, the tiny ballet shoes and moccasins 

offered as a commitment to commemoration—now seemingly fulfilled—from the Royal 

Winnipeg Ballet. In one such example, the Saskatoon Police Chief placed a police hat 

into the box, as a representation of reconciliation between the Department and the 

Aboriginal communities they serve (2012 Saskatoon National Event). The Neil 

Stonechild murder, and the horrendous revelation of ‘starlight tours’ in the Saskatoon 

area in the early millennium, unmasked insidious and violent racism that characterized 

the abuse of power within the Saskatoon Police Department. At the Saskatoon National 

Event, this particular gesture of reconciliation expressed a commitment to the ongoing 

mending of broken promises and relationships, as well as an acknowledgment of the 

ruptures and violences that had already occurred. This particular instance is interesting, 

because it reflects an institutional recognition of the larger systemic issues that continue 

to detrimentally affect the lives of Aboriginal people in Canada. Made within the context 

of the TRC, this gesture was to the larger narrative of assimilation and racism in Canada. 

The gesture further evokes the sacredness of the box and the gesture of offering. The box 

is representative of a larger, communal body to which the Department offers, commits, 

and makes promises.  

Through contributions and gestures of reconciliation, the Bentwood box embodies 

a user-driven, decentralized archive. Through the performing of this process of archiving, 

within the framework of the TRC, engagement with the box represents a consistently 
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revising, expanding iteration of the archive that is grown and redefined at each interval 

and exchange. Through the performing of archive, and here, I recall Butler’s distinction 

between performing versus performance;356 the archive is redefined and established 

anew, enacted as it is continued. The specificity of location and territory with regards to 

each event further complicates this performing of the archive. Each contribution, interacts 

with the location and the land, as well as the ceremonial nature of the box, and in so 

doing formulates another layer of meaning in relation to the national narrative of 

reconciliation. This interaction on stated territory also serves to map Indigenous 

relationships to the land, and offers a distinct recognition of Indigenous epistemology and 

archive. As we have seen, these spaces of subjection are heavily concerned with 

historical revision and representation. The ceremonies involved in the bentwood box 

embody an opportunity for self-representation and the self-determination of the archive. 

Marston’s thinking of the box as a “loud voice” aligns itself with the notion of each 

object and contribution to the box as an opportunity to speak to one’s own experience and 

identity in an open-ended way. It also connotes the complexity between the boxes role in 

the mandate of the TRC and the boxes reality as a symbol of speaking out. Marston cites 

the work as “the most meaningful project I’ve ever done, in my whole life.”357 He also 

points out that the power of the project is “not really the box itself. It’s like the movement 

behind it all. The box is something that’s physical and we can see it, but it’s what it’s 

going to create.” Marston suggests that the larger notion of the presence and engagement 

of the box is representative of a broader meaning and importance for Aboriginal people. 
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Rather than a record of what has been said or done, the box represents a record of 

relationships, commitments, and ceremony. These relations of place and the ‘loud voice’ 

of the box may not be ‘recognized’ within the normative discourse, and therefore reveal 

the complex network of meaning that can function both within but beyond or even 

outside of official reconciliation.  

Within the spaces of the TRC, the bentwood box sat stage centre, in the main 

stage of the events. During the Commissioner’s Sharing Panels, when these spaces were 

used for giving testimony and sharing statements, the box was centred between the tables 

of the speakers and the table where the commissioners sat. This position connotes the 

literal mediation of healing between the former students and the federal commission. The 

symbolism of the Grandmother also acted as a physical reminder of the generations of 

individuals affected, and those who might not be present, or living to share. Throughout 

the life of the TRC, the box acted as a physical receptacle for the transfer of objects. The 

process of putting things into the box offers a symbolic ‘letting go’ as well as a 

connotation of the sacred in the sense of ‘an offering’ to the box. Former students, 

officials, religious representatives, community members and other witnesses contributed 

over 1000 objects to the box over time. The never-ending openness and acceptance of the 

box—emptied and refilled again and again—speaks to the vastness of experiences, the 

wealth of grief and hope, and the ongoing gestures of reconciliation. The boxes capacity 

to take all of it in, symbolic, is part of a healing ceremony: the displacement of or letting 

go of things, thoughts, memories and emotions. The box offers a literal, physical 

expression and ceremonial enactment of the processes. As a tool of catharsis, the box 

helps to mediate affect, and emotion. Recognizable, as Elizabeth Kalbfleisch points out, 
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in various registers—as a pan-Indian symbol, as a West Coast Salish object, as an 

Aboriginal object, and as a TRC object—the affective potential of the space is mediated 

across these various strata of meaning. The “histories that stick”358 along the lines of 

Aboriginal visual representation shape the force of affect in the TRC space. The box 

works to distinguish affect along visible cultural and racial lines, authenticating a notion 

of ‘Indigenous’ experience and ‘Indigenous’ ceremony, while reifying a distinction of 

‘Canadian’ identity vis-à-vis reconciliation. In other words, the box offers a ceremonial 

anchor for affect and experience in the TRC process that mediates emotions and pain 

along lines of cultural distinction. It works to encourage recognition and affiliations of 

Indigenous identity, while also working to manifest a relation between Indigenous 

cultural practices and ceremony and Canadian institutions.  

the meeting of Indigenous knowledges and settler ways of being 

Artist, curator, and writer, Peter Morin, a member of the Crow clan of the Tahltan 

First Nation in northern British Columbia, critiques the national events of the TRC as 

structures, controlled spaces, in which active witnessing cannot take place: of the TRC 

events, he states that they are spaces where Indigenous knowledges meet settler colonial 

ways of being. Reflecting on these Truth and Reconciliation National Events, Morin 

writes “the audience applauds and often is left to rely on familiar experiences where 

applause is the norm. Bodies of knowledge—indigenous and settler ways of being—

impact each other in this situation. A dynamic of resonance between bodies is played out 

in this scenario. a forced meeting of indigenous ways of being and western-settler 
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colonialism.”359 Morin calls attention to the invisible scripts and protocols associated with 

the locations and structure of these National Events: in large banquet halls and events 

spaces where clapping and stasis are the norm and certain kinds of expression are 

privileged as appropriate. He cites the way in which these structures, scripts, and 

protocols are naturalized along invisible—seemingly unquestioned—epistemologies and 

knowledges. He reflects on the fact that Indigenous ways of being and knowledges, 

“Indigenous born ideas” he calls them elsewhere360, are forced into this space of western-

settler colonialism. These ways of being come to mingle, mix, and impact one another. 

When we spoke, Morin described his own experience of Marston’s Bentwood box and 

his relationship with it, at the TRC national event: “I thought it was something that was 

accessible to everyone. Only the people who participated in the testimony, it was 

available to them. I had a thought that I would—because I’m effected by IRS, we all 

are—I wanted to sing into the box.”361 He was drawn to the idea of singing into it; and he 

had a song, commissioned for the children with whom he worked, which he intended to 

sing into the box.362 As an embodiment of Indigenous knowledge and ways-of-being, the 

box was successful in creating that space; Morin recognized its potential and was drawn 

to interact with it in a way that he felt comfortable and ‘culturally appropriate.’ However, 

the physical structure, and arguably the scale, of the event prevented such a manifestation 

of that connection. Here, the box represented a typological reference and limited 

																																																								
359 Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land.” 
Eds. Robinson and Martin, Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 67.  
360 Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land.” 
ibid.68. 
361 Peter Morin, interview by Lara Fullenwieder, April, 2016. 
362 Ibid. 
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methodological inclusion—for speakers only. In short, it had a function as representative 

of but not an embodiment of: the life of the object within the space was subject to the 

space.  

Morin asserts that there is a dynamic resonance between settler and Indigenous 

knowledge bodies—a vibration that echoes in the “resonance chamber of the body.” He 

captures the dissonance here, between the structured proceedings of these events as an 

institution—the social and political reality of these events as meeting places—and the 

affective onslaught of the rigorous emotions experienced at the events through the 

sharing and telling of personal experiences in the testimony of former IRS students. In 

her canonical treatise on the Indigenous body in performance art, The Archive and the 

Repertoire, Diana Taylor points to the key function of the body in thinking about cultural 

memory. She asserts, “it is impossible to think about cultural memory and identity as 

disembodied.”363 She points out the body’s clear significance in the location and 

specificity of knowledge and memory: pointing out the taxonomic, mnemonic, gendered, 

historical and political classifications that are mapped out, fought out, and evidenced by 

the body as representation.364 In the context of the TRC, the embodied, affective 

economy of the reconciliation, healing, and witnessing narrative, which I have tried to 

map in the first half of this chapter, indicate the centrality of the body to the formulation 

and continuation of settler colonial ways of recognition and contextualising Indian 

Residential School history. In these spaces, the body and its affective functions are made 

legible through the normative history of the schools and the sanctioned recognition of 
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that history. As the space structures and mediates the affective outpouring of the process, 

the body is at the centre of meaning making. 

 Morin echoes Taylor in the central location of the body in his understanding of 

Indigenous knowledge’s, knowledge formation, and performative actions. In theorizing 

witnessing and reconciliation, Morin calls the body ‘a resonance chamber’ wherein the 

histories and voices of the Indian Residential School former students might be felt, heard, 

and stored. Morin writes, “Our bodies mediate the meeting of these two distinct areas of 

history. The body is a resonant chamber, a place for the articulation and amplification of 

many experiences. Colonization has interrupted this resonance. It has interrupted 

indigenous knowledge production and history.”365 Over the last near-decade’s worth of 

performative research and engagement, Morin has explored the Indian Residential School 

history and the conditions of its contemporary telling. Morin’s stance in the performance 

is one of support and sustenance; thinking of the commissioners and the work that they 

are doing, as well as the survivors and their stories, he witnesses and performs to sustain 

and support. Simultaneously, his work can be understood as a generative critique of the 

discourse of reconciliation and the structural processes of witnessing Indian Residential 

School students in Canada: he positions himself as “not speaking to Canada,”366 even as 

he dances for the appointed commissioners. His work articulates a complex and 

important space of ambivalence vis-à-vis the normative capacity of the state-structured 

processes of redress.  
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Morin’s work with Indian Residential School history and experiences relates back 

to his own experience working with Indigenous children who are currently displaced 

from their communities and Indigenous heritage through foster care placement, as well as 

his own lived experience, which he describes as being shaped and effected by the Indian 

Residential School without having ever attended them. Morin told me that he was 

inspired to work with Indian Residential School history when working with Indigenous 

children in foster care. He noted that the homes in which children were often placed had 

no overt reference to their Indigeneity. In his memories of his own childhood home, his 

mother’s home and family home, it was photographs of his relations that served as 

reminders of his place and belonging. While the children Peter worked with experience 

the cultural and familial—as well as probably spatial—displacement of the Indian 

Residential School history within the ongoing foster care system, the artist himself relates 

that he experiences Indian Residential School through the inheritance of its habits and 

processes. Discussing a performance piece in which he and Indigenous youth stamped a 

wall with linocuts they had made, Morin described how he thought about the washing of 

the wall, which came after the stamping. He told me that it was a nod in some ways to his 

mother, who had been a cleaner in her life. He pointed out that she learned how to wash 

walls at the IRS. Someone there, likely another student, had taught her how to wash the 

walls. She had taught him to wash walls. And, when he didn’t do it properly, he got in 

trouble. Morin’s story relates the passing down of a method, the institutionalization of a 

habit, as well as a disciplinary mentality. We can extend this metaphor into the larger 

Canadian context: while many Indigenous people and ongoing generations will not have 

attended IRS, we cannot underestimate the pervasiveness of its violent habits, its 
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ontological negation and denial of the veracity and value of Indigeneity; likewise, just as 

there are those who deny culpability for policies and regimes past, Morin’s anecdote 

relates the habituation of settlers to the core approaches of IRSs, such as paternalism, 

discipline—seen in a systemically racist judiciary system, evidenced by disproportionate 

Aboriginal representation in Canada prisons. Further, Morin states that the land has a 

memory of the history, which no one can evade: “the land remembers this trauma [if 

IRS], and every time our bodies walk into these spaces where the land has experienced 

this trauma, we are re-experiencing this trauma.”367 In this view, the reconciliation that 

must take place in order to redress Indian Residential School includes an 

acknowledgement and account of the land’s memory of the history and an 

acknowledgement of that effect on our bodies and psyches.  

With regards to the official state-funded initiatives to redress and reconcile, Morin 

recounted that, for him, “every one of those events I went to was a very organized space, 

in which our experience of the space was very controlled.”368 He elaborates on this sense 

of control and limitation in his writing about the spaces:  

the truth and reconciliation gatherings do not provide a space for culturally based 
witnessing. I don’t consider applause a cultural act. sitting around a talking circle 
is not the same as sitting in a talking circle. at times the applause seems empty. it 
occurs to me that this structure doesn’t allow for ancestors to witness the 
survivors’ testimony. my body feels this emptiness. my body also responds with 
the need to sing a response. but there is no space to respond with anything other 
than applause or a standing ovation or just walking away. 369 
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His assessment of the space gestures towards the institutional habits of the place and 

other contextual frames which control or influence responses. In this sense, I would 

contend that applause is indeed a cultural act. It is both an articulation of the behaviours 

associated with the space—its discursive formation as a western-settler capitalist 

enterprise—as well as a normative expression of the commitment to those norms, an 

agreement of sorts, an endorsement. He seems to imply that it is not an Indigenous 

cultural act: mirroring the language of the TRC’s own commitment to cultural sensitivity 

and inclusion. The following statement, that the form of a circle and talking doesn’t make 

it a talking circle emphasizes that the aesthetics of inclusion, or the typological 

representation of “Indigenous born ideas” within settler colonial hegemony does not 

equivocate actual representation of those ideas. Indeed, inclusion is just that: the taking 

into an existing whole.  

He writes that he experiences the lack, the emptiness of this space, in his body—

the place where, as I will come to soon, Morin contends research and knowledge 

production can take place. Talking about the TRC, Morin told me 

that I wanted to get up and sing, to the people who were naming their surviving 
and thriving…not getting a chance to and feeling the sharpness in my 
body…Wanting to say to these elders “Thank you for surviving.” The only way 
that was made available to me through the TRC structure was to stand up and 
applaud. Like I was watching a show. Like I was watching a theatre. That, to me, 
informed a further violence on my own body, not having a place to speak to that: 
to my own experience of the survival of these people, and my own survival and 
my own picking up the pieces that goes on daily.370  

Morin’s reflection on the anguish of not speaking, of being silenced, echoes the history of 

Indian Residential School schools and the even the experiences of former students whose 

early attempts at legal and political recognition were met with official denial. But what 
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Morin describes here is also the anguish of being invisible or illegible within a given 

framework. He is experiencing dissonance with his context, which cannot accommodate 

the range and diversity of his reaction and response. The sharpness he names is not only 

then the affective experience of listening to such histories and wanting to respond, but 

also in finding that there is no room for or recognition of his response. When we spoke in 

interview Morin explained his understanding of the body and Indigenous ceremony as 

central to the production and continuation of Indigenous knowledge. He cited Rebecca 

Belmore as the one who had taught him that despite all that was interrupted, legislated 

away by the assimilative settler colonial agenda, the body remained: “we have our 

bodies.” This statement echoes Taylor’s argument that “embodied and performed acts 

generate, record, and transmit knowledge” (21). The body, as Belmore, Taylor and Morin 

pose it is both an instrument and an archive of knowledge. The silencing or bracketing of 

Morin’s physical and affective experiences and reactions within the institutional space of 

the TRC can be read alongside his naming of the body at the intersection of knowledge 

and memory. Read together, we can understand the affront of the spaces and alienation of 

experience as also an affront at the negation or exclusion of ones own way of knowing 

and expressing. The TRC spaces articulate the history and redress of Indian Residential 

School in a way that does not recognize or make room for Morin’s own views and 

articulations.  

performance as research 

In order to come to terms with these “difficult political histories” and also to learn 

about his own relationship to the IRS, Morin chooses performance as a research 

methodology and a knowledge-making process. Morin explains, “performance art is a 
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way for me to practice being Tahltan in the world…It helps me to build a relationship to 

Tahltan nation ways of knowing and being. And also, it is a way for me to name my 

experience of the difficult political histories, which shape this place called Canada.”371 As 

in the above section, Morin and others view the body and ceremony as a sight of 

resurgent cultural and knowledge-making processes: “highly sophisticated ceremonies 

and artistic practices.”372 In several performances dealing with the Indian Residential 

School history and redress process, Morin’s performance methodology intersects with 

Indigenous epistemologies and ceremony as a way of learning traditional ways and 

producing new knowledge. In a multi-event performance series at Open Space, in 

2009,373 Morin began to explore the notion of a framework or guiding principles for a 

performance. He told me that he encouraged attendance to all twelve of the performance 

events, in order to experience or be audience to the entirety of the process: “I was 

interested in doing this very long performance series. In order to experience the full intent 

you had to go to all twelve performances. I wrote a guide, a road map for the 

performance.” This framework suggests a structure of building upon, or contingent 

knowledge that is being developed over time. Likewise, the function of a guide to 

establish existing knowledge and protocol reinforces the performances as a space of 

knowledge and learning.  

The performance collaborative performance Hair drew upon the aesthetics of 

ceremony and embodied practice. Hair was developed through the Art + Reconciliation 
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MOOC (Massive Open Online Course).374 Morin engages with other Indigenous and 

nonIndigenous artists. In this layered performance, Morin and Ayumi Goto perform a 

number of task-based gestures. In once such process, they attach a number of rocks to 

Morin’s body, tying the weights to his limbs and torso carefully with strips of red fabric. 

The weight of the rocks is palpable in Morin’s movements and gestures, affectively 

transforming the space into one of work and endurance. Bearing the weight of the rocks, 

Morin presses his body, tense with the burden of the precarious objects, into a row of 

graphite lined papers hung on the wall—thin, long strokes of the grey have been drawn 

vertically on the white sheets, evocative of the performances title, but also the never-

ending chalk and graphite lines of school days. As he walks, and presses, and strains, the 

lines begin to blur and to smear. They mark his body, his face, his clothing. The rocks 

make quiet sounds that mingle with the sounds of Morin’s own movement. In the same 

performance, Morin takes up the theme of hair shearing when Goto performs the 

washing, preparation, and cutting of her hair in small locks, which she then presents to 

Morin—by then covered largely with the graphite smudges. The two kneel on the white 

prepared floor, the gifting of the locks of hair is so neatly and reverently performed—

contrasting against Morin’s heavy, full-body effort and laboured pressing, which messed 

and smudged his face, white shirt, arms. One lock is then used to paint, as a small brush 

across the white prepared floor. Then the locks are tied to rocks with the red strips and 
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the Goto invites the audience members to engage with the bound rocks—to place a hand, 

or two hands, to gesture in some way to what has happened, what has been given. 

In his work for Witnesses at the Belkin Gallery (UBC)—which coincided with the 

Vancouver National TRC event, and attracted more than 6000375 people to the small 

university gallery—Morin performed this is not a simple movement (December 2013). 

The performance was inspired by Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece—in which the audience cut of 

off the artist’s clothing with scissors, piece by piece. Morin’s work featured a button 

blanket covered in human hair. Audience members were invited to cut the blanket away 

from his body, mirroring the violence of the cutting and revelation that characterized 

Ono’s work, but complicating it with the layers of human hair also being cut. The 

performance dealt with the poignant historical violence of hair cutting that was 

ubiquitous in the Indian Residential School system and frequently noted in former 

student’s memories of their experiences. Morin points out that this performance was 

inspired by a dream that revisited to him the fact that “thousands and thousands of miles 

of hair” would have been cut away from the children’s heads.376 The theme of hair and 

the loss of hair is an ongoing feature of Morin’s work on the topic as we have seen. 

Likewise, the object of engaging the audience in the gestures that address the history, 

touch or engage with the history is also a foundational underpinning of Morin’s work. As 

members of the audience are invited to cut away the blanket, they are both invited into a 

position of collaborator in the work, as well as a position of power enacting violence. 

They remove Morin’s own protective, warming layers, and, in so doing, they mimic the 

																																																								
375 Griffin, “Witnesses Residential School Exhibition Attracts Record Numbers.” 
376 “Witnesses: Art and Canada’s Indian Residential Schools.” (Morris and Helen 
Belkin Art Gallery 2013). 
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violent act of hair shearing that has characterized historical assimilative strategies in 

Canada, as well as the violence of cutting away intimate layers, warmth, and familiarity. 

This gesture is complex, as by attending and participating in a performance that troubles 

the history and redress of Indian Residential School schools, audience members are 

engaging in a reflexive process, a seemingly progressive act. Yet, by cutting away the 

bits of Morin’s hair covered protection, they are both complicit in the important work of 

the art praxis, as well as reminded of our mutual complicity in the violence of 

assimilative policies, past and present.  

this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land 

In direct dialogue with the official processes of the Indian Residential School 

TRC, Morin developed the performance this is what happens when we perform the 

memory of the land (2013),377 which was performed in two parts in Montreal. Much like 

his earlier performances, wherein he embarked upon the performances as a way to deepen 

his own understanding of the Indian Residential School history and his relationship to it, 

Morin developed this performance to parallel the TRC, as his own way of participating in 

the process, and dialoguing with its function. He writes that the performance reflects a 

desire to hear more voices through the varied collaborative contributions. This is in part 

in response to Morin’s own feeling of being silenced in his voice and in his way of 

relating at the TRC official events. In our interviews he related a deep and dear desire to 

sing a song into the Bentwood Box. He’d developed the song alongside the foster 

children with whom he worked. The parallel and importance of this contribution to the 

																																																								
377 This performance was a commission supported by the Aesthetics of 
Reconciliation SSHRC project, led by Keavy Martin and Dylan Robinson.  
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box as an archive and witness is poignant and self-evident. He was deeply disappointed 

by the fact that only those speaking had access to the box, and he pointed out the 

limitations of the views surrounding who gets to speak, who should have been effected. 

Particularly part one of the performance expands on these limitations through 

collaborations and participation. Concurrently, alongside this important critique, Morin 

also writes that he wanted to offer a dance to protect the commissioners,378 something to 

sustain and support them in the “important work” that they do. The second performance 

in particular features the dance to protect the commissioners. Morin told me that the final 

iteration of Part Two: “ transformed a bit, because I saw these commissioners, and I was 

worried. I saw that they looked shadowed by something. So we, I became a giant rattle. It 

was a shift in the original performance structure.” Morin’s performances can be 

understood as a critique, as well as a contribution to the TRC structure and processes. As 

we shall see in the following paragraphs, through supplementing and expanding the 

TRC’s scope and methods, Morin indicates the way in which the settler colonial framing 

of the TRC events limits and curtails not only witnessing but another component of 

Indian Residential School redress and colonial redress: acknowledging and facilitating 

the centrality of Indigenous epistemologies and knowledge production.  

this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land was made up of 

two performances (April 27 & 8, 2013). For the first performance, Morin partnered again 

with artist Ayumi Goto. In this performance, the audience faced a prepared performative 

space, in which Goto and Morin circled around three blankets on the floor: two of the 
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Eds. Robinson and Martin. Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 85. 
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blankets were adorned in human hair; one of the blankets was adorned in a variety of 

prepared objects. Behind the movement space sat a number of other people. Visually, this 

structure, with eyes encircling the performance area, gives the impression that all facets 

of the performance and action are seen. On one end side of the space, there was a screen 

where 6 videos—sourced from and prepared by other artists and creative practitioners—

were viewed. As witnesses, Goto and Morin performed their listening to the videos, for 

the audience, for the honorary seats behind the space. The audience watched both the 

honorary witnesses and the witnessing performed by Morin and Goto. In the second 

performance, Morin paired with Skawennati. The two tied rattles to his entire body. He 

became a human rattle, and he danced, danced to music, for the commissioners. Then 

everyone was invited to dance. He ended up stepping on a bone scraper, which had also 

been tied to his body, and had to leave to attend to his foot for a few minutes. Then the 

performance ended with words, an invocation from Morin. 

To develop the performance, Morin worked well ahead of time sourcing objects 

and working to develop collaboration with other artists to develop the materials and a 

framework for the performance. For the six videos, each made by other artists across 

Canada,379 Morin writes that he approached each Indigenous and allied artist and asked 

them to contribute. The artists are told to make “a video work which represents their 

‘truth’ concerning the effects of the residential school and were told that this truth would 

be witnessed as a component piece within the body of the performance.”380 The 

																																																								
379 Doug Jarvis, Ayumi Goto, Gordy Bear, Brianna Dick, Robin Brass, France 
Trepanier. 
380 Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land,” 
Eds. Robinson and Martin., Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 73. 
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invitations for other artists to contribute their video testimonial reflects the 

aforementioned wish to increate the number of voices in the process and to articulate the 

breadth of experience and effect of the colonial history. In addition to the video 

collaboration with other artists, and the object collaboration which I will come back to, 

Morin worked with the scholarship team, of the SSHRC grant through which the 

performance was commissioned. These honorary witnesses held a responsibility to 

witness the performances and occupied a central position in the seats behind the 

performance area. He writes:  

These colleagues became witnesses, they became living memories. these chairs 

became witness chairs. the chairs became the host chairs. this performance space 

was shifted into a community gathering. the performance became an act of 

community. sitting in the chairs allowed the scholarship team to become 

performance collaborators, their bodies contributing to the shape and depth of 

the performative action.  

These participant and collaborator witnesses are placed strategically in a place of 

importance and responsibility. Their clear vantage gives them full access to view the 

performance, and also to witness the audience. They too can be watched, identified. In 

their roles as witnesses, they bear the responsibility of caring this event forward in their 

work as scholars and knowledge makers; in Morin’s words “their job was to take this 

witness this performance and add it to the scope of their work, on going work.” They 

represent accountability and also the community and depth of the affect of this 

performance. Morin writes “we are holding something like a potlatch. we were invited to 

become living memories of the events.” Morin recalls the previously outlawed practice of 

Potlatch Ceremonies, historically observed by various distinct Indigenous nations of the 

Pacific Northwest. The banning of Potlatches in 1888 was an assimilative measure aimed 



 

 
 

298 

at the destruction of social ties and the erasure of Indigenous cultural practices that 

conflicted with western Christian values. Morin’s parallel of the performance structure 

with these community events draws upon the ceremonial significance of the witness and 

the individual roles of community participants. It is also a reminder of the outlawing of 

Indigenous ways of being and settler hegemony. Morin’s use of ceremony and nonsettler 

knowledge frameworks draws attention to the normative structure of the TRC events and 

the necessity of Indigenous epistemologies when addressing the cultural and spiritual 

assault of the IRS. 

The objects used in the performance were also of a central position to the 

collaborative methodology and reflective of Morin’s commitment to Indigenous methods 

and embodied knowledge production. Many of the objects were the result of 

collaborations with other artists or made by other artists. Morin told me that he 

considered what was needed for the performance, what had to be made, who could make 

things, and who needed work.381 He sourced the objects from other artists and bartered 

with them. He mentioned that he made drums and traded them: “So I made them drums, 

and I gave them these drums and said I would like to trade you this drum and in return 

would you make me a song or a video or some sort of testimony—your truth which I can 

witness during my performance.” In another case, he wanted to make sure the artist was 

paid money, and arranged for it. As he writes in the record of the performance in Arts of 

Engagement, one rattle was the result of a layered exchange of collaboration. A settler 

woman who attended Morin’s 12 performances at Open Space gave him her shorn hair as 

ad gesture to the shorn hair of the children who attended IRS. Morin took the hair and 

																																																								
381Morin, “Personal Interview on 'This Is What Happens When We Perform the 
Memory of the Land.'” 



 

 
 

299 

asked another artist, Laura Hynds, to make them into the rattles. These rattles, he writes 

sing with a “unique voice,” and they sing a song of the future.382 Morin considered each 

artist and their context and working together developed the objects, which would 

comprise the performance, and work to shape the performance space.  

In the performance, there were three blankets on the floor. These three spaces, 

Morin asserts, represent epistemological areas. “knowledge is produced and documented 

on the blankets.” Two of the blankets were covered in braids of hair. Between them on 

another blanket was the collection of objects to be used in the performance (emphasis 

original).383 Morin told me “each object has to be placed in a specific way. That 

placement of those objects in relation to each other also refer to my setting up an 

epistemological framework. Performance is the knowledge in practice” (emphasis 

mine).384 The intended structure of the performance was for Goto and Morin to respond 

to the testimony of the videos using the objects arranged upon the blankets, as well as the 

blankets themselves.385 The objects are evocative of the different worlds and knowledge 

frameworks from which they come. They are also embodiments of the maker’s 

engagement and experience, detailed by Morin in what he calls the record of the 

performance. But that is not readily available to the audience. That said, the objects hold 

a primary place in the centre of the mise-en-scene. Through the interchangeable and 

																																																								
382 Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land,” 
Eds. Robinson and Martin., Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada.76. 
383 Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land,” 
ibid. 71. 
384 Morin, “Personal Interview on “This Is What Happens When We Perform the 
Memory of the Land.'” 
385 Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land,” 
Eds. Robinson and Martin., Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
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ongoing engagement with them via Morin and Goto, there is the impression that they are 

tools—tools of the witnessing, ceremonial objects, which have function and 

importance.386 Likewise, they are also witnesses, in a sense, sitting alongside the process, 

alongside the other witnesses, present to the unfolding of voices and testimony. They are 

both a presence, immanent, emanating, and an absence, to be filled up, or porous to be 

filled with the experience and meaning produced.  

Many of the objects belong to Indian Residential School regalia that Peter Morin 

designed, curated and produced as a way of using traditional Tahltan methods and 

knowledge to explore and express the Indian Residential School history. Morin told me 

that during a workshop at Algoma,387 he’d expressed interest in making Indian 

Residential School regalia: “I said that I was going to make the regalia of the residential 

school and I was going to dance it because I wanted to understand it better.” As with the 

act of performing and of engaging in ceremony, the creation and utilization of regalia 

becomes a way of learning about and exploring the history of Indian Residential School 

through an Indigenous methodology. Morin points out the precedent in his own tradition 

for this practice: “our nation [, Tahltan Nation,] made a song that spoke to the experience 

of small pox and it was danced.” To use this method of exploration is to honour and 

continue the knowledge framework of Morin’s ancestors:  

																																																								
386 Morin confirms this utility: “the objects present on and surrounding the 
blankets are tools for shaping how this witnessing takes place. the objects, in 
connection with the indigenous body, become tools to produce new knowledge. 
the objects are writing instruments. the objects are active collaborations in the 
witnessing actions.” Peter Morin “this is what happens when we perform the 
memory of the land,” ibid. 72. 
387 “About: Reworks a Mooc Associated with Rework(S) in Progress," 
http://reworksinprogress.ca/?page_id=10. 
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I put on my regalia. the button blanket which is covered with braids. the blanket is 

covered with the braids that were cut off the children at residential school. 

ancestors wearing the regalia. this body writes a story. the body with the regalia 

with the movement writes a story. witnessing geisha. mirroring geisha. beadwork. 

bone scrapers. I am moving in revolution. wearing the regalia. and scraping the 

beadwork with the bone scraper. the sound is like nails on a chalkboard. the 

scraper is trying to unmake beauty. like the residential school tried to unmake 

beauty. unmake the body. unmake knowledge. unmake history. the geisha’s body 

writing a story about her own unmaking. she is writing a story of violence against 

bodies. drumming continues. drums inform the space. they invite the participation 

of hearts. drumming invites ancestors to shape the space. 388 

It is also, as Morin asserts in his writing about the performance and reiterated in our 

personal interviews, a way of clearing the space for the presence of the ancestors—

allowing room for them to come into the space and shape the space. Even before the 

dance with the regalia, Morin and Goto used the rattles to clear the space, shaking them 

all over the room, shaking out the colonial ghosts. These objects resignify the space. The 

movement and ceremony remake the space, reasserting the Indigenous body, bodies 

which Indian Residential School tried to unmake. The reorientation of the space, of 

movement through Indigenous methods and the ‘body in movement’ of the regalia also 

works to continue and assert the knowledge and history which the Indian Residential 

School sought to undermine, erase, and deny. 
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 The regalia also allows Morin to speak directly to the past.389 The name of the 

performance, this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land relates 

Morin’s feeling that the Indian Residential School history is embedded in the land called 

Canada. Building upon his assertion that the habits and experience of the Indian 

Residential School are passed on through relations and perpetuated in contemporary 

exchanges and institutions, this notion of the land’s own memory furthers that idea that 

these violent histories permeate things. They stick. While he discusses the Indian 

Residential School as a history and historical events—with effects in the present—he also 

points out that “performance, as a matrix, shatters all specificity…it’s not linear. You 

kind of dive into a deep pool of water, if it’s done correctly [he smiles]…if it’s done 

correctly.”390 Here, Morin gestures toward the immersive, eminent potential of a 

performance space as a time/space continuum in which different things are possible than 

in a linear conception of time. This is particularly interesting given the linear history 

necessary for the consideration of redress as put forth by liberal logic of reconciliation. 

The current regime, in this liberal western-settler approach, reflects back upon the past 

regime, and finds it wanting. There is a distinct rupture here, between the present and the 

past: a moment when things that were once acceptable become deplorable, and the same 

power becomes two discrete regimes. A more elliptical view of time shifts this logic 

considerably: we cannot simply deplore what has happened; it is occurring again and 

again in space and time layers. Morin states, “the land remembers this trauma and every 

time our bodies walk into these spaces, where the lands experienced this trauma, we are 
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re-experiencing this trauma.”391 In that sense the history is incised into the surfaces of the 

land and the places in which this has occurred/occurs. It requires ceremony—”the 

ancestors become part of what we need, what we are, ancestors intervention becomes part 

of what can happen”—to express and to witness this history. The regalia too can 

transcend space and time, inhabiting an arena between the performance and ceremony: 

These objects, this regalia could go over to the other side, so that any of the survivors, 

could … for any of the kids… who were murdered… if they wanted to dance their 

experience. [He sighs very deeply and is quiet for a while.] …This also is informed 

by the 2007 performance. A return to the place where god outstretched his hand, 

which was a reoccurring dream I had where the kids at residential school had secret 

ceremonies at night. They performed these secret ceremonies at night because, the 

world needed to remain in balance. [He smiles broadly]392 

At this particular interval in the interview, Morin gets to something very key, very 

poignant about this performance and about redress. He remembers and honours the 

children, the kids, who never made it out of the Indian Residential School or who lost 

their lives because of it. He indicates something that must be witnessed alongside the 

testimony of the living who attended, survived, the schools: the memory, the mourning, 

and the acknowledgement of all who were and that which was lost in the schools. He 

asserts that it should be and methodologically can only be addressed through Indigenous 

performance and ceremony, which can invite the ancestors into presence and disrupt the 

linear notion of time and space.  

 Through this work, Morin points out the ongoing hegemony of settler colonial 

ways of being as perpetuated by the structure and the logic of the TRC and suggests that 

only through Indigenous ways of knowing—and arguably the acknowledgement and 
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equitable application of them, say nothing of the generative potential of deference—can 

actual reconciliation, witness, and even memory take place. In the process of our 

interview, when telling me about the procurement of a mask from an artist, he began to 

say: “So I went to him and I said, I had a dream… which is.” He paused, struggling a bit 

with the words “… that’s the thing, right? This is what colonialism does: it makes that 

moment scary and vulnerable.” The moment he’s naming here is when he grounds his 

need for a mask, his beliefs about that masks purpose and capacity, in a dream. He called 

them ‘ancestor telephone calls’ at another moment. But the moment when he moves from 

talking in a space time continuum that relates to, or can seemingly be understood within a 

normative western knowledge framework, to talking about his own way of being 

characterized by an understanding of meaning and knowledge which is not bound within 

the same space/time continuum, is a challenging one, a “scary” and “vulnerable one.” I 

find it interesting that talking about the space/time lapse that performance art can 

generate did not elicit the same disclosure from Morin, or even the notion of the land’s 

memory. Something about sharing that he took directions from a dream seemed 

particularly at odds with the normative frames of knowledge—particularly precarious. 

Colonization does this. It censors. It allows some acts, thoughts, beliefs, and truth claims 

a foundation of reason or sense, and denies others. It relegates those others to a space of 

abnormality, nonsense, irrationality, and untruth. And we, as subjects and agents respond 

to that power. Morin choses in his praxis not to subject himself to that power: to cleave 

from the normative recognition of knowledge and truth, and express his relation and 

attachment to a genealogy of Tahltan thinking, beliefs, practices and truth. In this 

moment, in our interview, potentially scary and vulnerable feeling in itself, Morin maps 
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the subjugating nature of the settler colonial logic and hegemony. It is an anecdotal 

representation of the discursive silencing that happens when we try to redress full-scale 

educational, spiritual, cultural and linguistic assimilation through western institutional 

origins.  

Peter Morin’s performative engagement with Indian Residential School history 

and experiences as well as the official processes of redress centres on the centrality of 

embodied practices, knowledges, and expressions. His process represents a critique of the 

TRC spaces and the affective confines of expression. He draws attention to the centrality 

of the body as a tool of expression and knowledge, and the importance of that process to 

healing, redress, and any potential reconciliation. I have argued here that the TRC spaces 

subject individuals to the settler colonial hegemony through the institutional habits of the 

official meeting spaces and the discursive formation of history and identity through the 

discourse of reconciliation. Morin asserts that official redress splits the body from the 

history: repressing embodied expression and reception in the TRC spaces, and denying 

some of the ways in which this history is inherited upon other Indigenous bodies (not 

solely survivors or intergenerational survivors, e.g. Limiting voices). Echoing Belmore 

and Taylor, in thinking of the body at the apex of Indigenous epistemological inquest and 

inheritance, Morin writes of his own performances:  

this structure  is heavily influenced by indigenous epistemological structure, and 

within this structure the indigenous body is the agent of change. it is the 

indigenous body which is creating the space of witnessing within an indigenous 
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system. the indigenous body creates a resonance. this resonance travels between 

our difficult political histories and indigenous ways of knowing. 393 

Morin views the Indigenous body as a medium for the resonance of this history and the 

continuation and development of Indigenous knowledge. The body is the connection, the 

avenue through which this witnessing can take place and reinscribe itself on Indigenous 

histories and ways of knowing. Conversely, the habituated censorship of embodied 

expression within the TRC spaces can be read as a continuation of the interruption of 

Indigenous knowledge systems and ways of being. Morin’s reads the body as a 

“resonance chamber” through which histories are heard, held, processed, and archived. 

The silencing of the body, the bracketing of the body, within settler ways of being 

represents a contemporary silencing of Indigenous knowledges. 

the role of visual arts in the TRC 

Part of Morin’s ability to express and explore Tahltan epistemologies is afforded 

through the legibility of performance and ceremonial aesthetics in visual art praxis. Art, 

like ceremony, is afforded an expedient function in the view of the TRC. It is viewed as 

cathartic, generative; from a therapeutic perspective it can be understood as a way to 

express the unspeakable, while from a restorative justice perspective, it can be viewed as 

a way of expressing ones self in ones own way—outside the regulatory structures of 

language. According to the final report 

The reconciliation process is not easy.... As the TRC has experienced in every 
region of the country, creative expression can play a vital role in this national 
reconciliation, providing alternative voices, vehicles, and venues for expressing 
historical truths and present hopes. Creative expression supports everyday 
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practices of resistance, healing, and commemoration at individual, community, 
regional, and national levels. 394 

The visual arts here, or creative expression, are seen as an opportunity for alternative 

expression, distinct from the verbal testimony given in the statement making process. The 

TRC views “creative expression” as helping to realize alternatives to the dominant 

narrative. While there is a certain foreclosure of what those alternatives might express—

”historical truths” and “hope,” “healing, and commemoration”—there is also an 

acknowledgement of the importance of “resistance.” This view of art is as having a 

purpose, having function. In the view of the TRC, the art holds space; it offers a venue 

and a voice for alternatives: “The arts help to restore human dignity and identity in the 

face of injustice. Properly structured, they can also invite people to explore their own 

world views, values, beliefs, and attitudes that may be barriers to healing, justice, and 

reconciliation.”395 The TRC includes artistic intervention as a mode of achieving their 

goals: fostering critical reflection along the lines that may act as barriers to healing, to 

justice and to reconciliation. This instrumentalization of art is not new in the arena of 

historical redress, government policies, or even state ideology. It is, however, nuanced in 

this instance by the political complexities of representing Indigenous ways of being 

through self-representing art.396 The TRC claims ‘properly structured’ creative expression 

																																																								
394Truth and Reconciliation Commission of, Final Report of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada.329. 
395 Ibid. 329. 
396 Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith acknowledges “Indigenous communities 
have struggled since colonization to be able to exercise what is a fundamental 
right, that is, to represent ourselves.” Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: 
Research and Indigenous Peoples.150. It is always a struggle to represent the self, 
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The TRC seems aware of this, in the above quotations, aware of the political 
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can make room for individuals to express and explore their own world views and also to 

consider if their world views are barriers to healing or the other missions of the TRC. 

There is a distinction to be made here between the function of the Bentwood box 

as a visual and typological marker of Indigenous ways of knowing, commissioned by an 

artist for its methodological function, and the inclusion of visual art as alternative 

expressions of personal experience and testimony, serving the function of catharsis and 

expression. As explored above, the ceremonies and objects included in the TRC national 

events had a methodological purpose, informing the structure of the TRC events and 

process of testimony and witnessing. The use of visual arts, we have seen was as 

testimony making, or as alternative ways of expressing and engaging, and in that sense, 

alternatively methodological as well, but that method and meaning are projected from 

within western ways of knowing. In addition to an Open Call for artistic forms of 

expression as evidence, the TRC and the AHF have funded numerous independent 

projects involving reconciliation. There were many independent works that were present 

or engaged with the TRC National Events processes, including Morin’s own performance 

in Witnesses, and others.  

A special installation of Walking With Our Sisters (WWOS) was part of the TRC 

Closing Events in Ottawa holding space in the main venue of the National Event. WWOS 

is a large scale and wide scoped art installation that began in 2012 with a call out on 

social media from Metis Artist Christi Belcourt. The project is a massive ongoing art 

collaboration with various individual contributors designed to raise awareness of and 

commemorate missing and murdered Indigenous women. Present within, and shaping of, 

																																																																																																																																																																					
importance of self-representation and expression through art, if only for the 
cathartic ends of healing.  
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the TRC National Event, unlike other works that we have considered—Where Are the 

Children?, the Bentwood box, Witness Blanket, and even Belcourt’s parliament 

window—WWOS was originally made for the missing and murdered Aboriginal women 

of Canada, and in some places all of North America is referenced. As Métis artist, 

curator, and academic David Garneau calls WWOS a phenomena and has pointed out that 

“it is by most measures the most popular Indigenous-produced exhibition of 

contemporary art in Canada.”397 It is a commemorative project, but also a political project 

that references an ongoing issue facing communities and the federal government. It is a 

work that that draws attention to an issue that the federal government notoriously elected 

to underestimate or even disregard, until the Liberal government’s decision—following 

the recommendations of the TRC final report and the strong advocacy and activist efforts 

over the past decade—to launch inquiry in 2016. In that sense, its place within the 

typology of the TRC is an interesting and complex one. The installation at the Ottawa 

event was a special collection directly referencing children and the Indian Residential 

School history; however, its location within the larger WWOS framework, outside of the 

federally mandated space, furnished a suggestive commemorative environment that was 

unmediated by the discursive formation of reconciliation.  

 The original project is a collection of 1763+ moccasin vamps—or the tops that 

would cover the toes and top of the foot, featuring beading or decoration—plus 108 pairs 

of children sized vamps. The diversity, number, and collection of the vamps reflect the 

numbers, known and unknown, of missing and murdered Aboriginal women in Canada. 

The unfinished state of the moccasins, the presence of only a vamp or the central top 
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piece of a partial moccasin, is representative the unfinished nature of their lives.398 The 

vamps are entirely crowd-sourced, made by hundreds of individuals to raise awareness of 

the history and reality of missing and murdered Aboriginal women. In June of 2013, 

Belcourt sent out a call on Facebook in for people to create moccasin tops and by July 25, 

2013, more than 1,600 vamps had been sent in.399 The initial goal of 600—to represent 

the known number of missing and murdered women—was almost tripled.400 This crowd-

sourcing extends from the generation of the vamps, the artworks, to the funding, and even 

the way in which the exhibition is booked and installed, creating the impression of a 

commemorative project that is truly community oriented, untethered by mandate or 

governance.401 Tradition and location are intended to govern the installation of vamps. 

Consulting with Elders, Belcourt asserts that tradition and ceremony are present from the 

start to finish of each exhibit.402 According to Belcourt, WWOS is a commemorative 

project encouraging participants to honour the lives of the women.403 Honouring, more 

than anything else, is the central purpose of the exhibition. 

 As part of the TRC closing event, WWOS’s already established Ottawa group, 

working on an Ottawa installation of the exhibition for the following September, planned 

to host a one-day memorial for Survivors on June 1, 2015. WWOS put out a call on 

Facebook and other social media platforms in April for the contribution of children’s or 

																																																								
398 “Each pair of moccasin tops is intentionally not sewn into moccasins to 
represent the unfinished lives of the women and girls.” Muskrat Magazine, “Mm 
Interview with Metis Artist Christi Belcourt on Walking with Our Sisters Wwos,” 
(YouTube, 2014). 
399 Christi Belcourt, “Walking with Our Sisters,” http://walkingwithoursisters.ca/. 
400 Ibid. 
401 Ibid. 
402 Magazine, “Mm Interview with Metis Artist Christi Belcourt on Walking with 
Our Sisters Wwos.” 
403 Ibid. 
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baby’s moccasin vamps, in order to “commemorate the memory of and honour the 

children who never returned home from Residential Schools.”404 The vamps, collected by 

May 15th, would be featured in the exhibit excerpt at the closing events. At the TRC 

National Event, May 31-June 3 2015, the installation and arrangement of the vamps 

followed the protocol of the other WWOS exhibitions: the floors were lined with cedar 

before being covered with red cloth; the walls were adored in cedar bunches, and the 

vamps were laid out in an arrangement specific to the location. In this case, the vamps 

were displayed in a petal arrangement. In the centre of the small room that housed the 

exhibition, the petals formed a large flower, with a papoose, a small tipi, three pairs of 

finished moccasins, tobacco, furs and sage in the centre; the vamps formed a stem on a 

bed of cedar, as they seemed to walk away from the centre. The size of the vamps, and 

the children’s regalia that spread around the edges of the room was powerfully evocative 

of the tiny, frail size of the children: a rare tactile reminder of the actual age of the 

students. That is, with all the speakers and former students now grown, and speaking and 

remembering as adults, the fact that children—and of course, their development as people 

and community members and even parents—is at the centre of the issue can be honoured 

in words only. There are no physical reminders of the difference between the children 

who were taken and displaced and the adults who speak now for, with, and to them. 

Photographs, in the Learning Space, and in some of the historical didactic materials relate 

the age and range of the children. However, the tangible familiarity of the size of 

children’s footwear relates a palpable sense of their vulnerability. The vamps evoked the 

																																																								
404 @wwosottawa, “Special Call for Children S Vamps to Be Made in Memory of, 
and to Honour Children Who Never Returned Home from Residential Schools.” 
https://www.facebook.com/wwosottawa/posts/904105222981273. 
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small, young, and deeply vulnerable reality of what has happened. The retrospective 

nature of the commission is troubled by the immediacy recalled by the size of the vamps. 

The reality of the violences against children is brought more fully into the present by the 

concrete representations of their vulnerability, their dependence, and our collective adult 

responsibility to them. 

 As someone who wants to view it, each individual is required to engage with the 

ceremonial environment of the exhibition. In the TRC, WWOS was upstairs, on the 

second level of the main public space, beside a Survivor’s lounge in the mix of people 

coming and going to other rooms and functions of the events. The exhibition was in its 

own space, open to the public, but distinct from the rest of the events, if not completely 

out of the way. Displayed in the program with little explanation, it was open throughout 

the events for people to come and see, visit, participate. The shoes left out side of the 

exhibition space indicated that we should remove our shoes. Upon entering, we are 

offered the curls of smoke from smoldering sage to smudge ourselves—preparing to enter 

the space and acknowledging the ceremonial/sacred nature of what we are sharing in. In 

my experience, there was no real direction given, but the volunteer attendants were warm 

and seemingly open. We were offered small red pouches of tobacco. We were given no 

direction as to what to do with the tobacco. One could hold it in the pouch, take it out of 

the pouch, meditate on it, ‘worry’ it or massage it with our fingertips, place it somewhere, 

try to pocket it. In socked or bare feet, tobacco in hand, participants walked around the 

circle of the petals, considering the tiny textured vamps. Many are beaded with flower 

designs; a few have figures, angels, representations of the four directions, and crosses. 

The centre objects and all the petals are surrounded by cedar. There are three sets of 
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complete moccasins, presumably to represent and honour those whose lives were not 

prematurely finished, those who did come home. At the end of the circle, we are invited 

to give back the tobacco, in its pouch or scattered from our hands. As the viewers 

consider the vamps, the space is silent. From start to finish, there are no words shared, 

only gestures, and the symbolism of ceremony and the beadwork. At the TRC, the air was 

turgid with the smell of the sage and sweet grass burning; though the room was silent, the 

silence was quite present; as opposed to reflecting an absence, it seemed to reflect a 

fullness. Contrasting outside, there was drumming and singing in the Lobby, and the 

sounds of many voices and bodies moving to and fro in the lobby.  

(re)locating Indigenous ceremonies and protocol  

The WWOS installation at the TRC, invites the audience to engage with the 

incommensurable loss and unforgivable violences that the Indian Residential School 

entails by focussing solely on the commemoration of the children, rather than any truth-

seeking or Statement Gathering. The exhibition comes out of a space of honouring 

missing and murdered women, people for whom there are no promises to be made or 

kept, besides the dear task of commemorating, honouring, and consistently, and vocally, 

remembering their lives in a nation that prefers to forget. This focus on those who have 

passed, and a need to acknowledge that loss of life and spirit, isolates a peculiarly unique 

space within the teleology of the healing narrative of reconciliation. As we have 

discussed forgiveness, and particularly an unwillingness to forgive, is pathologized 

within the biopolitical narrative of redress. Healing is equated with forgiveness, and 

therefore frustration, dissent, and disgust are equated with illness. Because the WWOS 

excerpt focuses on those children who were missing or whose deaths IRS caused, it 
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affords a space in which the personal healing journey is not central; the emotions that are 

depoliticized and pathologized in the healing discourse are allowed in this space. Grief 

over death, and all the emotions of anger, frustration, disgust, mourning, and 

inconsolability, in this place are not ‘dwelling on the past.’ Acknowledging those who 

have died is not refusing to move on. Cultivating awareness of the violence that has 

happened is not falsely binarized with the narrative of the ‘shared future’ as being 

difficult or not working toward mutual values. This is in part because the space of the 

WWOS excerpt is not a space of subjection in the same way that I have argued of the 

TRC’s spaces. Those who might be more overtly be represented have passed away; 

however, the viewer is invited to identify through honouring them. The experience of the 

viewer is channelled, and therefore shaped, toward the ephemeral process of honouring 

according to the offered ceremony and protocol.  

As I quoted above, Belcourt states that WWOS functions to honour the lives of 

women through ceremony and through Indigenous protocols.405 This IRS specific 

iteration functions on the same premise: honouring and memorializing through traditional 

ceremony informed by various Indigenous worldviews. However, as Garneau points out, 

despite the locally specific commune between Elders and the exhibition development, a 

structure that Belcourt designed to honour place and protocol, the show is an “anomaly” 

in the communities and places it visits.406 Garneau writes, “Because the show is novel, 

and the sites are usually non-indigenous, there are no specific protocols that cover it.”407 

In other words, the protocols that are presented and encouraged in the space of the 

																																																								
405 Muskrat Magazine, “Mm Interview with Metis Artist Christi Belcourt on 
Walking with Our Sisters Wwos.” 
406 David, “Indigenous Criticism: On Not Walking with Our Sisters.”82. 
407 Ibid. 
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exhibition are drawn out of and in conversation with diverse Indigenous traditions and 

ceremonies, but do not draw on existing protocols in that sense of the word. Garneau 

supports this kind of “creative response” which “emerging not from a ritualistic 

adherence to tradition (real or invented)” because it “adapts tradition to express and 

critique a real issue faced by living Indigenous people.”408 In this particular critique and 

in his other work, Garneau makes the important and convincing argument for the ongoing 

growth, development, and dynamism of Indigenous contemporary art practices.409 

However, he also shows the complex challenges that WWOS in particular raises to this 

charge. By drawing certain protocols and ceremony into the exhibition space, WWOS 

can gender the space,410 and complicate the gallery space through the evocation of 

spiritual or religious ceremony. Gurnee’s discussion is inspired by the refusals of two key 

Indigenous contemporary artists, Rebecca Belmore and Richard Hill, to enter the 

“protocol gauntlet.”411 

 This refusal marks an important and productive turn for Garneau and highlights a 

key complication with the role of WWOS at the TRC—and arguably of all aspects of 

ceremonial representation in the National Events. Garneau writes, “in public, secular First 

Nations, Inuit, and Métis folks tend to be polite and reticent about their difference so as 

not to offend the faithful or, perhaps, disturb settler-projected expectations. Belmore’s 

																																																								
408 Ibid. 
409 David Garneau, “Extra-Rational Aesthetic Action and Cultural 
Decolonization,” (Toronto: Arton’s Publishing, 2013). 
410 As women are encouraged to wear long skirts. I say can because as Garneau 
also points out, the exhibition exposes important divergences within the 
contemporary art world and Indigenous community compelling participants to 
engage in certain metaphysical symbolic gestures—e.g. Smudging—or to refuse, 
a point which for some makes public personal positions. 
411 David, “Indigenous Criticism: On Not Walking with Our Sisters.”78. 
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open refusal and Hill’s public criticism was met with surprise and anxious 

excitement.”412 This shift is important because it articulates the implicit equation of 

Indigeneity with spiritual and cultural symbolism. This rejection of “what most people—

indigenous and not—take as iconic signs and essential qualities of Indigeneity” from two 

well-known and celebrated Indigenous artists, troubles those normative symbols and the 

limiting essentialism of tethering Indigenous identity to traditions alone. In my 

experience of WWOS in Ottawa, the exhibition offered an unexplained protocol of 

passage through the space. As a viewer, I could either participate, smudge as I best knew 

how, remove my shoes, take the offered tobacco, and move through the space in a way 

that I did not feel would be interrupting or negative. Or refuse these suggestions, and in a 

sense, refuse what was presented to me as the culture of the space. That said, there was 

no explanation of the significance of these protocols or their origins. In that sense, 

viewers are invited to walk in this place with an eye to the visual representation of 

Indigenous alterity. For me, it reflects a moment in which the settler viewer or participant 

must suspend our own approaches and differ to the knowledge and practice of (an)other 

in order to fully engage the space. For many, this might risk the binary of Aboriginal and 

Other: “for non-Natives who haven’t visited reserves, Inuit, or Métis communities, the 

‘authentically’ Indigenous is forever deferred and imaginary, rendering the actual Native 

people in front of them partial, if not invisible.”413 The evident but unexplained protocol, 

																																																								
412 Emphasis mine: I think there’s something important here vis-à-vis the meaning 
of public in the context of settler colonial spaces. He goes on to discuss the risks 
in representing difference within the Aboriginal community as it is perceived and 
the fear of fragmenting an already fragile strength of solidarity. Ibid.78. 
413David Garneau, “Migration as Territory: Performing Domain with a Non-
Colonial Aesthetic Attitude,” Voz à Voz (2016) 
http://www.vozavoz.ca/feature/david-garneau. 
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can lend legitimacy to the imagined other and the mythology of authenticity. In that 

sense, the spiritual and ceremonial insistence of the exhibition can perpetuate the eclipse 

of contemporary, secular, or not overtly traditional Indigenous identity. 

conclusions 

The National Event Spaces of the TRC represent a stratified and complex 

structure to mediate the flow of emotion and affect and shape it into narratives that 

contour within existing constructs of history, identity, and experience. As a physical 

manifestation of Official Reconciliation in Canada, the space can be understood as an 

embodiment of the sanctioned redress of IRS. Emberley argues “the production of 

cultural economies of affect within testimonial practices can tell us something about how 

categories of the human and nonhuman are made and unmade, and furthermore, how 

such identitarian processes are constitutive to the making—and even unmaking—of 

cultural, biological, and human genocides.”414 As the intersection between Indigenous 

testimony and settler colonial hegemony, these spaces represent a complex “meeting” as 

Morin calls, of knowledge systems and ways of being. Housed within existing 

infrastructures for entertainment and gathering, and build upon the logic of healing and 

liberal notions of inclusion, the exchange that the TRC curates is naturalized by settler 

colonial ways of being. The context and rhetoric of the TRC conditions the affective 

gestalt of testimony and exchange. Discomfort and unsettling pain are contextualized by 

duty and national reconciliation. Witnessing is contextualised by liberal paternalism and 

the need for healing amongst Indigenous people. This conceptual, as well as physical 

																																																								
414 Julia Emberley, The Testimonial Uncanny: Indigenous Storytelling, 
Knowledge, and Reparative Practices (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2014). 136.  
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space, is a heterotopia—isolated from the larger arch of settler colonialism, critique and 

dissent are sanctioned here, and thus act as an inoculation against greater critiques of 

settler colonial hegemony. The inclusion of Indigenous epistemological objects and 

ceremonies, as both representations of inclusion and culturally appropriate methodologies 

is bracketed and suspended within this larger matrix of settler colonial knowledge and 

discursive formation. Read in the context of the ‘histories that stick’—white supremacy 

and liberal hegemony—the visual and physical representation of culture works in various 

ways: it functions alongside the magnification of alterity to emphasize cultural and racial 

difference; and it also can contribute to the self-aggrandisement of the act of witnessing, 

the benevolence of the listener, and the success of liberal, settler colonial narratives of 

tolerance and inclusion. Ceremonies punctuate the institutional performance of the 

commission. The Bentwood box is more than a visual reference to Indigeneity. The box 

articulates and continues a locally specific, engaged archive of stories and objects 

ceremonially given as testimony. As an active witness, the box is fed on the individual 

and communal expressions of hope and gestures of reconciliation. It is a living archive, 

an epistemological medium for expression. But it too is suspended, isolated, and 

regulated by the habits of institutional space.  

These spaces act discursively upon the body; it is the “resonance chamber” in 

which this contact between histories and truths plays out and is through which the 

affective potential of the TRC as a process is felt and transformed into meaning. Morin’s 

work explores the way which knowledge is made within and through bodies. Through 

embodied expression and the nuanced engagement with and inoculation of Tahltan 

epistemologies, Morin enacts reconciliation between knowledge-systems. He stands 
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distinctly within a Tahltan worldview, refusing through representation and works to 

distinguish between his active engagement with settler knowledge and technologies and 

Tahltan knowledges and diverse Indigenous technologies—rattles, collaboration, 

performance, etc. His performative engagement with the TRC spaces and methodologies 

reflects a practical critique. Morin indicates the rift between the liberal inclusion of 

difference—through visual representation and collaboration—and the naturalization of 

liberal methods and knowledge systems. The exploration of Morin’s methods, and his use 

of performance as a research methodology and a mode of knowledge production has 

interesting repercussions for the phenomenological experience of the TRC spaces and the 

collective physical performance of symbolic politics. If embodied practice reinforces 

knowledge systems or and produces new knowledge within that framework, then 

reconciliation performed within settler colonial knowledge frameworks and habituated 

spaces, then the new knowledges or virtual potential of these reconciliation spaces can be 

understood as contributing to the larger framework of settler knowledge. Likewise, it can 

be understood as perpetuating the settler colonial goal of appropriating or eradicating 

Indigeneity. Read in this way, the inclusion of Indigenous ceremonies and objects as 

methodological and symbolic supports actually work to further the colonization of 

Indigenous knowledges by obfuscating the potential for ontological or cosmological 

difference.  

Visual art, then, occupies a unique space in this context occupies a unique space 

of methodical and functional difference. The works and objects presence within the TRC 

framework nods to the generative expectation of art within the western paradigm: the 

belief that art can do or say things that other, more structured or representative methods 
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or mediums cannot. In that sense, ‘art’ space offers a unique intersection into the 

discursive formation of the settler control, as it allows for alternative expressions of 

meaning and draws on ‘alternative methodologies.’ This view still limits the potential 

function of art, as when it labels as ‘art’ or ‘culture,’ which still have meaning or 

legibility within the settler colonial knowledge framework. It may bracket a space of 

‘exploration’—as opposed to indicating the larger framework of assumptions implicit 

within settler colonial knowledge—in a way that limits the applicability of ‘art’ and ‘art 

methods.’ However, it also reserves a place where alternative modes of communication 

and signification can take place. This is a platform for Indigenous methods, as we see in 

Belcourt’s work, as well as works described in other chapters. Under the aegis of ‘art’ 

and exploration, alternate methodologies and the cosmologies, which they develop out of, 

are allocated space within the discursive formation of reconciliation. But that space is a 

limited one: it can neither fundamentally shift the foundations of settler colonial ways of 

knowing nor indicate them as constructs. As ‘art’ it is labelled and confined to something 

outside of Knowledge and its formation, and relegated to a space of aesthetics and 

exploration. Indeed, this space between aesthetic inclusion and structural integration is a 

crucial arena of power. As we see in Belcourt’s WWOS installation, the inclusion of 

distinctly Aboriginal aesthetic practices, which are disconnected, both physically and 

hermeneutically, from the epistemologies and cosmologies out of which they develop 

risks a typological reduction of Aboriginal identity and difference.
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Conclusion: locating critical Indigenous praxis 

During the 2015 TRC closing events in Ottawa, a number of ceremonial and 

performative actions took place on and around Victoria Island in the Ottawa River. The 

island was central to the ceremonial and spiritual underpinnings of the TRC. This small 

island, surrounded by development, and floating in the heart of the state capital is 

unceded Algonquin territory. The island houses an Aboriginal centre, among other things 

such as an unused paper mill, and it has been an ongoing site for ceremonial and cultural 

practices of the Kitigan Zibi and other nations, as well as a symbolic stronghold of 

Indigenous activism in Canada. In the 90s, the island was occupied by a number of young 

protestors who banned alcohol and spoke against violent action.415 Likewise, in 2012, at 

the height of the Idle No More movement, the island became a national focal point again. 

Chief Teresa Spence occupied the island during her hunger strike416—undertaken to draw 

awareness to the conditions of her own community in Attawapiskat and garner a meeting 

with then-Prime Minister Stephen Harper. During the TRC, the seemingly permanent 

teepees on the island were alive with smoke from the commission’s Sacred Fire and the 

vibration of drums and voices that fell and rose throughout the days of the event. As a 

stronghold of Indigenous territory, independent action, and cultural expression, the island 

stands in direct contrast to the parliament that mirrors it. The massive stone façade of the 

building and the flexible responsive structures of the teepees seemed to me to be in direct 

dialogue. It was summer and the city was alive with tourists and outdoor activities. 

																																																								
415 Medline Elaine, “A Group of Natives Has Made the Vacant Mill on Victoria 
Island by the Ottawa River Their Aboriginal Embassy: Protesters Fear Ncc May 
Send Rcmp to Evict Them: Final Edition,” The Ottawa Citizen 1995. 
416 Jenkins Phil, “Victoria Island Resumes Historic Role.” 2013. 
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Walking along the river, the sound of the drums, singing, and dancing floated over the 

waters from the island onto the banks of the park and walk ways. These sounds and 

smells so familiar to the land mingle with the recent history of the place: of occupations, 

protests, cultural experiences and tourist, and outdoor fitness activities. Lycra clad 

joggers, local dog walkers, and tourists with cameras moved in and out of this envelop of 

sounds and smells, some no doubt oblivious to their meaning or even to week’s events.  

The island, like the commission occupies a complex location vis-à-vis parliament 

and the state. As above, in the 90s, the protesters were encouraged to go there and take 

refuge, so that they would not be protesting on the hill at night; the NCC even provided 

portable toilets to serve them there, and attempts to remain on the hill after a day of 

protesting resulted in police taking action against protesters.417 During her stay, the Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper largely ignored Chief Teresa Spence, even amid the swell of 

grassroots support for Idle No More, and peaceful direct actions, and even when a sizable 

group of Indigenous youth from her community walked thousands of kilometers to join 

her in Ottawa. The issue was also poorly represented in the media. Coverage of the 

resistance dovetailed with populist fear and racialized hate that bubbled up in response to 

Idle No More. Even during the closing events of the TRC, a multibillion-dollar federal 

investment, the parliament’s stone façade and the sporty activities of people on the banks 

of the river appeared unfaltering in the wake of celebration and energy radiating from the 

island. In this sense, the island, as an ongoing site of colonial encounter, dispute, and 

Indigenous resurgence can be thought of as contained—a sanctioned space of critique, 

																																																								
417 Medline Elaine, “A Group of Natives Has Made the Vacant Mill on Victoria 
Island by the Ottawa River Their Aboriginal Embassy: Protesters Fear Ncc May 
Send Rcmp to Evict Them: Final Edition,” Ibid. 1995. 
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like the TRC, wherein Aboriginal cultural expression plays out as both a protest against 

liberal hegemony as well as an inoculation against transformational change.  

David Garneau, writing about the methodological and heuristic considerations of 

decolonial, postcolonial, or, what he offers in response, non-colonial distinctions in art 

criticism and practice, makes an important point about concurrent and correlative systems 

of meaning. He writes, “Indigenous territory is a claim to what you and your ancestors 

traverse. Use and knowing through perpetual motion and storytelling is the claim and 

reclaiming of this more profound sense of territory.”418 As I understand Garneau, he is 

asserting something closer to performing territory. In the same work, he encourages the 

reader to consider the lived political realities of Canada and other settler colonial projects, 

when imagining the discursive expression of Indigeneity for contemporary Indigenous 

people. Garneau’s point is an important one: he simultaneously posits the normativity of 

popular notions of territory and occupation while also drawing upon the potential for 

performing other ways of occupying and moving across territory. He advocates for a non-

colonial aesthetic attitude which “is a shift from claiming land to the maintaining of 

territory, from persons in places to bodies in motion, and from political agents to 

unreliable creators—affective actors who do not always conform to political agendas or 

reason, and do not replicate culture but express the Indigenous in unexpected ways.”419 

This statement is provocative and important. While Garneau does not negate the 

importance of actual land-claims and movements toward the reclamation of land, he 

offers this important thinking about the discursive terrain that settler colonialism has 

																																																								
418 Garneau, “Migration as Territory: Performing Domain with a Non-Colonial 
Aesthetic Attitude”. 
419 Ibid. 
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sought to occupy: identity, culture, subjectivity, perhaps even the territory of the heart, 

the mind, and the body. His concept of a non-colonial aesthetic attitude takes into account 

the already existing social and political conditions of settler colonialism. He 

acknowledges the imposed nature of these conditions and therefore the possibility and 

importance of wilful action within them: “a non-colonial aesthetic attitude also includes 

efforts of active ignorance: thinking and behaving as if not colonized.”420  

In this dissertation, I have tried to tease open these complexities of the precarity 

of locating Indigenous expression within the complex legal, racial, political, and social 

systems of settler colonial power. Given the conditions of possibility and power, in 

Canada—and in other nations where power acts through the racialized and gendered 

governance mechanisms that permeate the neoliberal geopolitical arena—it is paramount 

that insurgent and recursive actions of Indigenous actors, activists, artists, and 

practitioners be understood alongside and not solely within a normative framework of 

power. If, as I have argued, biopower harnesses the economy of representation and 

expression for racialized governance, than the resurgent and autonomous practices of 

Indigenous producers are paramount. In considering some of those works, various key 

insights about the conditions of possibility, recognition, and recognizability, as well as 

notions of autonomy and ontology were raised. In general, I would say that this research 

did two things: first, I mapped the importance of representation and began to further 

theorize the structure of settler colonialism as it works currently to undermine Indigeneity 

through redress; and second, I began to uncover some of the ways in which Indigenous 

artists and producers are working within, engaging with, and deconstructing that 
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structure. As conclusions, then, I offer a few main observations surrounding the key 

theories and concepts that I applied here, and then use these conclusions to draw out the 

larger key questions that I have been left with, regarding the question of ontology, critical 

engagement with Indigenous art, political action, and methods. 

biopower 

I have argued that the IRSSA must be understood within the larger trend of 

biopower that characterizes settler colonialism in Canada. Understanding the process of 

IRS redress and recognition through the theoretical lens of biopower helps to demonstrate 

the role of race, population, and the representation of Indigeneity in the structure of 

settler colonial invasion. I have argued that biopower functions in a number of ways in 

the IRSSA. First, it works through the interpellation of a specific notion of IRS 

experience and memories embodied in the Apology, Gathering Strength, the IRSSA, and 

the TRC, as well as participation and reconciliation. Second, the healing logic or 

psychoaffective promise of IRS redress specifically works upon the bodies and health of 

Indigenous people, and to a much more limited extent settler, populations and bodies. 

Through the discourse of reconciliation, the promises of assimilation are recontextualized 

through the notions of truth, and healing, while the violence of settler colonialism is 

contained within the ‘sad chapter’ if IRS. This violence too, and the challenges of the 

redress process are naturalized through the concept of resilience and survival—one way 

in which the story of Indigenous cultural survival and pride can be folded into the 

narrative of pioneer Canadian identity. 

The application of this theoretical framework has been particularly interesting as 

it calls into question the way in which these IRS redress policies and practices work 
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alongside the larger repertoire of colonial violence—the Indian Act, IRSs, the criminal 

justice system and recent sentencing provisions, as well as the more recent media-based 

radicalization of Indigenous and ecological activists. I think there is important work to be 

done investigating the disciplinary—in so far as they act upon the body—biopolitical 

technologies of the Independent Assessment Process, the process of giving or producing 

testimony, and the notion of the individual healing journey. Similarly, the interpellative 

bent of the IRSSA must be further explored through the generation and licensing of 

personal data and information, particularly with regards to personal statements, the 

National Research Archive generated by the TRC, and the debate surrounding its future. 

Further, there could be an important and productive biopolitical critique of the 

horrifyingly high numbers of missing and murdered Indigenous women in Canada. The 

contestation and abuse of Indigenous female bodies, and the repugnant official and 

popular denial of this emergency are phenomena which must be understood alongside the 

settler colonial expression of biopower.421 These biopolitical critiques, alongside the one 

that I have tried to do here, are of crucial importance to a decolonial project. The 

manufacturing and regulation of race as a category, and interpellation as a governance 

structure, are paramount to thoroughly understanding and destabilizing power.  

																																																								
421 In particular, this violence should be read alongside the ongoing appropriation 
of Indigenous culture, design, art and spirituality in the mainstream and 
alternative white markets. There is a perverse, complex, and important parallel to 
be considered between the way in which actual women’s lives and bodies are 
devalued in a mainstream market—measurable in the sheer rate of violence 
against them—and the blatant appropriation of symbols of Indigeneity and 
Indigenous dress by mainstream marketers of whiteness. I’m thinking of the 
powerful love for feather headdresses and dream catchers so wildly adored that 
they sell in hot pink iterations even here in Melbourne, Australia, even as the 
same media and consumer society largely ignore Indigenous women in both 
countries. 
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biopolitical production: 

Recognition policies and practices are also engaged in the production of biopower 

or biopolitical production, as recognition works to selectively to curate identity, 

encourage inclusion, and interpellate specific qualitative associations of memory and 

experience. Biopolitical production is perhaps one of the most interesting and important 

facets of reading IRS redress, and in particular the IRSSA through the lens of biopower. 

The TRC fosters powerful affective and energetic experiences, dealing with histories of 

and perpetuating traumas, public testimonials and broadcasted healing, and emotions 

such as anger, guilt, grief, and shame. Through the lens of biopolitical production, we can 

understand the ways in which governmentality works to harness this power. Biopolitical 

production is concerned with the psycho affective capacities of the body—desire, shame, 

guilt, as motivations—and the activities of these processes, or the orientations. Hardt and 

Negri’s discussion of biopower draws together theories of production and 

governmentality. The labour and production of which they write specifically is largely 

concerned with capital. That said, I feel that there are massive imports for this model 

when applied to the structure of settler colonial invasion, which works toward the 

accumulation and dispossession of Indigenous lands by any means possible422—including 

amalgamation or assimilation. Through this lens we can understand the progression of 

this accumulation and invasion, from the appropriation of lands and resources, to the 

appropriation of psychoaffective capabilities and cultural production for legitimacy, 

ongoing dispossession, and culture capital. 

																																																								
422 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.”  
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Glen Coulthard also draws on Marx and Foucault—somewhat less directly in the 

case of Foucault—through his use of the concepts of primitive accumulation and 

governmentality/biopower, the latter of which he locates at the foundation of his use of 

Fanon, interpellation, and as the grounds of his critique of recognition. He calls for a 

critical application of Marx in understanding the relations between Indigenous 

populations and settler colonial invasion. He builds upon Marx’s link of the origins of 

capital and colonialism both in the violent seizure/clearing of land.423 Thus the totalizing 

power of capital, the reproduction of capitalist relations and the power of colonialism and 

its perpetuated structure share a shift from collective holding to individual ownership, 

and the formation of an under class. By Coulthard’s definition “the historical process of 

primitive accumulation thus refers to the violent transformation of noncapitalist forms of 

life into capitalist ones.”424 He conditions this application of Marx to settler 

colonial/Indigenous relations with three critiques: first, Marx’s limiting temporal 

framing;425 second, on what Coulthard calls Marx’s normative developmentism;426 and 

this third, that: colonial relations of power are no longer reproduced primarily through 

overtly coercive or violent means, but rather through the asymmetrical exchange of 

mediated forms of state recognition and accommodation.”427 In short, Coulthard 

advocates a renovation of Marx’s concept—emancipating it from its historical 

																																																								
423 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of 
Recognition.” 7.  
424 Ibid.8. 
425 (like that of Foucault, I might add) it obfuscates ongoing violence 
426 Aka the normative hierarchy of civilizations that puts some ahead of others 
according to modernist ideas of progress and technology: false sense of evolution.  
427 Coulthard, “Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of 
Recognition.”15. 
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contemporaries such as modernity and progress in the first two critiques, and advancing it 

along neoliberal modes of governance in the third. He asks  

What are we to make of contexts where state violence no longer constitutes the 
regulative norm governing the process of colonial dispossession, as appears to be 
the case in ostensibly tolerant, multinational, liberal settler polities such as 
Canada? Stated in Marx’s own terms, if neither ‘blood and fire’ nor the ‘silent 
compulsion’ of capitalist economics can adequately account for the reproduction 
of colonial hierarchies in liberal democratic contexts, what can?428  

From here, Coulthard moves into his exploration of Fanon and recognition’s coercive 

interpellation, positing resurgence—in a stratified and important approach which I won’t 

detail here, but which more than merits the reading. There is a fruitful and incisive 

critique engaging Foucault and Marx in a critical theorizing of settler colonialism, which 

is worth pursuing in more detail. To this I add that biopolitical production is paramount to 

understanding that critique might bear out and in responding to Coulthard’s questions. 

Hardt and Negri suggest that we be more innovative and neoliberal in our understanding 

and framing of the concept of labour, that we extend that term along the lines of affect, 

language, and the expression of the multitudes. In the context of settler colonialism, the 

structure of invasion moves beyond the capital of land—but is always occupied in this 

process—and into the interpellation and categorization of Indigenous identities, bodies, 

and even culture and expression, in ways that negate Indigeneity. 

Land, labour, and Indigenous identity 

A near decade since the IRSSA was ratified, and the TRC’s mandate has come to 

a close, the research centre and archive projects are well underway, and the treatment of 

IRS history in the media has shifted unrecognizably. Watching a news interview from the 

day when Phil Fontaine publically acknowledged his own experiences of physical and 
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sexual abuse in IRSs, the engagement of the news anchor is radically different: there is a 

distinct and evident interest in what kind of abuse Fontaine experienced, a titillated 

disgust with, but curiosity about, the sexual abuse which he acknowledges but refuses to 

detail or recount, despite the interviewers interest.429 A more recent headline about 

Fontaine reads “First Nations leader Phil Fontaine: An angry radical embraces 

compromise.”430 The article characterizes Fontaine as a survivor, once having been an 

angry young man, who has mellowed over the years.  

It’s hard to picture this soft-spoken, white-haired businessman as an angry young 
radical. (Though plenty of young activists of his generation later prospered in the 
business world.) 
He grew up on Manitoba’s Sagkeeng reserve at a time when government and 
churches were essentially practising cultural genocide. As a young boy, he was 
sent to a residential school, where he suffered physical and sexual abuse. He saw 
his parents and siblings at most once a week when they could make a Sunday 
visit. 
It took years for his anger to subside.431 

In the 1990 media representation, the focus is on Fontaine as having been abused; the 

value of the media’s representation is in the shock and scandal of such claims, in 

particular this one as it came from a leader in the public eye. In the more recent focus, the 

abuse is mentioned—always—in a sense, a legitimizing mention, that contextualizes the 

violence of the schools as something recognizably wrong, though not necessarily the fault 

of the federal government. In the recent coverage, the schools and critique of them has 

been sanctioned, legitimized by the process of reconciliation: a potential testament to the 

IRSSA’s perceived success. However, the discourse of redress and the logic of healing 

																																																								
429 “Phil Fontaine’s shocking testimony of sexual abuse.” The Journal. Broadcast 
October 30, 1990. CBC archives. Accessed July 16, 2016. 
http://www.cbc.ca/archives/entry/phil-fontaines-shocking-testimony-of-sexual-
abuse 
430 Shawn Mccarthy. “First Nations leader Phil Fontaine: An angry radical 
embraces compromise.” The Globe and Mail, Ottawa, May 16 2014. 
431 Ibid. 
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have also legitimized this peculiar characterization of Fontaine’s affect. He was angry, 

because of the schools, because of the abuse. Now, he has mellowed, moved on. What’s 

more, he’s enjoyed success—a term which, given the stable and untroubled foundations 

of settler hegemony and liberal cosmology, requires no explanation. In the same article, 

that success is expressly linked to business and resource development: acknowledging the 

more ‘radical’ actions such as Idle No More, Fountaine states “we cannot make decisions 

that doom First Nations to a life of perpetual poverty.” 

Indigenous art, ontologies, and alterity 

Art and representations of identity and culture are critical interfaces in the psycho 

affective, ideological, and political domain of ongoing settler colonial structures of 

invasion. They are the domain of biopolitical production and the new virtual labour 

potentialities of subjection—both settler and Indigenous—in the settler colonial state. I 

have tried to show that art and cultural production, because of their capacity for 

representation, are key moments of settler colonial governance and Indigenous autonomy. 

As Rickard points out, Indigenous art in particular occupies an important location 

because of the specificity of self-representation despite ongoing dispossession. As I 

mentioned in the introduction a massive amount of federal funding is being channelled 

into reconciliation-themed art, particularly in the next years leading up to Canada’s 150th 

anniversary. I have tried to illustrate the ways in which representations of the history can 

be coopted by a normative discourse of reconciliation and Indigenous works and cultural 

representations can be drawn into a recognition-based equation to symbolize Indigenous 

consent. However, the art works by Indigenous producers that I consider here have also 
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raised some key questions about the location of Indigenous art, the fetishization of 

alterity, and about ontology.  

The location of Indigenous cultural production and expression is weighted by the 

potentiality of settler colonial epistemologies and understanding. These works 

demonstrate that the ongoing production of normative categorizes of Indigenous identity 

engages with and potentially reproduces essentializing or limiting representations of 

Aboriginal culture—and, in the context of the IRS, Indigenous experiences, expression, 

and even memory. In part, this accumulation of representation and expression results 

from the fact that there can be no discursive recognition of the work that these artists and 

producers are doing. Representations of Indigeneity are understood, read, and made 

visible within the normative discourse along existing narrative and historical lines of 

possibility and meaning. As we saw in the example of Belcourt’s window, the Bentwood 

Box, WWOS, and even in the more popular consumption of historical photography, 

recognition can mean the strengthening of normative essentializations of Aboriginal 

identity, the culturalization of the history and Indigenous settler relationships, and the 

ongoing invisibility of whiteness, liberalism, and settler entitlement. Similarly, the 

interest in production relies heavily on a western understanding of art and culture as 

aesthetic practices. By contrast, the artists who I have considered are engaged in larger 

epistemological technologies of knowledge production, research, and resurgence. 

Simultaneously, in this aspect of production, then, these art works also work with in and 

at times gesture toward Indigenous ways of knowing, cosmologies, and reveal the 

scaffolding, the constructedness of naturalized settler colonial systems.  
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recognition politics 

As the critiques by Coulthard, Bell, and Simpson show, the notion of recognition 

is an important political strategy to understand as it characterizes much of the settler 

colonial policy of the late 20th and early 21st century. The politics of recognition are 

inherently biopolitical in nature: first, as they are justified according to the 

psychoaffective suffering experienced by claimants, which we see in the Apology as well 

as in the logic of healing which laces together the discourse of reconciliation; and second 

in that they work toward the inclusion of difference within a multicultural framework, 

that is, the politics of recognition hinges upon the affirmative inclusion of difference. In 

addition to the most common critique of recognition, that it is affirmative and does 

nothing to destabilize hegemony, I argue that the second failure of recognition—or 

perhaps we could say that this is indeed the root of the first and all issues with 

recognition—is in the failure to truly allow for, suppose, or perceive the complexity of 

alterity. We can understand this failure as in part a failure to perceive the constructedness 

of all subjectivity, subjection, and power. I further existing arguments of recognition as 

something that limits through naming, categorizing, and subjects. This suggests that there 

are layers or levels of recognizability. Demonstrated through the various registers of 

Belcourt’s window in Parliament, recognition largely depends upon who is looking and 

for what.  

This example begins to tease open questions of duality or complexity in narrative 

and meaning, gesturing towards something like ontological difference. In the context of 

recognition, Belcourt’s work, and Newman’s Witness Blanket illustrate the ways in which 

the discursive formation of normative categories of reconciliation and redress might 
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condition categories of Indigenous memory, commemorative efforts, and cultural 

expression. Similarly, Jeff Thomas’ engagement with archival photography and the 

institutional life of the Where are the Children? and other popularized uses of archive 

photography suggest a similar issue of recognizability: when an object or a representation 

of Indigeneity is represented independently of gestures that destabilize their location 

within an existing epistemological framework. The concept of recognizability and 

normative recognition suggest the way in which works such as these might be coopted 

within a discourse of reconciliation and may serve more as an inoculation432 against more 

discursive shifts and transformation, an affirmative action, in the sense of foundational 

integrity.  

One of the most important conclusions then, is the furthering of a critique of 

binary views of power and conditions of possibility. The binary of resistance and 

cooptation, as Dirk Moses describes it, must be troubled. Moses argues, “the kind of 

postcolonial preoccupation with alterity alone has been unable to yield concrete entreaties 

beyond ‘resistance’ and an utopian calls for ‘transformation’, ‘decolonization,’ and an 

order that somehow transcends ‘economic continuity as the basis for social 

redistribution.’ To account for Indigenous political agency, it is necessary to think 

beyond the options of ‘resistance vs. co-option.’”433 Here, I read Moses alongside 

Rickard and even Tsinhnahjinnie: both thinkers draw attention to the fact that we must 

understand first the specificity of Indigenous settler relations, and consider how it is that 

																																																								
432 Walker, Jeremy, and Melinda Cooper. "Genealogies of Resilience: From 
Systems Ecology to the Political Economy of Crisis Adaptation." Security 
Dialogue 42, no. 2 (2011): 143-60. 
433 Moses, “Official Apologies, Reconciliation, and Settler Colonialism: 
Australian Indigenous Alterity and Political Agency.”155. 
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we are looking, or even ‘who’ it is that we are looking as—if we consider subjection to 

power. Second, we must consider the work that the way, the who, or the how we are 

looking is doing. David Garneau makes a similar point. He indicates the obvious 

implications of ongoing settler occupation— “First Nations, Inuit and Métis remain in a 

colonial state; most of our lands are occupied, and our lives governed by an invasive 

authority— Canada. And Canadians are not leaving any time soon.”434 He states that 

decolonial theories and practices must be adapted to suit “the absence of self-

determination.”435 Garneau, like Moses, draws attention to the implications of 

colonization’s lived reality in Canada. While it is important, as he notes, to continue the 

lived struggle for self-determination, the intellectual work of Indigenous producers must 

absolutely be understood within the structure of that reality and without the essentializing 

imposition of normative ideas about autonomy, originality, or authenticity. This critique 

holds similar weight in the context of recognition, where the notion of mutuality and 

intersubjection demand a kind of autonomy and dis-integration that simple precludes the 

colonial continuum. 

On the whole, I would agree with Coulthard, Povinelli, Bell, and Simpson that 

recognition fails. Recognition frameworks represent at best affirmative changes, and at 

worst perpetuate an ongoing and ever reproducing psychoaffective violence: wherein ‘the 

other,’ poised to be reliant on the recognition and validation of experiences by a 

dominant power. I have argued that the settler colonial state or imaginary cannot 

																																																								
434 Garneau, “Extra-Rational Aesthetic Action and Cultural Decolonization.” 
435 Ibid. He goes on to make the point that what most artists, producers, and 
academics are doing and calling ‘decolonization’ is actually something different 
then the etymological sense of the word. We’ll spend more time on this very 
important argument in the upcoming section.  
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recognize Indigeneity because it fundamentally destabilizes settler belonging and the 

location of land and property rights within a settler colonial cosmology. In this 

psychopolitical way, Indigeneity, as it constitutes an originary presence on the land, 

which could be recognized within a Westphalian legal framework as ownership and title 

is irreconcilable with settler colonial colonialism. In addition, there are other 

fundamentally unrecognizable differences, and here is where, I think, even recognition 

theory largely fails, but also where my own understanding fails. The notion of other—

diverse Indigenous or just non-western-settler-patriarchal—political subjectivities, 

epistemologies, cosmologies, and systems of understanding is fundamentally at odds with 

the naturalization of governmentality. The broader strokes of this research have largely 

troubled the binary of resistance versus appropriation, indicating more complex 

articulations of Indigenous action and autonomy, while also demonstrating the ways in 

which these binaries might actually fortify normative power structures. The works 

explored in this research work toward the destabilization of hegemony and power that 

occurs through resurgent practices: the continuation of Indigenous epistemologies and the 

representation and honouring of Indigenous cosmologies. In so doing, they also gesture 

toward the immanence of these practices and knowledges: something much more radical 

in many ways. 

beyond alterity, beyond resistance: eminence, autonomy, resurgence 

The discourse of reconciliation generally centers on the loss of culture, language, 

spirituality, and community. As I have argued, what is absent from this popular discourse 

is the concept of what supplanted those expressions: the institutional framework and 

ideology that was imbued into the lives and consciousness of students, through language, 
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treatment, education and spaces, which then formed their relationships to identity and 

fostered dysfunction in their lives and suffering in communities. This, of course, was 

settler colonialism and liberal, western cosmologies. To supplant the more socioeconomic 

and political ends of this assimilation, the cultural aspects have been the main focus—in 

addition to the healing logic, which shifts the responsibility for healing, and even the 

notion of brokenness onto the person who experienced violence. The discourse of 

reconciliation exemplifies Sherene Razack’s notion culturalization,436 the process by 

which cultural difference replaces or supplants understanding of genocide or racism. She 

argues, “when racism and genocide are denied and cultural difference replaces it, the net 

effect for aboriginal peoples is a denial of their right to exist as sovereign nations and 

viable communities.”437 The ongoing totalizing power of settler colonialism rests on the 

negation of Indigenous ways of being.  

In the TRC, the absence of reflection on this structure of colonization continues in 

the officially sanctioned redress strategies through the representation of Indigenous 

cultural and artistic work within a largely settler colonial framework. This omission or 

myopia does nothing to destabilize the naturalized values of settler colonialism, and 

therefore the roots of IRSs and policy. If western cosmology and settler colonial ways of 

being are not decentralized, Indigeneity can only ever be something excess or beyond. In 

the context of redress there are ongoing generalizations about what constitutes culture 

and practice, as well as essentializations of Indigenous cultures as an aesthetic or 

expression that can be included within the normative framework. Aboriginality is 
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represented as a way of expressing or relating to life—the fundamentals of what 

constitutes life, truth, and being in liberal, western framework remains largely 

undisturbed. The possibility of diverse and autonomous ways of being which are 

divergent from naturalized governmentality and western cosmology is evaded. 

In an interview with Jeff Thomas, early on in the development of this project, he 

explained to me that in trying to address the school histories and the legacy of 

experiences, we first needed to be clear about what was lost. From his vantage, he 

identified this loss as largely the loss of imagination. In many ways, this statement gets at 

the heart of what IRSs set out to do, and why cultural expression and artistic expression 

are such an important facet of addressing the history. The denigration of individuals’ 

spiritual, political, and cultural autonomy works to erase the ability to trust one’s own 

knowledge, and to seek knowledge or a sense of these things outside of one’s self. The 

assimilatory agenda of the schools worked to erase the ability to imagine one’s self 

outside of the colonial gaze, system, and evaluation. Evans and Reid argue of 

neoliberalism on the whole that imagination or the ability to think outside is an 

imperative for emancipation: “a politics of resistance to liberalism, today, requires more 

than ever a psychopolitical subject capable of transcending the biopolitical horizons of 

liberal modernity; one that will free us from its biologisms.”438 Drawing back to 

Coulthard, he parallels the imagination of outside through his insistence on resurgence as 

the sole root of emancipation. Only, in the context of Indigenous ways of being, it is not 

																																																								
438 Evans and Reid, Resilient Life: The Art of Living Dangerously. Uses 
biologisms to describe what I have henceforth called the naturalization of liberal 
logic, or bio-logic, or positivism. Foucault might call this a regime of truth that 
involves the conflation of liberal thought and economy with natural patterns: the 
obfuscation of ideology via the avenue of scientific Truth.  
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imagination as much as it is the recognition of autonomous Indigenous ways of being and 

traditional knowledges as well as an awareness of the constructed nature of settler 

colonial power.  

I think two arguments could be made here about the importance of outside and 

imagination: the first is concerned with the interpellative negation of Indigenous identity, 

much like Fanon what describes as misrecognition;439 and the other would be the ability 

to imagine an outside because of the ontological difference of Indingeous ways of 

being—an argument which, as I will bear out, has some merit but also risks serious 

essentializations which impose other limitations regarding identity, place, and territory. 

Coming back to Thomas’ own investigations and thoughts, imagination is crucial then for 

two reasons: first, to learn to listen to one’s own self despite the limiting, imposing, and 

even denigrating gaze of the other; second, to locate Indigenous ways of being which are 

negated, prohibited, and regulated. Imagination, or the ability to think outside—or better 

still beyond—is a profoundly central feature of redressing the history of IRSs, and 

therefore the ongoing structure of settler colonialism.  

The critical artwork by Indigenous producers considered in this dissertation 

reflects this imaginative emancipation, both from the histories of IRSs and from 

discursive formation of reconciliation as a settler container for Indigenous dissent. 

Thomas’ own curatorial practice reflected a concerted attempt to deconstruct the 

historical framing of images and Indigeneity within them. He also described an 

																																																								
439 I don’t, however, use this term, because I think it reifies a notion of recognition 
as plausible in the first place. At this point in my thinking, it is not fully possible 
for asymmetrically empowered subjects within a shared system of exchange to 
fully recognize one another, in the sense of mutuality or actualization, which 
Hegel and others describe. 
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orientation toward Indigenizing methods and curatorial practices through storytelling, the 

meditation of the gallery and institution space, and the negation of curatorial power and 

the control of ‘telling’ the history. Thomas, Stewart, and Stimson’s works all indicated a 

discrete valuation of the image, and archival representations, in their own work. The 

location of the photograph at the intersection of family and place reflects a distinct 

significance of photography that opposes the archival, historical, evidentiary-based value 

of the image. The notion of time conflicts in these two evaluations: where in the settler 

colonial archive, the image represents time and its passage, for these artists the image 

seems to transcend time, offering ongoing connections to kin, and place, collapsing the 

colonial past into the present, and offering evidence of the continuance of Indigenous 

ways of being. 

 In the same way, Belcourt’s window offered an Indigenous representation of time 

and cosmology that included IRSs in an elliptical, circular movement of time. When 

talking about his performance, Morin also gestured toward the importance of time as a 

distinguishing factor in redress: he talked about the way in which the performance 

collapses time, so that the ancestors can be present in the work of reconciling; and his 

discussion of the memory of the land, which holds the IRS history and traumas, erases 

the notion of linear time. Instead, Morin suggests that these memories and experiences 

are more like spaces, or contexts which live on and in the land, and which we can move 

in and out of in present ‘time’ or experience. While all of these artists are working within 

existing genealogies of Indigenous thought and knowledge, for the large part they are 

also critically and intellectually engaging with and even innovating tradition. While 

Belcourt, Newman, Thomas and Morin all work with their intellectual and creative 



 

 
 

341 

inheritances, they also draw upon the contemporary technologies and art practices to 

elongate or draw out these traditions and ceremonies in ways that dynamically relate to 

contemporary experiences.  

Indigenous art, methods, and essentialism 

I have tried to argue that these works and practices are a critical domain for self-

actualization and that they must be understood as important political interfaces for an 

anticolonial project. The political work of representing oneself, in the context of settler 

colonialism’s contingency upon the negation of Indigeneity, cannot be understated. This 

project has shown that contemporary Indigenous art plays a key role in the redress of 

IRSs and reconciliation. In the normative structure, art and culture hold a depoliticized 

space for Indigenous expression that can work to legitimize settler hegemony. Likewise, 

we have seen that contemporary Indigenous art is a fertile field for the experimentation, 

development, and research of ongoing Indigenous epistemologies and technologies. The 

development of Indigenous knowledges and ways of being through contemporary art 

practices raises two important questions. 

The first question concerns the normativity of assuming radical difference or 

fundamental alterity. To assert that Indigenous expression is always already outside or 

ontologically different from settler colonial ways of knowing threatens a further 

essentialization, fetishization, or normative exoticism of the ‘Native other.’ For example 

Aman et al. state that  

if democracy has been weaponized by colonialism to contain, erase, marginalize, 
and domesticate radical alternatives, the fugitive aesthetic of anticolonial 
Indigenous art not only disrupts this instrumentalizing stasis, which reduces 
Indigenous art to expressly political or identity-based significations, it also refuses 
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the finality of enclosure (capture/captivity) by remaining in motion: moving, 
seeking, and building toward the ‘tangible unknown’ of decolonization.440 

These scholars are describing a ready-made radicalism of Indigenous art as something 

evasive to hegemony, mobile, diverse, and active. To me, in the context of the theoretical 

work of this dissertation, this notion of a ‘tangible’ outside, something ‘unknown’ but 

virtual can be explained by the inherent delegitimization of settler colonialism actualized 

by Indigenous continuance. In this sense, which I am drawing from my own 

understanding, I agree with Aman et al: there is something inherently radical in critical 

Indigenous art practice. Yet, David Garneau incisively argues against such 

generalization: “I think that what excites decolonial activists is less the radical 

possibilities of traditional Indigenous cultures than the radical possibilities of 

contemporary art.”441 Garneau’s suggestion points out an unconsidered facet of Aman et 

al.’s extolling of Indigenous art: that art itself can offer radical subversive power. 

Garneau encourages us, me, not to over determine the bounds of what art is capable of 

doing. In addition, he gestures toward the normative assumption of authenticity in 

Indigenous alterity: a very real threat with this kind of thinking. Garneau cautions against 

the fetishization of tradition and advocates for an awareness of the function of 

contemporary Indigenous art within the art discourse, as well as “inside and outside [an 

artist’s] home culture’s world-view.” 442 For him, the word art is not adequate but 

functional. Garneau’s important critique does not seem to completely negate the 

possibility of radical subversion inherent to Indigenous art practice, rather he offers a 

																																																								
440 Sium Aman, Desai Chandni, and Ritskes Eric, “Towards the ‘Tangible 
Unknown’: Decolonization and the Indigenous Future,” Decolonization : 
Indigeneity 1, no. 1 (2012). 
441 Garneau, “Extra-Rational Aesthetic Action and Cultural Decolonization.” 
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caution to be specific; distinguish between the potentialities of art realized and the 

immanent politics of Indigeneity.  

My second question is about that classification of art. And, indeed, this is in some 

ways a repetition of the old, boring, and parodied question: what is art? Beyond the 

navel-gazing tone of that question, what I’m gesturing toward is concerned with the 

decolonization of methods. What does the location of Indigenous contemporary art 

practices within an epistemological or methodological framework mean, when so many 

of the works represent ongoing development of more subtle, complex, and diverse 

technologies, not only of expression, but of discerning meaning, communicating, healing, 

engaging with space and so on? What other categories of knowledge and ways of 

knowing are then collapsed and accordioned into the provocative but relative ‘art’ folder? 

As we can see in this project and many other examples, much can happen when you call 

something provocative Art: it is given place, license, and even some freedom of 

articulation. And yet, isn’t this also because it can be just as easily dismissed? When we 

call something ‘art’ we open up an arena of performative, interactive spaces, where 

judgment is suspended, and people gather with the expectation of interaction—an 

progressively more rare and valuable domain in an increasingly cyber reality. That said, it 

could also be said that, popularly, we also receive and understand the ‘work’ that is done 

in those spaces as relative, poetic, and evasive. It is cordoned off from other research. 

Though what I can learn from Peter Morin about time and space is not based on the fact 

that I’m a cultural studies scholar or even art historian—a title that I cannot really 

claim—I likely won’t engage with his work outside of these fields. What’s more, even if 

I do, will it be as an artist? A researcher practitioner? The label of art does not, as 



 

 
 

344 

Garneau and these example works illustrate, limit what a work can do. However, it might 

limit the way in the ‘work’ of the art is consumed. Does this moniker effect what 

research, scholarship, or practices will be influenced by the decolonial, social, ecological, 

axiological, or even economic suggestions of some of these works?443 I am not in any 

way actually saying the umbrella of art doesn’t readily accommodate this work. I am, 

rather, wondering about what can be done to honour the depth and the breadth of the 

work that these artists are doing. They occupy a key role in reconciliation and 

decolonization, as well as in the resurgence and continuation of Indigenous knowledge.  

Looking at the shifting terrain of settler colonial and neoliberal governance, 

artists, Indigenous and otherwise, and all creative producers are on the front lines of 

mobilizing the subversive power of representation and subjection. In a global economy 

based on the constant restorying of identity, appearance, and entertainment, the contested 

site of representation is a crucial political interface. And for this reason, we need to be 

hyper attentive to what categories of being are produced, or reproduced, alongside ways 

of looking.  

	

																																																								
443 Zoe Todd, “An Indigenous Feminist’s Take on the Ontological Turn: 
‘Ontology’ Is Just Another Word for Colonialism,” Journal of Historical 
Sociology 29, no. 1 (2016). Todd’s critique draws out a similar question in an 
applied and interesting way. She points out that the shocking revelations of the 
ontological turn are only innovative from a colonial gaze. She encourages 
researches to break the habits of whiteness and draw upon Indigenous thinkers 
rather than waiting on the west to catch on.  
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