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Abstract 

 

“Memoration” is an integrative and adaptable artistic methodology that has emerged from my 

practice as an artist and scholar.  I characterize it as an evolving set of theoretical and aesthetic 

provocations directed at destabilizing white settler dominance as it is entrenched in the landscape 

of everyday Canadian life.  This dissertation traces the formation and enactment of memoration 

by examining pivotal artworks from a ten year period of my inter-media art practice, and 

contextualizing them in relation to historical and contemporary facets of Canadian nation-

building, and movements of Indigenous and non-Indigenous resistance.  In order to construct a 

coherent story of memoration’s development—one that highlights its salient features—this text 

includes the artwork I created as part of my PhD research, oh-oh Canada, as well as artworks 

that were undertaken outside of my doctoral studies, Imprint, (official denial) trade value in 

progress and memoration #2: constituent parts.  Carrying out this retrospective analysis also 

situates memoration’s development in relation to the changing discourses with which it intersects 

and positions it as operating in parallel and conversation with projects of Indigenous sovereignty, 

resurgence and decolonization. The discussions within this dissertation highlight the imperative 

and potential of the white settler being activated in this manner, while also attending to the 

challenges and limitations of such endeavours. As a research-creation project comprised of 

artistic and textual components, this dissertation acts as a vehicle for enacting, scrutinizing, and 

theorizing strategies through which the white settler artist, and by extension the white settler 

citizen, might engage in unsettling the settler colonial status quo in ways that exercise 

responsibility, accountability, and an ethic of being-in-relation. 
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Introduction 

 

New knowledge emerges when we consider memory—in its spatial, material, public 
dimensions—not simply as latent in the social fabric, nor only in top down efforts by the state to 
encode preferred memory, but … as it is mindfully deployed by individuals and groups in 
attempts to provoke, enable, and transform. 

—Erica Lehrer and Cynthia Milton1  
 

 

My PhD research has been undertaken as a project of research-creation. As such, my inter-media 

art practice is both a catalyst for, and forms the core of, this dissertation. My doctoral research 

and my art practice seek to both cause and probe fissures in the settler colonial armour that 

fosters ignorance, denial, and assumptions of innocence within Anglo-Canadian cultural, social, 

economic, and political spheres. This work is informed by calls for all peoples in settler states to 

confront their differential positions and responsibilities with respect to historical and ongoing 

settler colonial conditions, and to actively engage in ways that ethically and effectively resist 

and/or surpass settler colonial systems and relations.2 I am very deliberate in grounding this work 

in the personal and embarking on it through critical attention to my positionality as a white 

settler3 Canadian of Ashkenazi Jewish ancestry. From this perspective, my work as an artist-

                                                
1 Erica Lehrer and Cynthia E. Milton, “Introduction: Witnesses to Witnessing,” in Curating 
Difficult Knowledge, ed. Erica Lehrer, Cynthia E. Milton, and Monica Eileen 
Patterson (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 2011), 3. 
2 See, for example: Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011); Paulette Regan, Unsettling the Settler 
Within: Indian Residential Schools, Truth Telling, and Reconciliation in Canada (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 2010); Corey Snelgrove, Rita Dhamoon, and Jeff Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler 
Colonialism: The Discourse and Politics of Settlers, and Solidarity with Indigenous Nations,” 
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no. 2 (2014):1-32 
3 Regarding terminology: It has become common in scholarly literature for the term “settler” or 
“Settler” to be applied to all those who are not Indigenous to lands occupied by a settler colonial 
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scholar aims to engender and investigate spaces that instigate critical reflection and re-

examination of taken-for-granted subjectivities and stories. Further, it works to stimulate 

relational reckoning that is charged with the recognition of responsibility and a bearing of 

accountability. In doing this work, I aim to incite informed and considered reimagining dedicated 

to acknowledging the past and acting in the present with a view toward the future.  

I decided to pursue a PhD in relation to my art practice for a number of reasons. I 

recognized in the early stages of contending with issues of colonial nation-building in my work 

(mid 2000s) that doing so from a white settler perspective was a contentious proposition. At that 

time, I experienced significant direct and indirect discouragement regarding undertaking this 

work from my positionality, which I understood as originating, at least in part, from well-

founded concerns based in identity politics. In addition, I had not encountered, within my 

spheres of practice, the productively challenging collegial dialogues or the relevant artistic 

models that might have provided an integral foundation for this pursuit. However, I had already 

determined that undertaking this work was imperative for me, and part of a commitment to 

grappling with the ways I understood myself to be implicated in the colonial present and to 

                                                                                                                                                       
state. See, for example: Emma Battell Lowman, and Adam J. Barker, Settler: Identity and 
colonialism in 21st century Canada, (Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2016). I prefer to use 
terms that draw a clearer distinction between white subjects who benefit from both the racist and 
colonial logics of settler colonialism, and differently situated racialized peoples who are subject 
to intersectional forms of oppression demonstrated in the settler state.  See, for examples: Byrd, 
The Transit of Empire; Chelsea Vowel, Indigenous Writes: A Guide to First Nations, Métis, and 
Inuit Issues in Canada. (Winnipeg: Portage & Main Press, 2016). Throughout this text I will 
primarily use the terms “white settler” and either “racialized non-Indigenous peoples” or “non-
Indigenous people of colour. On occasion I also use “non-Indigenous” when I intentionally refer 
to the breadth of people who are not Indigenous to these lands. I recognize that none of these 
terms wholly account for the nuances of power relations and belonging in a settler state either, 
historically or in the current moment, nor do they account for affinities between Indigenous 
people and people of colour. I discuss terminology in greater detail in Chapter 1. 
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rooting out how I might conduct myself in ways that do not reproduce coloniality in my day-to-

day life.  

I found well-considered frameworks for working on these issues from a white settler 

positionality within discourses surrounding activist-based Indigenous solidarity movements. 

However, I also recognized that these frameworks can prove limiting when working through 

artistic methodologies. As activist tenets often entail the expectation of identifiable outcomes, the 

didactic conveyance of specific information, the privileging of particular forms of public 

activation, and/or a circumscribed interpretation of accountability, they can run counter to an art 

practice, which often entails intentional ambiguity and requires an authorial stance. At the same 

time, I anticipated that utilizing, while also pressing upon, established solidarity activism–based 

modalities and principles through methodologies embedded in artistic practice could be highly 

productive. I was motivated to explore how this might be accomplished, yet recognized the 

importance of proceeding with care and attention.  

Because of the sensitive nature of my inquiries, the fact that I was not willing to abandon 

this work despite many challenges, and my interest in mindfully pushing boundaries, I 

determined that a rigorous theoretical and methodological grounding would be highly beneficial. 

I identified that relevant dialogues concerning non-Indigenous engagement in academic spheres 

were more robust at that time than those I encountered in the contemporary art community to 

which I was exposed and also more expansive than those I found in solidarity activism. I 

concluded that an appropriate academic program of study would be the most effective way to 

support my pursuit of a sound foundation from which to follow this direction in my artwork. By 

this I do not mean to privilege academic study over other modes of learning, but rather to suggest 

that this was the appropriate option for me at that particular juncture. I anticipated that such an 
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environment would present opportunities to enter into cogent interdisciplinary dialogues and to 

make a contribution to both artistic and scholarly discourses by circulating my artwork, and my 

writing about it, in larger circles. I also recognized an opportunity to undertake a sustained 

program of interdisciplinary research. Given the above, pursuing academic study appeared to be 

a viable way to significantly strengthen my engagement with these issues and to bring my 

artwork and writing into compelling and timely interdisciplinary conversations occurring in a 

range of contexts. While my doctoral research is directed, in part, toward informing and 

dispersing my artwork in these ways, it is also galvanized by theoretical and practical concerns 

surrounding engagement with and the stimulation of social change. By building on existing 

interdisciplinary scholarship and artistic production, and attending to the significant gaps therein, 

my research intends to make contributions in a number of fields and capacities. My aim is both 

to inform theoretical frameworks that articulate the complexities of stimulating white settlers to 

engage in meaningful disruption of colonial norms and to contribute to practical platforms 

through which such engagement can be realized.  

As a research-creation project, this dissertation mobilizes my art practice through the 

production and presentation of new work created as part of my doctoral research and through the 

presentation and analysis of artworks I produced between 2006 and 2016. The questions guiding 

this research focus on how strategic interventions enacted through art practice and art 

production—both collaborative and individual—undertaken from a white settler positionality 

can: 

• manifest resistance to settler colonial systems, beliefs, and practices; 

• inform theoretical frameworks that might contribute to the development of innovative 

strategies for white settler activation;  
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• engage white settlers in decolonial, anti-colonial, and/or non-colonial thinking that can be 

activated in daily life; 

• align with movements for Indigenous decolonization, sovereignty, and resurgence;  

• and be attentive to the limitations of engaging from a white settler position. 

These questions have steered and accompanied me as I have carried out both the textual and 

artistic production of my doctoral research. However, in keeping with my use of research-

creation methodologies that reflect an academic approach deeply influenced by the culture of 

contemporary art practice, this dissertation does not seek to directly answer these questions. 

Rather it enlists them as catalysts for exploration. In this type of inquiry the “process” and the 

“product” are ultimately indistinguishable, both functioning as pedagogically active constituents 

of knowledge creation and transmission.  

Through this integrative approach, my doctoral project revolves around “memoration,” a 

flexible and context-driven methodology I have developed through my art practice that offers 

strategies for disturbing coloniality from a white settler perspective. The term “memoration” is a 

neologism reflecting the activation of the personal (memory) and the collective impulse to recall 

(commemoration). Memoration disturbs coloniality through strategies that are sited and 

embodied and critically informed through relationship-building, self-reflection, and research into 

relevant theoretical disciplines. As the discussions of artworks in Chapter 2 will demonstrate, 

memoration performs interventions into a range of both tacit and explicit forms of 

commemoration—public, national, and personal memory—to interrogate idealized conceptions 

of the past and subvert their manifestations in the present with consideration toward the future. 

Although my doctoral project has evolved to centre on memoration, it is important to note that 

my use of memoration, as a term and a fledgling methodology, predates my PhD research by a 
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number of years. Further, although this dissertation is focused on elaborations of memoration’s 

characteristics and development, memoration is not the subject of my research. Rather, the 

process of rigorous production, reflection, analysis, and textual research I have undertaken 

through my doctoral studies has led me to express my research-creation practices as memoration.  

 

Situating Canadian Nation-building: The White Settler Problem and the Self  

Although focused on the Anglo-Canadian context, my PhD research situates the Canadian 

nation-building project as part of transnational movements of Western modernity, globalization, 

and imperialism. My emphasis on the Canadian context insists on the recognition of localized 

effects of settler colonial inheritance. This is particularly important in the face of entrenched 

complacency driven by the denial of Canada’s settler colonial roots and the consequent evasion 

of responsibility among the majority of white settler people in Canada.4 Further, this focus is 

crucial given the propensity for Canadians to deflect the reality of gross inequities at home, often 

through attention to extremes of exclusion and oppression outside their own country’s borders.5 I 

focus particularly on the Anglo-Canadian context because it characterizes dominant Canadian 

national identity, and, as I have lived and worked in English Canada only, it is the area of 

                                                
4 While a 2016 Environics survey shows there is increasing awareness of gaps in living standards 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Canada, a majority of those surveyed do not 
attribute this to the effects of colonization, nor do they recognize themselves as benefiting from 
the discriminatory treatment of Indigenous peoples. See Chris Hiller’s analysis of Environics 
Institute for Survey Research, Canadian Public Opinion on Aboriginal People: Final Report 
(Toronto: Environics Institute, June, 2016), in Chris Hiller, “Tracing the Spirals of Unsettlement: 
Euro-Canadian Narratives of Coming to Grips with Indigenous Sovereignty, Title, and Rights,” 
Settler Colonial Studies 7, no. 4 (2017): 416. 
5 See: Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in 
Canada, vol. 23 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002). 
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Canadian culture in which my work is embedded and primarily circulates.6 I recognize that 

within the different territories encompassed as part of Anglo-Canada, the historical and 

contemporary conditions vary, as they also do in different settler states. There are strong 

arguments for location-embedded approaches that contend with such specificities, yet the 

parallels and even the differences between various jurisdictions within and outside of this context 

can also be highly instructive. As such, while highlighting the significance of the Anglo-

Canadian7 context, my research extends to similar settler colonial situations such as Australia, 

the US, and Aotearoa/New Zealand. I believe my findings are adaptable to these contexts as 

settler colonial states with distinct, yet overlapping, settler colonial histories and contemporary 

conditions.  

As I have stated, my art practice is the driving force of my doctoral research. For over a 

decade, my artwork has primarily explored—through a critical white settler lens—questions 

pursuant to Canadian nation-building as a process entrenched in settler colonial formations and 

frameworks of white dominance. This work is situated within a compendium of disciplines—

such as feminist, post-colonial, critical race, whiteness, and settler colonial studies—that 

investigate normative categories and dominant social and political orders so as to understand 

their production and maintenance and, importantly, theorize and enact tactics for their 

subversion. Focusing on a more explicitly defined version of what has been characterized as the 

                                                
6 Discourses relating to colonial nation-building and prevalent “moves to innocence” in the 
Franco-Canadian context in Canada have unique characteristic that I do not address in my work. 
See, for example: Chelsea Vowel, “The Myth of Metissage: Settler Moves to Innocence,” 
âpihtawikosisân (blog), March 11, 2015, http://apihtawikosisan.com/2015/03/the-mythology-of-
metissage-settler-moves-to-innocence/. 
7 In the remainder of this text my use of “Canadian” is intended to refer to “Anglo-Canadian.” 
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“settler problem,”8 which I understand as the white settler problem, my research places dominant 

iterations of Canadian national identity, white settler subjectivity, and settler colonial structures 

under scrutiny and in relation. In doing so it seeks to investigate and overcome barriers to 

meaningful white settler reckoning, and to enact and provoke white settler involvement in a 

disturbance of beliefs, habits, and relationships that are based on the imposition of racial 

hierarchies and settler colonial structures. As I will discuss further in Chapter 1, my work is 

underpinned by an analysis that refuses a reductive Indigenous/settler binary and recognizes the 

implications of intersectional forms of power such as race, gender, sexuality, class, and 

dis/ability. While my research-creation focuses primarily on critiques based in relations between 

white settler society/the settler state and Indigenous peoples/nations, it situates whiteness as a 

systemic feature that oppresses Indigenous peoples and people of colour in different ways.9  

Given the systemic imposition of whiteness as sustained by settler colonial and race-

based logics, in probing the white settler problem I am conscious of my location(s) within 

intersecting collectivities that inherently benefit from the theft of Indigenous lands and the 

enactment of race thinking, regardless of my actions as an individual. For me, situating the 

personal as a self-reflexively grounded foundation is central to contending with historical and 

contemporary patterns of nation-building. Further, this is crucial to consider when devising ways 

in which to effectively call into question and resist dominant systems and structures from the 

                                                
8 See: Roger Epp, “We Are All Treaty People: History, Reconciliation, and the ‘Settler 
Problem,’” in Dilemmas of Reconciliation: Cases and Concepts, ed. Carol A.L. Prager and 
Trudy Govier (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2003), 223–44. 
9 See: Martin J. Cannon, and Lina Sunseri, eds., Racism, Colonialism, and Indigeneity in 
Canada: A Reader (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2011); Andrea Smith, “Indigeneity, 
Settler Colonialism, White Supremacy,” Racial Formation in the Twenty-First Century, ed. 
Daniel Martinez HoSang, Oneka LaBennett, and Laura Pulido (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2012), 66–90. 
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particularities of my positionality, whether through solo or collaborative work. Understanding 

my intersectional subject positions(s) vis-à-vis these structures—as a straight, white, Ashkenazi 

Jewish, cisgender woman raised primarily in a middle-class context—and recognizing the ways I 

am implicated within their systemic operations has been essential to my deliberately unsettling 

investigations. According to settler Australian scholar and activist Clare Land:  

the importance of non-Indigenous people examining our complicity in 
colonialism, including by interrogating who we are in terms of identity, culture 
and history and the shape of our lives … is part of a practice of critical self-
reflection and of dealing honestly with the impact of dominant culture on 
Aboriginal people.10  
 

Drawing my ancestry, experience, and positionality into a conscious reckoning with the 

historical and contemporary constituents that bear upon them (and that they in turn bear upon) 

cultivates a practice of self-reflexive interrogation in relation to local, national, and global 

narratives. While I argue that it is crucial to summon the personal, I also contend that is vital not 

to wallow or rest there. Rather, as I will discuss in subsequent chapters, it is necessary to use 

incisive understandings of subject position(s) as a springboard for activations-in-relation within 

and across the wider collective contexts of colleagues, family, community, culture, and nation. I 

see this as a transit of sorts, an ongoing reciprocal and potentially transformational practice of 

deliberate un/learning and activation.  

 

Sketching an Interdisciplinary Theoretical Substrate 

As a project of research-creation, this dissertation is distinctly interdisciplinary, unfolding at the 

intersections of discourses pertaining to visual and material culture, performance theory, social 

                                                
10 Clare Land, Decolonizing Solidarity: Dilemmas and Directions for Supporters of 
Indigenous Struggles (London: Zed Books, 2015), 29. 
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practice, Indigenous sovereignty and decolonization, critical race studies, and settler colonial 

studies. Although these areas of study will not all be attended to equally within this text they all 

play vital and often overlapping roles in informing and contributing to my research-creation. My 

engagement with theory is in keeping with the integrative approach I take to research-creation 

(which I discuss briefly below and in more depth in Chapter 1). In this sense, the theory that 

informs my work is represented in the discussions of relevant aspects of these disciplines that are 

implicitly and explicitly woven throughout this text. This application of theory within the text 

mirrors the way theory is embedded within my artwork: as its bones, rather than its skin. Given 

my extensive integration of theory both throughout the text and within the artworks that form 

this dissertation, my discussion of it here is intended to be brief, rather than a full explication of 

its application in my work. 

My overarching analytical lens is situated within discourses that contend with the 

complexities of concurrent yet distinct systems of power relating to settler colonialism and 

racialization as they operate in settler states such as Canada.11 Critiques of settler colonial logics 

and white dominance advanced through critical race, whiteness, settler colonial, and Indigenous 

studies and discourses surrounding Indigenous sovereignty, resurgence, and decolonization 

provide a historical and contemporary sociopolitical context to my research and artwork, while 

explicating the structural conditions that my work seeks to challenge. I draw on these disciplines 

to construct a foundation from which to embark on the interrogations and disruptions 

demonstrated in my written and artistic outputs. Enlisted within this text to frame formations of 

                                                
11 See: Byrd, Transit of Empire; Rita Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach to Decolonizing Anti-
racism: Rethinking Transnationalism, Intersectionality, and Settler Colonialism,” Feral 
Feminisms, no. 4 (2015): 20–37; Bonita Lawrence and Enakshi Dua, “Decolonizing Antiracism,” 
Social Justice 32, no. 4 (102) (2005); Andrea Smith, “Indigeneity, Settler Colonialism, White 
Supremacy.” 
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nation-building and governance indicative of settler colonial states, these theoretical assertions 

are also integral to examining the dominant conceptions of national identity and differential 

privilege that result. Settler colonial and Indigenous studies together provide explicit and detailed 

accounts of the formation and maintenance of settler colonial states, as well as proposing 

critiques thereof. Critical race and whiteness studies situate and critique structural racialization 

and racism as intersectional forms of power relations integrated within political, cultural, and 

social orders of the settler colonial project. These areas of study inform my artwork and its 

analysis in a manner that takes into account the complexities of white power as it plays out in 

settler colonial contexts such as Canada.  

Theories surrounding Indigenous sovereignty, resurgence, and decolonization provide 

overarching guidance to my work that is embedded in Indigenous perspectives and resistance. In 

the language of solidarity activism, aspects of this body of scholarship can be seen as a linchpin 

of Indigenous leadership for my work. In foregrounding forms of Indigenous resistance, 

resurgence, and decolonization driven by grassroots community, activist, cultural, spiritual, 

academic, and political spheres, scholarship surrounding Indigenous movements demonstrates 

strategies and visions for a future of substantive change. A thorough understanding of these 

diverse discourses is vital to the intention of aligning my artistic and scholarly work with 

Indigenizing and decolonizing movements. Discussions within these discourses surrounding the 

ways non-Indigenous, and particularly white settler, people in settler states can, and must, 

assume responsibility for their own unsettling toward these aims are particularly salient to my 

research-creation and its activation of parallel and intersecting settler-driven strategies through 

memoration.  
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The field of Canadian visual and material culture informs my research in relation to both 

constructions of, and disruptions to, dominant national imaginaries and the settler colonial 

apparatus in Canada. Discourses concerning the influence of visual culture and its material 

counterpart on the construction and maintenance of sociopolitical power relations are vital to 

forming the bedrock of my research-creation. Scholarship that pertains to the ways the display 

and reception of dominant icons, emblems, and images helps to direct public memory and 

cultural perception toward substantiating normative settler colonial patterns, particularly within 

the Canadian context, is especially influential. In addition to discussions highlighting the potency 

of iconic images, symbols, and artists in the project of colonial nation-building, my research-

creation is informed by those calling attention to the means by which artists 

counter/dis/appropriate normative representations as a way of confronting persistently dominant 

strains of public memory in the contemporary colonial landscape. 

Facets of art theory and performance theory also underpin this research, as they intersect 

with my modes of practice, particularly in relation to social practice, interventions into public 

space, and performance art methods. These theoretical fields are intrinsic to my creative 

production, which in turn grounds my research-creation. They have informed my artwork 

through their imbrication within the work since long before I considered moving into the 

academic sphere. In fact, my incorporation of “social practice” into my artistic production 

predates common use of the term itself. The manner in which I have used public participation 

and audience engagement within my practice has evolved in conversation with the unfolding 

discourses connected to contemporary art that blur the line between “artist” and “audience” 

through relational imperatives and tactics. Drawing on performance theory and the injection of 

art into public spaces rounds out the theoretical foundations of my artistic methods.  
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These diverse areas of theoretical study form an interdisciplinary meshwork that is woven 

throughout the textual and artistic production components of this dissertation as means of 

grounding and supporting rigorous inquiry and disturbance directed toward regimes of power 

within the settler state.  

 

Looking In, Inter and Across as a Methodological Framework  

Overall, the aim of my methodological stance, both within this dissertation and with respect to 

my ongoing work as an artist-scholar, is for decolonizing and unsettling imperatives to converge 

with research-creation and critical self-reflection to inform and guide all aspects of these 

inquiries. As such, a central methodology of research-creation that is significantly informed by 

critical and Indigenous methodologies forms the backbone of this dissertation.  

Research-creation offers a malleable framework through which textual research, the 

production of artwork, and the analyses, explorations, and reflective considerations of the 

artwork through writing can be deeply imbricated and enlisted reciprocally. Although it is 

remarkably challenging to do so in the academic context, I strive for a balance between textual 

and artistic components, with an emphasis on the artwork and its production as integral aspects 

of both the process and the products of the research. In particular, I position art production as a 

method of research and meaning-making, and artworks themselves as a form of theory.12 I 

undertake a more comprehensive discussion of my use of research-creation as my primary 

research methodology in Chapter 1; however, here I will briefly discuss my approach to writing 

in this context. The textual outputs of this dissertation blend academic and narrative forms in a 

                                                
12 See: Natalie S. Loveless, “Practice in the Flesh of Theory: Art, Research and the Fine Arts 
PhD,” Canadian Journal of Communication 37, no. 1 (2012): 93-108 
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style intended to be processual. In this sense my elaboration of memoration in this text is 

essentially the telling of a story; or, to be more accurate, one version of a story. My writing 

mirrors the strategies of my artistic production in that it is less occupied with providing positivist 

truths or answers and more concerned with both opening exploratory spaces and creating 

connective tissue as a way of engaging with complex questions. 

Underlying principles advanced by decolonizing research methodologies are embedded 

in my research-creation as counsel that contributes to establishing an overarching framework 

attuned to, and aligned with, larger projects of Indigenous sovereignty and decolonization. The 

primary objectives of my research, as sought from my positionality as a white settler, necessitate 

a considered relationship with decolonizing methodologies. When applied to research with, 

and/or in, Indigenous communities, Indigenous decolonizing methods call for operational means 

that, among other things, foreground Indigenous knowledge and voice.13 Given that my research 

focuses on systems and actions of the settler state, activation of white settler citizens, and in 

particular my own artwork as a white settler, I am keenly aware of the challenges of doing this 

explicitly. It is possible, however, to impede assumptions of white settler authority by carrying 

out the work in conversation with, and as informed by, Indigenous knowledge and perspectives. 

My approach to this is to undertake textual research that focuses on Indigenous scholarship in 

conjunction with the cultivation of meaningful and ongoing relationships, collaborations, and 

critical exchange with Indigenous colleagues, community members, scholars, activists, and 

cultural producers.  

                                                
13 See: Leslie Brown and Susan Strega, eds., Research as Resistance: Critical, Indigenous and 
Anti-oppressive Approaches (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2005); Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 
Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 2013); 
Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith, eds., Handbook of Critical 
and Indigenous Methodologies (Toronto: Sage, 2008). 
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Merely consuming Indigenous knowledge and/or engaging indiscriminately with 

Indigenous groups and individuals does not necessarily decentre white authority. It is vital to 

employ a practice of “listening” that is respectful, committed, and injected with humility so as to 

be informed by the knowledge that comes from both this scholarship and these interactions and 

relationships, rather than devouring or appropriating it. This entails a wholly different 

expectation of what it means to interface with knowledge, one that discards the 

“white/settler/liberal desire for mastery”14 in favour of being amenable to encountering 

unfamiliar ontological, pedagogical, and epistemological concepts that one may not be able to 

fully apprehend. I have incorporated these strategies into my methodologies in order to establish 

an informal, context-specific structure of guidance and accountability that continually informs 

the way I configure and enact memoration.  

Rather than appropriating Indigenous methods, I aim to generate strategies that parallel or 

complement them. In describing her approach to researching her book Decolonizing Solidarity, 

Clare Land invokes Ngāti Awa and Ngāti Porou Māori scholar and educator Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith’s 25 Indigenous Projects,15 which demonstrate Indigenous-driven decolonizing methods. 

Land notes the ways her research methods speak specifically to Smith’s projects of “intervention, 

reading, reframing and restoring.”16 Land’s strategies could be characterized as Critical White 

Settler Projects that parallel Smith’s Indigenous Projects by disrupting the assumption of white 

settler dominance from a white settler positionality. Following Land, I situate my approaches to 

research(-creation) as acting in parallel to, and/or in conversation with, Indigenous 

                                                
14 Avril Bell, Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities: Beyond Domination (Houndmills: 
Palgrave McMillan, 2014). 
15 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, P 141-161 
16 Land, Decolonizing Solidarity, 20-30 
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methodologies and movements in order to shine a light on colonial legacies (and systems of 

racialization) as a counterbalance to denial, erasure, and moves to innocence.17 I have come to 

identify these strategies as “unsettling depremacy.” My use of the word “unsettling” signals an 

ongoing disturbance of the colonial while, as an inversion of “supremacy,” “depremacy” 

suggests a deliberate and active decentring of whiteness. This term is intended to describe 

methods that account for the interruption of settler colonial and race-based logics and the ways 

they confer white supremacy and colonial dominance into settler states and onto white settler 

citizens. As a project of unsettling depremacy, my mobilization and analysis of memoration are 

directed toward doing so.  

The judicious use of self-reflexive modes associated with critical methodologies18 in the 

inquiries of this dissertation contributes to the realization of these parallel methodologies. I 

recognize the risks of using self-reflexive approaches in terms of the way they may inherently 

centre my white settler subjectivity, and thus their potential to re-inscribe colonial whiteness. I 

also understand that these strategies can be put to effective use as a tool that addresses “the 

experience of power and the resistance to it.”19 I am committed to utilizing these methods in 

ways that do not simply become an exercise of narcissism—or perhaps worse, redemption—

brought on by privilege. Instead, I direct exercises of self-scrutiny toward placing myself in 

                                                
17 As Mohawk scholar Taiaiake Alfred suggests that Indigenous strategies call for Indigenous 
peoples to “turn away from the legacies of colonialism,” a parallel white settler method might 
call for white settlers to turn critically toward such legacies in order to counter the denial that is 
so prevalent in dominant settler culture. See: Taiaiake Alfred, Wasáse: Indigenous Pathways of 
Action and Freedom (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 19. 
18 See: Leslie Brown, and Susan Strega, ed. Research as Resistance: Critical, Indigenous and 
Anti-oppressive Approaches. (Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2005). 
19 Thomas V. Rieske, “Un/staging White Beauty: A Glimpse into the Diary of Thomas Viola 
Rieske,” Out of Place: Interrogating Silences in Queerness/Raciality. (York, England: Raw 
Nerve Books, 2008), 109. 
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relation to systems of power, and enacting resistance from those positions. I enlist self-reflection 

and autobiography—in both the textual and production elements of this dissertation, and in 

memoration itself—as decidedly relational practices of interrogation and activation that work to 

unseat white settler dominance. Rather than a route to recentring, I call upon these strategies to 

underscore the imperative of situating oneself as being in relation on a number of fronts. In this 

way, I am able to highlight my subject position(s) in relation to the systemic inequities inhered in 

Canadian nation-building and the responsibilities that ensue from recognizing these 

relationships. I am able to invoke relationality with those humans who also reside as 

“newcomers”20 to these territories and with those for whom this land is an ancestral home of 

millennia. Importantly, this also helps me to remain mindful of the state of being in relation with 

the more-than-human.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Through a discussion of pivotal artworks from the past ten years of my practice, this dissertation 

traces the formation and enactment of memoration as a form of unsettling depremacy or critical 

white settler research-creation inquiry, articulating some of the encounters, influences, and 

motivations that have been vital to its development. While aspects of this methodology are 

transferable, it is important to note that it is not intended to be prescriptive. Nor is it intended to 

be a model whose steps, if followed, will ensure ethical efficacy. What it can do is illustrate the 

                                                
20 I use the term “newcomer” to emphasize the relatively short duration of non-Indigenous 
presence. In recognition of its more common current usage in referring to first generation 
immigrants, and its tendency to flatten non-Indigenous experience, I limit its use to situations in 
which I aim to highlight temporal factors. 
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strategies I have employed, which may prove to be adaptable and adoptable. By detailing aspects 

of memoration’s evolution in the critically self-reflexive manner set out in this dissertation, I 

hope to set signposts by which others might be moved or guided to forge their own context and 

positionality-specific transit. 

 

Roadmap 

In keeping with research-creation as its central methodology, my PhD research includes cultural 

production and textual components as well as an exhibition. The production component created 

as part of my doctoral research, along with this text, is oh-oh Canada (2016–). However, the 

artistic production under discussion in this text includes three other significant artworks created 

before or during my doctoral studies: Imprint (2006), (official denial) trade value in progress 

(2010–16) and memoration #2: constituent parts (2015).21 The exhibition that accompanies this 

dissertation will be made up of these four works. I have widened my scope to include artwork 

that predates my doctoral studies along with the work I produced as part of my research for a 

number of reasons. First and foremost, I chose these works because they are particularly 

formative to my current research-creation and illustrate the inquiries and influences that 

informed the development of memoration as the methodology I put forward here. Moreover, 

including work from a span of ten years situates my doctoral research as part of a larger and 

ongoing undertaking within my research-creation practice. Reflecting back on previous work has 

provided me an opportunity to draw out its contributions within an extended framework that 

includes the work it has subsequently spawned. Finally, this strategy illustrates that each work 

                                                
21 Note that while these works themselves are not part of my PhD research or outputs as such, 
their analysis within this text is. 
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should be considered within the larger context of the overall body of work and signals the way 

temporal distance can be a generative factor in the analysis of one’s works. Within this text I 

undertake a close examination of three of these works and provide a short description of the 

fourth, oh-oh Canada. I refrain from engaging in a detailed analysis of this particular work, as 

this allows the reader-viewer to experience it through its documentation, without the interference 

of my analysis. In this way, the contributions of the collaborators of oh-oh Canada can be 

highlighted, and the artwork can more directly speak for itself.  

The textual component is structured as four chapters and four “reflections.” The 

interstitial reflections enlist observational and experiential recollection to highlight some of the 

key questions underlying the development of memoration, to reference some of the conditions 

memoration addresses, and to point to some of the overarching propositions memoration asserts 

and inquiries it embodies. Chapter 1 attends to three areas of concern that coalesce as the 

theoretical, self-reflexive, and methodological underpinnings of my doctoral research, and of 

memoration. These discussions are loosely formulated around what it means to both “name” and 

“claim” in particular contexts, and how the application of naming and claiming informs meaning, 

perception, and accountability. Chapter 2 focuses on the artworks I have selected to demonstrate 

memoration. Through close readings of Imprint, (official denial) trade value in progress and 

memoration #2: constituent parts, each is contextualized in terms of its relationship to the 

development of memoration, while the articulation of particular elements of each illustrates 

memoration’s foundational features. Highlighting these facets and addressing the works in 

chronological order allows for a picture of memoration’s evolution and capacities to emerge. 

Chapter 2 concludes with a brief summary of memoration and its attention to situating-in-

relation as demonstrated by the artworks discussed. Chapter 3 touches on Indigenous decolonial 
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movements, the ways white settler people are called upon to engage in their imperatives, and the 

ways in which memoration endeavours to do so through parallel strategies of unsettling 

depremacy. I highlight both the potentials and some of the limitations and challenges of 

undertaking this work and elaborate on facets of memoration demonstrated in the artworks 

presented in Chapter 2. Focusing on how memoration stimulates a practice of reckoning, Chapter 

3 concludes with a brief summary of memoration through a recap of the artworks presented. The 

final chapter summarizes my doctoral research and its contributions and frames new directions in 

the development of memoration as my research-creation practice extends beyond my doctoral 

studies.  

As I have discussed, the artworks represented within this text and the accompanying 

exhibition are not intended to merely embellish or support the text, as might be the case in a 

typical dissertation. Further, their analysis within this text should not be taken to suggest that, as 

artworks, they require explication in order to make scholarly or other contributions. The 

artworks constitute theoretical propositions that form integral elements of the process and 

products of this research, as does their analysis. As such, the artworks represented through 

images within this text, and through the accompanying exhibition, should be read both 

independently and together with their analysis as it is articulated in the following chapters.  
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mile end 

 

   

Figure 1: (ally poster) mile end #1. (2016) Photo: Leah Decter 
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As I walked east on Rue Saint Viateur in Montreal’s Mile End neighbourhood on a cool fall day 

in 2016, I encountered a striking image—a poster depicting a larger than life forearm and hand 

wheat-pasted to the wall of a building at eye level. Just above the wrist on the inner forearm is 

tattooed the word “ally.” It is inked in black in a formal, lowercase font that looks like it might 

be Times New Roman. The skin surrounding the text appears red and raw, giving the impression 

of a fresh tattoo. The text “montreal activists be like:” forms a banner across the top of the 

poster. The poster is affixed to the wall of the building where red brick meets the ragged grey 

stone that forms its corner. Parts of the paper are marred by the prickly mottled texture of the 

stone, giving the skin a disturbing suggestion of disease. I wonder if its real—the tattoo—or if the 

word “ally” and the skin’s redness are the result of digital manipulation. If it is real, it is 

certainly an emphatic statement—an indelible mark that is not only a decisive act of naming, but 

also one that makes claims.  

 

    
Figure 2: (ally poster) mile end #2. (2016) Photo: Leah Decter 
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Regardless of whether or not the tattoo is real, this image is thought-provoking as it calls 

out to those passing by. Its emphatic pronouncement sparks a number of questions about naming 

and claiming in the context of working, being, or acting in what is often referred to as 

“solidarity,” particularly in relation to enacting resistance to settler colonial conditions when 

one is not Indigenous. The act of naming is a powerful form of both agency and control, often 

tied to the explicit and implicit enunciation of particular claims. In turn, acts of claiming effect 

power relations and material conditions over the short and long term. The question of who is at 

liberty to name, and upon whom the prerogative of claiming is bestowed, cuts close to the bone 

of nation-building and subject formation in a settler state. Those who control the capacity to 

name and claim tend to exert disproportionate influence over the corresponding narrative(s). 

Insomuch as national narratives substantiate and support the policies, practices, and beliefs of a 

nation, those who preside over naming and claiming are positioned to garner significant social, 

economic, and political advantages within the systems and structures of the nation state. This is 

particularly the case of settler colonial states, which establish dominion through the conceit of 

“discovery,” a practice of claiming that aims to dispossess and reductively categorize the 

distinct and sovereign Indigenous nations of an invaded territory while naming the invaders as 

founders and sovereign occupiers of a “new land.” These patterns signal who dominates and 

who is to be dominated—whose acts of naming will be authorized and whose claims will be 

prioritized. In this way, they serve to affirm the structural iniquity of the settler state. Clearly, 

there is much at stake in naming and claiming with respect to the realization and substantiation 

of the settler colonial project.  

What, then, is the role of naming and claiming when resisting the steamroller of colonial 

nation-building? Certainly, the contemporary land claims spearheaded by many Indigenous 
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nations in Canada situate claims of continuous presence, usage, and place-based knowledge at 

the centre of resisting the state’s jurisdiction over the land of Turtle Island. Naming, too, is used 

to undermine the state’s assertion of control over Indigenous life and sovereignty. The practice 

of self-identifying as distinct Indigenous nations, as opposed to the reductive state-imposed 

categorizations of “Indian,” “Aboriginal,” and “First Nations,” stakes a claim to the 

specificities of culture and the inherent right to sovereignty and a robust land base. The 

reclaiming of Indigenous place names continues to be used to insist on the recognition of both 

historical and contemporary Indigenous emplacement. This illustrates how naming can be a 

powerful tool of Indigenous self-determination that can undermine mainstream perceptions of 

identity, sovereignty, and rights to the land.  

Resistance to the settler colonial state generated by non-Indigenous people—Black, 

Asian, and other non-Indigenous people of colour, as well as white settlers—appears to be on 

the upswing. In considering the poster’s declaration, and what I read to be its white settler 

subject position, one might ask what the stakes and impacts of naming and claiming are when 

the intention is to act in alliance with Indigenous struggles. What does it mean to self-declare—

and name oneself—as an ally, particularly from a white settler position that has been afforded 

the inherent prerogative of naming? And what is the effect of doing so through a permanent 

mark on the body? The tattoo depicted in the poster is placed on the body in a location that is 

easily seen, but can also be concealed without difficulty. This orientation affords the wearer the 

choice of an overt public proclamation or an unspoken retreat. Thus, while the poster speaks 

forthright, the actual tattoo, if it exists, offers the bearer the option of public or private 

assertions.  
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To the wearer, this tattoo is perhaps an inescapable mark embedded in their body, not 

only by way of its inky presence within dermal layers, but also through the memory of the 

sensation of a needle piercing flesh hundreds of times a minute. Regardless of whether or how 

often it is publicly revealed, the tattoo makes certain claims through its act of naming, but it does 

not make those claims certain. Bearing the word on the body does not necessarily amount to the 

embodiment of the word. This tattoo is not a performative utterance in the sense that John Austin 

proposes—one that does as it says.22 Rather, it appears to be more closely aligned with what 

Sara Ahmed refers to as a declaration that is distinctly non-performative: one that in making a 

claim actually undermines its enactment.23 It might function as a personal reminder that holds 

the bearer to account and it might suggest the countenance of accountability to those who are 

able to see it. It may also mark the bearer as already always embodying the role of “ally” and 

therefore no longer compelled to expressly work to enact it. Does this tattoo, then, serve as an 

expression of commitment or a certain kind of (vacant) display that can absolve as it proclaims? 

This raises a number of questions: If naming asserts authority, what is engendered through an 

emphatic claim such as this tattoo? For those upon whom the power to name is bestowed, what 

must be kept in view so that such an assertion is underscored not only by intent, but by action, 

and not only by commitment, but by humility? And what is perhaps lost in translation when a 

practice that is arguably legitimated through the recognition of its activation-in-relation, as 

                                                
22 John Langshaw Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1975), 6. 
23 Ahmed, “Declarations of Whiteness: The Non-performativity of Anti-racism,” Borderlands e-
journal 3, no. 2 (2004): http://www.borderlands.net.au/vol3no2_2004/ 
ahmed_declarations.htm. 
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opposed to its self-declaration as an identity, is rendered as an indelible badge on an individual 

body?  
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Chapter 1 

Tracing Memoration’s Foundations: 

Reflections on Nation-building, Identity and Modes of Practice 

 

Colonial violence is woven into the fabric of Canadian history in an unbroken thread from past to 
present, which we must now unravel, upsetting our comfortable assumptions. 

—Paulette Regan24 
 
Dreaming of equitable protection, safety, and balance for all living and nonliving beings must 
necessarily involve reaching beyond our deeply learned ways of seeing ourselves and each other 
through the eyes of the settler nation-state. The more precise we are with knowing those worn 
perspectives, the better we may be at dreaming and building on wholly different terms. 

Leigh Patel25 
 

The primary objective of this chapter is to provide an account of the elements vital to the 

formation of memoration. Considerations of three discrete yet interrelated areas of concern—

Canadian nation-building as the sociopolitical context my work addresses, my white settler 

positionality as the location from which I undertake the work, and research-creation as the core 

methodological approach I enlist to manifest the work—are loosely linked here through 

questions pertaining to naming, claiming, and conditions of being in relation. The aim of 

memoration is to enact resistance to dominant orders of the Canadian nation state and to disturb 

the certainty of the “settler imaginary”26 that maintains these destructive patterns. Thus I begin 

this section by attending to Canada’s foundational frameworks through a discussion of Canadian 

                                                
24 Paulette Regan, Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, Truth Telling, and 
Reconciliation in Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 6. 
25 Leigh Patel, “Nationalist Narratives, Immigration, and Coloniality,” Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education and Society (blog), September 17, 2015, 
https://decolonization.wordpress.com/2015/09/17/nationalist-narratives-immigration-and-
coloniality/ 
26 Bell, Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities, 11. 
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nation-building and its ties to settler colonial and racist logics. In recognition that memoration is 

driven by an ethic of critical self-reflection that emphasizes the urgency of situating oneself in 

relation in order to envision and enact change, this section continues by attending to facets of 

personal identity. Charting my maternal grandfather’s translocation to Canada signals a process 

of ascendance tied to the slippage of identity and situates immigration policies within the 

colonial project of settlement. Detailing my intentional process of self-identification intimates 

the ways in which responsibility can be claimed or evaded by acknowledging belonging to 

particular collectivities. This chapter proceeds by situating the arts-led methodology that 

undergirds memoration, detailing my approach to research-creation, framing it within Canadian 

academia, and discussing how it contributes to disturbing the settler imaginary.  

 

The Lies of the Land: Nation-building in the Settler State 

A confluence of Western modernist ideologies have shaped social, political, cultural, and 

economic spheres of settler colonial states such as Canada around Indigenous dispossession and 

the substantiation of white dominance. In this context, settler colonial logics and racialization 

function concomitantly to control population economies, determine categories of human 

subjecthood, confer differential inclusion, and repress Indigenous sovereignty.27 While settler 

colonial logics and racialization can be understood as mutually sustaining “interconnected global 

systems that secure white dominance through time, property and notions of self,” they exert 

power and regulate society in different ways.28  

                                                
27 See: Cannon and Sunseri, Racism, Colonialism, and Indigeneity in Canada; Mackey, The 
House of Difference; Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and 
Nation in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007). 
28 Byrd., The Transit of Empire, xxiii. 
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As settler/Pākehā scholar Avril Bell suggests, “settler colonization is a project of creating 

a new world rather than a project based on finding one.”29 Its mechanisms are predicated on 

dominion over Indigenous land and the replacement of Indigenous peoples and nations with a 

settler polity and a European model of governance. The seminal aim of the settler colonial 

project is thus to cause the Indigenous inhabitants and societies of an invaded territory to 

“disappear” and to bestow the status of origin on the white European settler. The aspiration of 

replacement is enacted through processes of “elimination”30 that work to undermine Indigenous 

histories, populations, collectivities, laws, cultures, and nations. Mohawk scholar Taiaiake Alfred 

and Tsalagi (Cherokee) scholar Jeff Corntassel remind us that these “instruments of dominion” 

form a highly adaptable and evolving set of policies and practices that, among other things, 

“erase Indigenous histories and senses of place.”31 Defined by settler historian Lorenzo Veracini 

as forms of “transfer” through which Indigenous peoples are variously terminated and absorbed 

into the settler citizenry, such mechanisms include, but are not limited to, genocide, forced and 

coerced assimilation, “enfranchisement,” containment, isolation, criminalization, theft of land, 

and the erosion of sovereignty.32 These transfers are intended to precipitate the disappearance of 

Indigenous peoples in order to justify the occupation of stolen lands by the incoming population 

and legitimize the state’s rights to the land and its resources to fuel capitalist exploitation in the 

name of “progress.” In other words, they facilitate “the erasure of indigenous people from the 

                                                
29 Bell, “Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities.” Emphasis in the original. 
30 Patrick Wolfe posits the framework of “elimination” as unique to the settler colonial form in 
his seminal work, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of 
Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387–409.  
31 Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous: Resurgences against Contemporary 
Colonialism,” Government and Opposition 40, no. 4 (2005): 40. 
32 Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (Houndmills: Palgrave 
McMillan, 2010), 17. 
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landscape so that Canadian sovereignty is perceived as lawful and legitimate,” as well as 

exclusive.33 In the settler colonial project it is deemed necessary for Indigenous sovereignty to be 

extinguished because, as Bell contends, “indigenous nationhood represents a challenge to settler 

nationhood and indigenous rights represent a challenge to settler rights.”34 As a durational 

structure,35 settler colonialism persists in the contemporary context through legal, political, 

social, and cultural systems that work to maintain control over Indigenous life and lands in order 

to continuously undermine Indigenous populations and deny their legitimate claims to land rights 

and sovereignty. Settler colonialism is not only a structure; it is also a process in which the 

“dispossession of lands is temporal and ongoing, dynamic and continuous.”36  

Although remarkably persistent and adaptable, colonial structures and processes in 

Canada, as in other settler colonial states, are not inevitable. On the contrary, they have been 

subject to Indigenous resistance described by Michi Saagig Nishnaabeg scholar and artist Leanne 

Betasamosake Simpson as “the longest running resistance movement in Canadian history.”37 

These movements, which, as Simpson points out, “predate the formation of Canada itself,”38 

have prevented the eradication of Indigenous knowledge, culture, and lifeways, thus thwarting 

the goal of replacement. While the state and settler citizens cling to a “narrative deficit”39 in 

                                                
33 Jeff Corntassel and Christine Bird, “Canada: Portrait of a Serial Killer,” in Surviving 
Canada: Indigenous Peoples Celebrate 150 Years of Betrayal, ed. Kiera L. Ladner and Myra J. 
Tait (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2017), 195. 
34 Bell, Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities, 13. 
35 Wolfe sets settler colonialism apart from genocide through its structural and durational 
constituents See: Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.” 
36 Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach to Decolonizing Anti-racism,” 30. 
37 Leanne Simpson, ed. Lighting the Eighth Fire: The Liberation, Resurgence, and Protection of 
Indigenous Nations, (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Pub, 2008). 13 
38 Simpson, Lighting the Eighth Fire,13. 
39 Lorenzo Veracini, “Introducing: Settler Colonial Studies,” Settler Colonial Studies 1, no. 1 
(2011): 6. 
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which meaningful change is eluded, well-developed visions for alternative social and political 

orders have been duly theorized and articulated from a multitude of Indigenous viewpoints. This 

continuum of resistance and resurgence is manifested through grassroots activism, community-

based initiatives, theoretical assertions, and political and juridical interventions. It is also 

significantly advanced by a robust lineage of Indigenous artists and cultural workers who have 

challenged the dominance of white settler society and its institutions by foregrounding 

Indigenous knowledges while confronting stereotypes, revealing colonial histories, and 

proposing transformed futures. The settler colonial agenda of Indigenous disappearance has been 

forestalled by Indigenous resistance and resurgence, and strategies for co-habiting “settled” lands 

have been proffered from multiple Indigenous perspectives. However, settler states and society 

continue to exhibit resistance to propositions for change asserted by Indigenous peoples, 

preferring a direction that is limited and self-serving.  

Despite the persistence and adaptability of colonial dynamics, the settler nation state is 

driven to portray itself as having transcended the colonial project—that is, as no longer being 

colonial. The evolving structures, systems, and mindsets of settler colonialism remain. However, 

rather than being recognized as such they are subsumed within the purview of the nation’s 

governance, cultural landscape, and fundamental identities so as to be ostensibly rendered 

invisible. As well as being camouflaged in this way, their enduring presence is often masked by 

actions and policies that promote the illusion of an expedient finality to the colonial era. In the 

early twenty-first century, this trajectory of transcendence is illustrated by official apologies to 

Indigenous peoples that situate colonial ills as discrete “mistakes” of the past to be overcome 

through penitence. Sara Ahmed discusses Australia’s 2008 National Apology to the Stolen 

Generations as using the recognition of national shame regarding historical policies as a route to 
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restoring national pride in a rush toward absolution.40 Similarly, the Canadian Apology to 

Former Students of Indian Residential Schools uses “never again” language to disassociate from 

what is characterized as a “sad chapter in Canadian history,” and thereby suggests that 

transcendence is imminent, if not already achieved.41 These apologies illustrate some of the 

strategies used to isolate the settler state and society from contemporary conditions, such as the 

grossly disproportionate number of Indigenous children in the care of social services throughout 

Canada and chronic underfunding of child welfare systems on First Nations,42 and policies such 

as the Indian Act that continue to perpetuate the colonial project.43 As a program of eclipsing the 

colonial past and present, assertions of transcendence absolve the state from acknowledging, let 

alone responding to, the ongoing claims of Indigenous peoples and nations. In reasserting the 

settler state’s legitimacy, the spectre of transcendence also furnishes white settler citizens with a 

sense of certainty with regard to their position of dominance.44 The fantasy of such a passage is 

imagined and sought through both “progressive” and “conservative” policies that continue to 

privilege variously positioned non-Indigenous citizens (unequally) over those Indigenous to 

these lands. 

                                                
40 Ahmed, “Declarations of Whiteness,” 27. 
41 Stephen Harper, “Statement of Apology—to Former Students of Indian Residential Schools,” 
Canada. Parliament: House of Commons. House of Commons Debates (Hansard) 142, no. 110 
(2008): 1515–25. 
42 See: Aboriginal Children in Care Working Group, Aboriginal Children in Care: Report to 
Canada’s Premiers, July 2015, 
https://fncaringsociety.com/sites/default/files/Aboriginal%20Children%20in%20Care%20Report
%20%28July%202015%29.pdf. and First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada, 
“Information Sheet: Canadian Human Rights Tribunal Decisions on First Nations Child Welfare 
and Jordan’s Principle," October 31, 2016, 
https://fncaringsociety.com/sites/default/files/Info%20sheet%20Oct%2031.pdf. 
43 See: Audra Simpson, “Settlement’s Secret,” Cultural Anthropology 26, no. 2 (2011): 205–17. 
44 Eva Mackey, Unsettled Expectations: Uncertainty, Land and Settler Decolonization 
(Winnipeg: Fernwood, 2016). 
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Canadian values are deeply invested in policies understood as progressive. Liberal 

pluralism and the notion of cultural diversity exemplified in official multiculturalism are 

significant “progressive” mechanisms enlisted by the Canadian state and society to signal 

transcendence and the end of the settler colonial condition. Yet the institutions that underpin 

official multiculturalism in Canada, such as the law, citizenship, and immigration, are 

fundamentally racially biased and colonially embedded. Furthermore, multicultural policy and 

practices are deeply influenced by the values, perceptions, and implicit power of the white settler 

majority as the “intended beneficiaries of settler colonialism.”45 Thus, multiculturalism functions 

as a means of reaffirming whiteness as a fundamental feature of Canadian nationhood. As settler 

scholar Eric Ritskes reminds us, official multiculturalism in Canada “is not only a project of 

profound whiteness (and anti-blackness); it is also a settler colonial project.”46 Official 

multiculturalism impacts Indigenous peoples and racialized non-Indigenous peoples in distinct 

and intersecting ways. It works to absorb Indigenous peoples into the purview of ethnicity, 

thereby eroding their inherent political, cultural, and material claims as the original peoples and 

nations of this land.47 Its policies are also configured to manage the “diversity” consequent to 

im/migration.48 In the framework of official multiculturalism in Canada, racialized non-

Indigenous individuals and collectivities can attain conditional forms of inclusion; however, they 

                                                
45 Leslie Thielen-Wilson, “White Terror, Canada’s Indian Residential Schools and the Colonial 
Present: From Law Towards a Pedagogy of Recognition” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 
2012), 320. Quoted in Chris Hiller, “Tracing the Spirals of Unsettlement,” 419. 
46 Eric Ritskes,”Refusing Canada,” in Ladner and Tait, Surviving Canada, 274. 
47 Taiaiake Alfred, Wasáse: Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2005). 
48 I configure the word immigration as “im/migration” when intending to denote different 
conditions of arrival experienced by those who would be considered “immigrants” and those 
who would be considered “migrants.” This hybrid term also recognizes the potential of slippages 
between the two. 
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must do so through adherence to limitations that “maintain their constitution as cultural strangers 

to the national body.”49 The “progressive” label applied to official multiculturalism, as a 

cornerstone of contemporary Canadian society, obscures the ways it configures “avenues for the 

reinstitution of dispossession” and continues to constitute a normative Canadian national identity 

as white.50 

 Official multiculturalism is one of many contemporary sociocultural frameworks that 

demonstrate how the settler state’s biopolitical management of people in the aggressive 

“settlement” of Indigenous land does not operate strictly through a binary of Indigenous and 

white settler identities.51 Settler colonialism, feminist scholar Rita Dhamoon contends, “is both 

generative of and generated by intersecting and interactive forces of power.”52 Settler colonial 

dynamics are characterized by strategies of dis/possession53 that instate white settler entitlement 

and emplacement, while enlisting non-Indigenous people of colour to augment nation-building in 

a variety of ways. In the early stages of settler colonial invasions, an influx of population is 

required to reinforce the assertion of control over Indigenous land and to secure the expansion of 

territorial dominion through “settlement.” As Canada was conceived of as a nation of “white 

                                                
49 Thobani, Exalted Subjects, 25; See also Mackey, The House of Difference; Rinaldo Walcott, 
“Disgraceful: Intellectual Dishonesty, White Anxieties, and Multicultural Critique Thirty-Six 
Years Later,” in Home and Native Land: Unsettling multiculturalism in Canada, ed. May 
Chazan, Lisa Helps, Anna Stanley, and Sonali Thakkar (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2011) 15–
30. 
50 Bruno Cornellier and Michael R. Griffiths, “Globalizing Unsettlement: An Introduction,” 
Settler Colonial Studies, volume 6(4): 305–16 (2016) 
51 See: Byrd, Transit of Empire; Lawrence and Dua, “Decolonizing Antiracism”; Smith, 
“Indigeneity, Settler Colonialism, White Supremacy”; Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A 
Theoretical Overview, 2011; Scott L. Morgensen, “The Biopolitics of Settler Colonialism: Right 
Here, Right Now,” Settler Colonial Studies 1, no. 1 (2011): 52–76. 
52 Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach,” 32. 
53 I use the term dis/possession to connote the process that characterizes settler colonial forms: 
the dispossession of Indigenous peoples from their lands concomitant with colonial acts of 
possession on the part of settler state and polity. 
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settlement,” the early settlers were largely of British and French heritage, and subsequently from 

other (predominantly white) parts of Europe.54 Because settler colonial forms seek to replace 

Indigenous populations—in contrast to colonial forms, which subjugate the Indigenous peoples 

as a workforce—settler states require a steady stream of workers from external sources. In 

Canada, the state exerted tight control over the racial demographics of these workers and their 

subsequent rights to national belonging. The exploitation and exclusion of racialized groups has 

been orchestrated in Canada through overt, and later covert, racially determined immigration 

policies and those governing access to citizenship. With the growth of a capitalist social order 

demanding an ever-growing workforce, such policies evolved to include peoples previously 

excluded, and now provisionally welcomed, as cogs in the wheel of Western progress and the 

occupation of Indigenous lands.55 More recently, Canada’s relatively receptive approach to 

refugees and asylum seekers, particularly in consideration of the marked increase of displaced 

people consequent to escalating geopolitical destabilization and climate change, has reaffirmed 

the image of Canadian policies as decidedly “progressive.” This is particularly evident in 

comparison with the rise of anti-immigrant rhetoric exemplified by recent events such as Brexit 

and the election of Donald Trump. However, as Dhamoon argues, the “migration and the 

movement of non-whites are enabled and regulated by a global system of nation-states and 

corporations in the service of setter colonial projects and vice versa.”56 In this way, the 

increasingly diverse waves of incoming im/migrants to Canada still serve the state’s colonial 

agenda by bolstering the non-Indigenous population base while instituting the limits of managed 

inclusion determined through the maintenance of racial hierarchies. 

                                                
54 Lawrence and Dua, “Decolonizing Antiracism,” 134.  
55 See: Mackay, The House of Difference. 
56 Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach,” 23. Emphasis in the original. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

 White dominance is a systemic feature that has prevailed throughout Canada’s history and is 

embedded firmly in the present.57 The interactive and intersecting logics of colonialism and 

racialization continue to shape the categorization of human subjects and the imposition of 

differential strata of inclusion within the nation state. Of course, racialization impinges on 

subjecthood and belonging not through actual differences between humans, but rather through 

constructions based in racist beliefs. Academic and activist Sunera Thobani argues that the 

formation of national identities in Canada is an evolving process of racialization that entrenches 

inequitable social relations by formulating white “nationals,” racialized “outsiders,” and 

Indigenous peoples as distinct and relational subjects. In this formation, as the privileged 

national, or the “exalted subject,”58 the white settler subject perpetuates, and is perpetuated by, 

dominating (settler colonial) state power and structurally entrenched racial hierarchies. In consort 

with the state, this national subject is empowered to determine relative inclusion for all other 

subjects. The result is that subjects categorized as racialized are proffered a lesser claim to 

national belonging and its benefits.59 Hence, exaltation, or whiteness, can be understood as a 

“downward push on all … non-whites”60 that implicates white majority populations in 

controlling the limits of access. 

                                                
57 See: Cannon and Suneri, Racism, Colonialism and Indigeneity; Sherene Razack, ed., Race, 
Space, and the Law: Unmapping a White Settler Society (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2002); 
Thobani, Exalted Subjects. 
58 Thobani, Exalted Subjects. 
59 Ahmed, “Declarations of Whiteness.” 
60 Kevin Fitzmaurice, “Are White People Obsolete? Indigenous Knowledge and the Colonizing 
Ally in Canada,” in Alliances: Re/envisioning Indigenous-Non-Indigenous Relationships, ed. 
Lynne Davis (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 354. 
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 Chickasaw scholar Jodi A. Byrd suggests that in striving for the full benefits of 

citizenship in the settler nation state, racialized non-Indigenous subjects (and other minoritized 

groups) become implicated in colonial conditions because such “recognitions are predicated on 

the very systems that propagate and maintain the dispossession of Indigenous peoples.”61 

Dhamoon echoes this sentiment, applying an intersectional lens that recognizes that settler 

colonialism structurally “implicates us all” in Indigenous dispossession, “however differently 

located,” and thus variously privileged or penalized, non-Indigenous peoples are.62 Just as limits 

of inclusion are not uniformly exerted or universally experienced across race, complicity in 

dispossession is also not monolithic. For instance, the history and contemporary implications of 

the transatlantic slave trade position Black people in Canada differently than Asian migrant 

workers vis-à-vis both global capitalist social orders and the contemporary settler colonial state. 

It follows that although racialized non-Indigenous people may be understood as being variously 

implicated in Indigenous dispossession, this does not generally translate to the same benefits 

afforded the white settler. Systems of power relating to factors such as class, gender, and sexual 

orientation also influence the ways those within any generalized racial category might benefit. 

Understanding these complex underlying positionalities is crucial to parsing variants of 

oppression and complicity; yet defining static subject positions can be counterproductive. Byrd 

argues the imperative should be to consider “how we can place the arrivals of peoples through 

choice and by force into historical relationship with indigenous peoples and theorize those 

arrivals in ways that are legible but still attuned to the conditions of settler colonialism.”63  

                                                
61 Byrd, Transit of Empire, xix. 
62 Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach.”  
63 Byrd, Transit of Empire, xxvi. 
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  As Audrey Kobayashi, Laura Cameron, and Andrew Baldwin assert, “race thinking is a 

system of power whose violence lies in its capacity to normalize whiteness.”64 Through 

articulations of power, privilege, and entitlement, and the implicit and explicit (and differential) 

regulation of Indigenous, Black, Asian, and other racialized bodies, whiteness is imbricated 

within all facets of Canadian society. According to scholar and activist Sherene Razack, both 

spaces and bodies within spaces are regulated by the reiteration of normalized whiteness such 

that the white subject, as the assumptive centre, accrues ascendant capacity for both 

psychological and physical movement.65 In this way, free of a restrictive racial categorization, 

the white subject is afforded unfettered transit in negotiating all manner of spatial and other 

systems. The effects of whiteness thus “allow white bodies to extend into spaces that have 

already taken their shape.”66 The white subject retains the option to exercise tacit and overt 

disavowal of, or disregard for, pervasive racialization and their own privileged (and complicit) 

positions within its material manifestations. This lifelong spatialized, psychological, and 

relational conditioning instils a fundamental sense of white superiority and innocence on an 

individual level that correlates with their systemic equivalents.  

 In Canada, the normalization of whiteness perpetuated by both racialization and settler 

colonial logics substantiates a stance of colonial denial and elision that serves the interests of the 

settler state and the majority (white) settler society. Despite the fact that it is rarely explicitly 

discussed as such, these conditions constitute the institution and perpetuation of what can be 

                                                
64 Andrew Baldwin, Laura Cameron, and Audrey Kobayashi, eds., Rethinking the Great White 
North: Race, Nature, and the Historical Geographies of Whiteness in Canada (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2011), 5. 
65 Razack, Race, Space and the Law. 
66 Ahmed “Declarations of Whiteness.” 
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named as white supremacy.67 These conditions reiterate the white settler state and polity as those 

who can exercise all manner of claims that aim to subjugate, control, and place limits on the lives 

of Indigenous and racialized populations. Nonetheless, Canada retains the image—both 

internally and externally—of a nation whose identity is characterized by a benevolence, 

tolerance, pluralism, and openness that is claimed to be inherent.  

Yet, nations, as understood in terms of Eurocentric Western ideologies, are not “the 

product of inherent qualities or a given character.”68 Rather, as political scientist Benedict 

Anderson suggests, they are “imagined communities” whose defining traits are deliberately 

formulated.69 Nation-building projects strive for the construction and projection of a cohesive 

identity that serves particular national goals. In settler colonial states this is influenced by a 

heightened imperative of defining a national identity and of tailoring it to foreground white 

settler dominance, innocence, and emplacement. As researcher and educator Leigh Patel argues, 

the formation of national identity in a settler state relies on “a story that can obscure its violently 

consumptive structure.”70 These “stories” help to formulate ways of thinking, relating, and being, 

which Avril Bell describes as a “settler imaginary”: a set of “ideas and values” advanced by and 

for majority populations in settler states (notably the US, Canada, Australia, and Aotearoa/New 

Zealand) that underpins dominant discourses of national identity.71 In Canada, the fear of being 

                                                
67 It seems ever more important to acknowledge the systemic conditions that dominate settler 
colonial states as amounting to white supremacy given that, at this time of increased visibility of 
nationalist extremism, it is tempting to relegate white supremacy to such movements. 
68 Peter White, “Out of the Woods,” in Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, 
Canadian Identity, and Contemporary Art, ed. John O’Brian and Peter White (Montreal: McGill-
Queens University Press, 2007), 14. 
69 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 1991). 
70 Patel, “Nationalist Narratives.” 
71 Bell, Relating Indigenous and Settler Identities, 11.  
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caught out as complicit with colonial misdeeds produces an anxiety surrounding the settler 

imaginary, and consequently national identity, which is compounded by the perceived threat of 

“outsiders” eroding national cohesion.72 Shaped in this way, Canadian national identity is deeply 

dependent on selective historical narratives and enduring mythologies—the particular set of 

stories—that de-emphasize the historical and ongoing violence of colonization and the manner in 

which white settler society and citizens benefit from the spoils of settler colonial and race-based 

logics. Novelist Thomas King maintains that people know themselves, and one another, through 

the stories they tell.73 As stories that are told and retold, the network of intersecting and 

interlocking myths and narratives supporting dominant visions of a “cohesive” Canadian national 

character are intrinsically raced and coded to serve the interests of the settler state and dominant 

society.  

A settler state and society know what to know and what not to know, which stories to tell 

and to hear and which to ignore. Through the mediation of what is kept in view and what is 

expunged, Canada’s metanarratives satiate an appetite for the status quo as a fixed and 

preeminent state of not/knowing. The habits of intentional forgetting that condition official 

histories of Canadian nation-building and identity serve to erase or qualify the violence of 

colonial invasion and dis/possession, as well as the persistence of settler colonial dynamics and 

the impact of racial hierarchies. The reiteration of these stories produces a powerfully reciprocal 

cycle that inculcates their messages as the norm. Once fostered as presumptive, they have 

significant influence over the policies and systems that shape daily life and our understandings of 

                                                
72 See: Richard J. F. Day, Multiculturalism and the History of Canadian Diversity (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2000).; Mackay, The House of Difference; Thobani, Exalted 
Subjects. 
73 Thomas King, The Truth about Stories: A Native Narrative (Toronto: House of Anansi, 2003). 
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ourselves and one another in the present. In discussing Tsalagi concepts of the relationship 

between history and the present, Jeff Corntassel states: “A Tsalagi saying, ‘Live in a longer 

‘now’— learn your history and culture and understand it is what you are now,’ urges us to 

consider that notions of time are fluid and flexible.74 Yet, in tandem with the elisions construed 

in official accounts, the collective and individual complacency conditioned through colonial 

whiteness perpetuates a whitewashing of historical (and current) nation-building practices. The 

resulting narratives circulate within the Canadian psyche substantiating a biased view of “what 

we are now” that is steeped in patterns of erasure. Skewed in this way—with the past evaded and 

delinked from the present—the fundamentally distorted ways in which majority settler 

Canadians know our/themselves75 (and by extension the “other”) substantiate the prerogative of 

continually “claiming … space and place” through our/their actions in the present.76 

 

Becoming White Settler: The Slippage and Intentionality of Naming 

 How subjects know themselves and name themselves—how they identify and refer to 

themselves with respect to their position within nation—matters both politically and, in the end, 

materially.77 Through the process of naming both implicit and explicit claims can be made. Such 

claims speak to the ways people identify with the various collectivities to which they understand 

themselves as belonging. This also reflects the ways people understand these collectivities (and 

themselves) in relation to one another and to larger systems and structures. The terms used to 

                                                
74 Jeff Corntassel, in Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler Colonialism,” 19. 
75 I use dual terms such as we/them, our/their, our/themselves throughout this text to include 
readers of a range of positionalities. 
76 Corey Snelgrove, in Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler Colonialism,” 
19. 
77 Battell Lowman and Barker, Settler: Identity and Colonialism; Land, Decolonizing Solidarity; 
Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler Colonialism.” 
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distinguish one individual or collectivity from another operate in a dialectic of national identity 

production, both informing and informed by the greater public imaginary. In the long run, the 

choices individuals make in declaring themselves can influence prevailing narratives, and 

consequently can help to calcify the status quo or, conversely, charge a shift in thinking, being, 

and relating.78 Thus as a descendant of people who came to these lands from other lands, and 

particularly one who is engaged in the practice of unsettling settler certainty, I consider carefully 

the ways I refer to myself. The ways I identify reflect how I position myself in relation to 

colonial nation-building, and thus to those cohabiting this land. Ultimately, these understandings 

deeply influence the activation of my responsibilities to disrupt settler colonial dominance 

toward enacting an ethic of “being in Indigenous sovereignty.”79  

My ancestors were Ashkenazi Jews who came to these lands from Russia, Ukraine, and 

Romania between the late 1800s and the first quarter of the twentieth century. My Zaida 

(grandfather) on my maternal side was the last to arrive, emigrating from Romania in 1925. He 

built a life in Canada as Ernie Field, but he was born Aron Gottesfeld in a small Jewish village 

called Czernalizia, in the Galicia region of what was then the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1917, 

when he was fourteen years old, he and his friend saw horsemen approaching far off on the 

horizon on a Friday afternoon. They knew this meant their village was in danger. However, 

because they could see such a distance across the plains, they also knew the invaders would not 

arrive until the next day. The two boys tried to no avail to convince their families and others to 

                                                
78 Battell Lowman and Barker, Settler; Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler 
Colonialism.” 
79 Fiona Nicoll reminds settler Australians that they are already living in Indigenous sovereignty, 
but simply do not recognize it. See: Fiona Nicoll, “Reconciliation In and Out of Perspective: 
White Knowing, Seeing, Curating and Being at Home In and Against Indigenous Sovereignty,” 
in Whitening Race: Essays in Social and Cultural Criticism, ed. Aileen Moreton-Robinson, 17–
31 (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004. 
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leave. In the morning they swam across the Dniester River and hid on the far banks—or maybe it 

was the smaller Dolshok River. After a while his friend swam back, but Aron remained. As the 

story told to me by my father goes, when two days had passed my Zaida too swam across and 

returned to find the village razed to the ground. The only survivor, he once again swam the river 

and began to walk. With no family, community, or identification, and in a time of virulent anti-

Semitism, he spent seven years moving about what is now Eastern Europe unable to safely stay 

in one place for any length of time. At the age of twenty-one, with the assistance of the Jewish 

Immigrant Aid Society (JIAS) in Romania, he located an uncle in Saskatchewan who agreed to 

sponsor him to emigrate to Canada through a program of indentured labour. The JIAS also 

procured for him another man’s passport in the name Moishe Schrek, which made it possible for 

him to travel.  

Once in transit, an immigration officer, upon inspecting his documents, asked my Zaida 

for his real name. This was due to the fact that he bore no resemblance to the photo on the 

passport he carried. Because the details of this handed-down family story vary, it is not clear 

whether this happened at the point of departure in Dover or the point of entry in Quebec City. 

What is clear, however, is that he was allowed to enter Canada despite this discrepancy, and 

further, whoever approved his entry was well aware that the passport he held was not his own. 

As a result, my Zaida left Romania as Moishe Schreck, the name on the passport, and made 

official entry into Canada as Aron Gottesfeld. Over the years, those with whom he did business 

began to call him Ernie Field, a name more palatable to the prevailing Anglo-Canadian mind and 

tongue. Although he became a landed immigrant and a Canadian citizen as Aron Gottesfeld, he 

later obtained a Canadian passport as the Anglicized Ernie Field. He made a home in north 

central Saskatchewan and eventually ran a general store in the small village of Kinistino, where 
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he lived until his death in 1983. It could be argued that he was a refugee named Moishe Schrek, 

an immigrant named Aron Gottesfeld, and finally a “Canadian” named Ernie Field. When he 

died in his three-room apartment above the store, he was known as Ernie Field, a respected 

member of the community who had sought refuge in Canada, then struggled and worked hard to 

launch his two children into middle class “Canadian” lives.  

My Zaida’s story can be seen as emblematic of those commandeered and sifted into the 

“settler imaginary” to construct dominant conceptions of Canadian identity in relation to 

idealized immigrant narratives.80 Stories that highlight the physical and psychic efforts of 

making place and belonging anew—those of hardship, struggle, and advancement—form the 

bedrock of these overarching Canadian metanarratives. These accounts work to justify the 

presence and dominance of white immigrants by implying a claim to emplacement garnered 

through hard work and an adherence to both the “rules” of the settler state and the norms of 

settler society. As these stories fall in line with the notion of replacement foundational to the 

settler nation state, they become increasingly naturalized. Once established in this way, these 

valourizing narratives mask the complexities of the histories from which they have evolved. The 

nature and prevalence of these stories also condition the questions we ask of history. Obscuring 

the full picture of the past, and by extension the reality of current conditions, these narratives, 

along with other dominant conceptions of Canadian nationhood and identity, calcify into 

reductive mythologies. Once they are understood in this way they become implicit properties of 

the nation’s imagined community and thus its identity. Their gaps, inconsistencies, omissions, 

and inaccuracies are flattened, and their systemic relations to overarching political processes 

                                                
80 In late 2017 we can also recognize these stories as those that are currently being enlisted to 
counter rising anti-immigrant sentiments. 
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cease to be illuminated. Narratives tied to the notion of “settlement” and immigration thus 

displace histories of colonial invasion and dis/possession that are ongoing and, importantly, the 

Indigenous histories predating “contact.” As Anishinaabe scholar Christine Bird and Jeff 

Corntassel suggest, “What Canadians are not aware of, because of the silences in Canadian 

history, is the fact that Indigenous people were often dispossessed of their land via policies of 

genocide and violence in order to accommodate settlement by their ancestors.”81 Held fast in the 

Canadian consciousness, the misleading stories entangled with these silences evade the ties 

between colonial strategies of “settlement”—past and present—and the denial of Indigenous land 

rights and sovereignty, not to mention the imposition of programs of aggressive assimilation and 

regulation that have spawned intransigent inequity. In this way they invalidate the impact that 

policies and practices of immigration—as a form of “settlement”—have had on the economic, 

political, and cultural lives of Indigenous people, communities, and nations. Largely self-

congratulatory immigrant mythologies thus have significant impact in inscribing legitimacy onto 

white settler occupation in the lands now known as Canada.82  

In reality, when my ancestors found home in the territories of Turtle Island, and relief 

from their dislocation, they became part of a settler colonial system that precipitated Indigenous 

dispossession and oppression with legacies that stretch to the present. I fully acknowledge the 

positive contributions of my ancestors, as well as their very real experiences of loss, 

                                                
81 Bird and Corntassel, “Canada: Portrait of a Serial Killer,” 205. 
82 It is a strange moment to be writing about immigration in this way. In light of the rising tide of 
anti-immigrant rhetoric propagated nationally and internationally by nationalist and extreme 
right political movements at the present time (2017), it is important to note that my discussion 
here is directed toward highlighting the ways immigration policies have been configured in 
settler states to occupy Indigenous lands and consolidate the settler state. My discussion is not 
intended to discredit the contributions made by immigrants and does not in any way support anti-
immigrant sentiments. Rather it identifies immigration as a feature of settler colonial formation 
that is tied to Indigenous dispossession. 
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displacement, and persecution. This does not preclude my recognition of the way they were 

enlisted to occupy stolen Indigenous land. I invoke my Zaida’s story here for multiple reasons. 

First among them I want to identify myself as a third generation “newcomer” to these lands. 

Secondly, I situate immigration policies and practices as part of the colonial project. Thirdly, I 

assert that, despite the hardships experienced by my Zaida both before and after his arrival to 

Canada, he nonetheless benefited from the dispossession of Indigenous peoples, of which 

immigration policies and practices were part. By extension, and in my own right, I continue to 

benefit from settler colonial and race-based logics that underpinned and continue to underpin 

immigration policies and that continue to work to emplace white people and European 

epistemologies and institutions as dominant. Thus, while I am a descendant of immigrants, I 

cannot not label myself as such and rest comfortably with that claim. To do so would reinforce 

narratives that foreground the trials, toils, and contributions of those who come to this land while 

obscuring Indigenous sovereignty, prior claim, knowledges, and contributions, and evading the 

ongoing violence of colonization. To do so would deny that I am part of the colonial project in 

the present.  

Distancing immigrant descendants from the colonial project is accomplished not only 

through the denial of the linkages between immigration policies and the colonial strategy of 

“settlement.” It is also achieved through temporal detachment. In the mainstream Canadian 

consciousness, terms such as “settlement” and “settlers” are often equated with early colonial 

times that recall “pioneer” scenarios. Thus, the era of settlers and settlement is often thought of 

as something that was long ago completed83—perhaps with Confederation in 1867, or through 

westward expansion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this way the project 

                                                
83 See: Mackey, Unsettling Expectations. 



 47 

of colonial invasion and settlement is seen as having been eclipsed by “progressive” immigration 

and refugee policies that bring us to the present. This convenient notion disconnects variously 

situated non-Indigenous people in twenty-first-century Canada from invasive colonial structures 

and processes through which Indigenous land is made into property and is regulated and 

occupied as such. Much like the settler state’s desire for the end of the colonial condition, the 

immigrant descendant seeks to be of this place—to be “Canadian.”84 In achieving this status of 

origin, particularly after a number of generations on this soil, dissociation from colonial 

misdeeds becomes normalized and, instead, Canadians enfold them/ourselves into self-

aggrandizing narratives of progress and pluralism.  

My Zaida came to this country seeking refuge and a better life. Regardless of whether he 

understood it as such, he and my other ancestors were part of a colonial program that aims to 

dispossess Indigenous peoples from their lands and replace them with a settler polity—a program 

designed to settle (to occupy and own) these lands that is ongoing. According to the biographical 

data written into the ship’s manifest of the SS Antonia in 1925, my Zaida was a confusing 

amalgam of Moishe Schreck and Aron Gottesfeld, one that I have yet to fully unravel. However 

muddled and fictitious this hybrid identity was, his official status is clearly stated on the top left-

hand corner of the page of the manifest on which his name appears, where written in a large 

looping scrawl, and underlined, is the word “Settlers.”85 This designation is not simply a 

descriptive, it establishes the purpose of his presence in these lands and the reason the state 

authorized him to enter the growing dominion of Canada, despite knowing full well he was using 

false documents. It is thus evident that the Canadian government endorsed those arriving well  

                                                
84 See: Mackey, The House of Difference, Unsettling Expectations.  
85 Other pages were labeled “Tourists” or “Ret[urning] Canadians.” 
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Figure 3: Ship’s Manifest: SS Antonia June 3, 1925:  Sheet No 11. 
 

into the twentieth century as part of the colonially embedded project of settlement—as settlers. 

As my description of his progression of naming suggests, my Zaida went through a protracted 

evolution of belonging to “become Canadian.” However, the state’s affirmation of his status as a 

settler staked a decisive claim of emplacement on his behalf, even before his arrival. In this way 

I am not only a descendant of immigrants, but also—as positioned by official documents that 

align with the policies of the day—a descendant of settlers.  

While I am descendent from both immigrant and settler, I choose to identify as a settler, 

so as to claim the responsibilities ensuing from my ancestors’ arrival and from being part of 

colonial occupation today. To qualify the term “settler” with “descendant” would be to distance 

myself from contemporary forms of coloniality. As a third generation Canadian, I am not 

responsible for the choices and actions of my ancestors; however, I am responsible for knowing 
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how their experiences enfold into nation-building and shape my own. Moreover, I am 

responsible for understanding how my presence here now enfolds into a colonial nation-building 

project that continues the process of dis/possession—of settlement as occupation. My use of the 

term “settler” is intended to make explicit the ways I am implicitly complicit with the political 

systems through which I have come to inhabit these lands in the present and the ways I benefit 

from Indigenous dispossession, regardless of my actions. To identify as a settler without the 

qualification of “descendant” is a refusal to relegate the colonial invasion and oppression from 

which I benefit to the domain of the past as a long completed event, and instead to recognize this 

as a structural condition.86 It is a refusal to distance myself from a continuing project of 

dis/possession and oppression.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

To be sure, the term “settler” is both vexed and inadequate. Yet its political redeployment from a 

celebratory descriptor referring to early (primarily European) “pioneers” into one that implies the 

inheritance of unearned benefits resulting from Indigenous dispossession can be effective in 

countering the pervasive erasure and denial promulgated within settler society. Settler scholars 

Emma Battell Lowman and Adam Barker suggest the term “settler” “mirrors the construction of 

‘Indigenous’ in contemporary terms (as) a broad collective of peoples with commonalities 

through particular connections to land and place.”87 Used in this way, “settler,” as a politicized 

term, distinguishes those who are Indigenous to these lands, and have thus been subject to settler 

                                                
86 Wolfe, “The Elimination of the Native,” 338. 
87 Battell Lowman and Barker, Settler: Identity and Colonialism, 2. 
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colonial dispossession, from those who have come to reside in these lands and therefore benefit, 

albeit to different degrees, from colonial dis/possession.88 In this now predominant usage among 

activists and scholars in Canada, all non-Indigenous people in a colonial nation state are 

characterized as “settlers” in that we/they all benefit (albeit differentially) from the colonial 

project of Indigenous dispossession through “historical situatedness.”89 While this is clearly an 

important distinction, if it is invoked uncritically this dichotomous categorization can serve to 

flatten the varied experiences of groups of non-Indigenous people and evade the reality of 

“dynamic identity” that is often “rife with contradictions.”90 Moreover, this use of the term 

“settler” can concretize the Indigenous/non-Indigenous binary upon which settler colonialism is 

predicated. While, as I have discussed, it remains important to consider these binaries in relation 

to the apparatus and consequences of colonial invasion in the present, in doing so it is vital to 

highlight understandings of subject position that exceed binaric frames so as to avoid locking in 

and thus substantiating settler colonial logics.  

Although the politicized deployment of the term “settler” or “Settler” is accurate as a 

spatial term, it reflects a reductive and troubling oversimplification of contemporary colonial 

conditions with respect to heterogeneity and hybridity within and between Indigenous and non-

                                                
88 For example: Harsha Walia describes settlers as “beneficiaries of the illegal settlement of 
Indigenous peoples’ land and unjust appropriation of Indigenous people’s resources and 
jurisdiction.” Walia, “Decolonizing Together.” Wolfe argues that a distinct delineation can be 
made between those who are Indigenous to this land and those who came from elsewhere, and as 
such, within a settler colonial formation this distinction of origin has specific immutable 
ramifications. Patrick Wolfe, “Recuperating Binarism: A Heretical Introduction,” Settler 
Colonial Studies 3, no. 3–4 (2013): 257–79. Alfred and Corntassel define Indigenous peoples as 
“Indigenous to the lands they inhabit.” Being Indigenous, 139. 
89 Wolfe, “Recuperating Binarism,” 364. 
90 Leigh Patel, “The Problem with Being in Solidarity,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education 
and Society (blog), October 25, 2013, https://decolonizing.wordpress.com/2013/10/25/the-
problem-with-being-in-solidarity/. 
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Indigenous collectivities. Those advocating for the term as an overarching descriptor for all 

people who are not Indigenous to the land in which they reside often attend to these 

complexities, parsing distinctions and slippages of subject position within and between 

categories and foregrounding the ways “settlers” benefit from, and/or are implicated in, 

Indigenous dispossession to different degrees and in different ways.91 For example, Rita 

Dhamoon discusses the tension of “simultaneously being a member of an oppressed group and 

being structurally implicated in Othering”92 within the framework of settler colonial conditions. 

Battell Lowman and Barker discuss the terms “Indigenous” and “Settler” as “a non-discrete” and 

“non-binary dualism”93 citing the ways the categories often overlap, exist in relation, and do not 

neatly accommodate all peoples. Such distinctions may provide a well-parsed account of subject 

position; however, as the term “settler” gains purchase, there is a significant risk that these 

nuances will be disregarded or overlooked in many contexts. To use the term “settler” in a 

manner that turns away from contending with the complexities that have ensued from transglobal 

migrations to these stolen Indigenous lands—whether “through choice or by force”94—is to turn 

a blind eye to the intricacies of subject position and material ramifications. Yet “settler,” as a 

“political and relational term (that) describes our contemporary relationship to colonialism … 

                                                
91 See: Walia, “Decolonizing Together”; Robinder Kaur Sehdev, “People of Colour in Treaty,” in 
Cultivating Canada: Reconciling Through the Lens of Cultural Diversity, ed. Ashok Mathur, 
Jonathan Dewar, and Mike DeGagné (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2011), 265–74; 
Malissa Phung, “Are People of Colour Settlers Too?,” in Mathur, Dewar, and DeGagné, 
Cultivating Canada, 289–98. 
92 Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach.” 
93 Battell Lowman and Barker, Settler: Identity and Colonialism, 16. 
94 Byrd, Transit of Empire, xxvi. 
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forces colonialism into the forefront of our consciousness, causes discomfort and … creates the 

understanding and desire to embrace, demand and effect change,” can be highly effective.95  

Adopting the term is an important step in understanding colonial structures and 

recognizing ongoing colonial “settlement” that implicates (differently) all those who come to 

these lands from other lands. However, given the presence of intersecting systems of white 

supremacy and settler colonialism, whether its use as a non-homogenous term is either entirely 

desirable or sustainable—particularly with respect to “accountability within the margins”—

continues to be debated.96 While it is not uncommon to see the term “settler” applied in this way, 

scholars and activists are increasingly refining terminology to more explicitly chart the nuances 

of subject position. For example, in her 2016 book Indigenous Speaks, Métis scholar Chelsea 

Vowel argues for separate terminologies for various groups of non-Indigenous people in order to 

convey that those of non-European background have not had the privilege of bringing with them 

“their laws and customs,” which they then “apply to the rest of people living in Canada.”97 She 

further delineates “non-Black persons of colour” from “Black people”98 in order to recognize the 

conditions that stem from the transatlantic slave trade. In describing these terms as 

                                                
95 Corey Snelgrove “Who You Calling ‘Settler’? Recent Dialogues, From Teach-ins to 
Workshops at University of Victoria,” Corey Snelgrove’s blog, March, 2014. 
http://coreysnelgrove.wordpress.com/responses/who-are-you-calling-a-settler-dialogues-at-the-
university-of-victoria/. 
96 See accounts of some of this debate in: Dhamoon, “A Feminist Approach,” 22; Scott L. 
Morgensen, “White Settlers and Indigenous Solidarity: Confronting White Supremacy, 
Answering Decolonial Alliances,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society (blog), May 
26, 2014, https://decolonization.wordpress.com/2014/05/26/white-settlers-and-indigenous-
solidarity-confronting-white-supremacy-answering-decolonial-alliances/. 
97 Chelsea Vowel, Indigenous Writes: A Guide to First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Issues in 
Canada (Winnipeg: Portage & Main, 2016), 17. 
98 Vowel, Indigenous Writes, 17. 



 53 

“unsatisfactory but possibly usable,”99 Vowel recognizes the complexities of subjectivity that 

such terms will never fully address. This is an example of just one of many ways scholars are 

attempting to account for differential states of privilege and subjugation, and the differing 

relationships to Indigenous sovereignty movements that flow from settler colonial logics, 

racialization, and the specificities of the historical and contemporary transglobal movement of 

people. At present, it would appear that, although important distinctions are being made, there is 

no terminology that evades the exposure of significant gaps and reductions.  

While all those who have come from other places by whatever means are perhaps 

inherently, although differently, implicated in Indigenous dispossession, the flattening of these 

differences under the term “settler” risks erasing the powerful constituents of whiteness that 

press heavily upon the lives of variously situated people of colour in Canada.100 The generalized 

use of the term “settler” can in this way both reaffirm binaric thinking that signals a foreclosure 

of decolonial transformation and release white people from their implication within the racial 

hierarchies concomitant to settler colonial structures. For example, as white settler researcher and 

educator Chris Hiller states in relation to her study of white Indigenous solidarity activists, it was 

not uncommon in discussions with her subjects for “whiteness … to slip altogether from the 

frame.”101 Further, “settler” is a distinctly colonial term, and as such inherently privileges the 

colonial mindset and worldview. In framing subject position around a colonial construction it 

also fails to center Indigenous perspectives. Thus, it may be most instructive—and unsettling—

for all non-Indigenous people to consider the ways we/they were and are situated through the 

ontologies expressed via the languages of the Indigenous nations in whose territories we/they 

                                                
99 Vowel, Indigenous Writes, 17. 
100 Morgensen, “White Settlers and Indigenous Solidarity.” 
101 Hiller, “Tracing the Spirals of Unsettlement,” 341. 
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live, travel, and work.102 Arguably, more importantly, by learning about Indigenous histories and 

both learning and following the protocols of the Indigenous nations on whose territories one 

lives, works, travels, and spends leisure time, differently situated non-Indigenous or “settler” 

people can perhaps better “place” themselves in relation within the Indigenous sovereignty/ies 

specific to the territories we/they share.  

The term “settler” is perhaps at best a necessary placeholder that currently serves as part 

of a larger and evolving toolkit of unsettlement. Yet, despite its inherent inadequacy, its 

affirmation is a crucial, if limited, political strategy—a step directed at gaining awareness of the 

self- and collectivities-in-relation in this contemporary colonial moment. It operates as a fruitful 

provocation by implying the link to complicity in colonization, if its subtleties are understood 

and its use is carefully considered. Thus a critical identification as “settler” plays an important 

role in laying a foundation for activating resistance and re-visioning from an informed and 

relational perspective. In their study of Canadian initiatives attending to Indigenous–non-

Indigenous relations, Lynne Davis and her co-researchers found that those that did not use the 

language of “settler” and “colonization” often reverted to liberal discourses based in notions of 

equality and social justice, and as a result “critical insights into the workings of settler colonial 

society were lost.”103 My interest, then, is to name myself as a settler, and through this political 

invocation to echo Jodi A. Byrd in suggesting that all those in settler states undertake the process 

of situating themselves within empire as a step in decolonial change or unsettlement.104 If 

                                                
102 Useful, if partial, overviews some of these terms can be found in Vowel, Indigenous Writes, 
19–21. 
103 Lynne Davis, Chris Hiller, Cherylanne James, Kristen Lloyd, Tessa Nasca, and Sara Taylor, 
“Complicated Pathways: Settler Canadians Learning to Re/frame Themselves and Their 
Relationships with Indigenous Peoples,” Settler Colonial Studies 7, no. 4 (2017): 406. 
104 Byrd, Transit of Empire. 
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describing myself as a “settler” links me structurally to ongoing settler colonial nation-building, 

adding to that the descriptor “white” recognizes the ways I am implicated within frameworks of 

white supremacy. To call myself a white settler is to “place” myself in a way that recognizes the 

distinct imbrication of systems of colonial and white power at play in settler states in general, 

and in Canada in particular. By expressing the ways I understand my self-in-relation and 

contending with the conditions of white (settler) supremacy in which I am implicated, I am 

interested in encouraging others to activate self-scrutiny-in-relation in a manner that can 

contribute to the proliferation of collectivities of resistance.  

 

Integrative Practice-Theory as Intervention Into the Settler Imaginary  

In my practice as a white settler artist-scholar, these “expressions” are communicated through a 

combination of art production and both creative and analytical writing that form a central 

methodology of research-creation. In the current Canadian context, “research-creation” describes 

a set of approaches that integrate artistic production with traditional academic research 

modalities in a variety of ways. While the term is relatively recent in Canada, arts-integrative 

research methodologies both within and outside of academic contexts are far from new. Such 

methodologies, known by other names, have a significant history in the UK, Australia, and the 

US, although they are in many ways still contested in these jurisdictions. Further, practices in 

which artists integrate research into their processes of conception and production are well 

established outside of academic contexts. Nonetheless, given that research-creation is at an early 

stage of recognition within academic spheres in Canada, and its constituents continue to be 

debated and contested in this context, it is salient here to highlight some of the current discourses 
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surrounding its status and definition(s), specifically as they relate to Canadian academia, before 

addressing the ways it is enlisted in my work.   

At present discussions among arts practitioners concerning research-creation in Canada 

are often framed around the parameters of the funding structures of the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council (SSHRC). Ensuing anxieties regarding the demands of the SSHRC 

framework and the ways they may impact the integrity and autonomy of the artwork produced 

under their auspices reflect some of the tensions at play in the nexus of artistic and academic 

cultures. Debate surrounding whether the SSHRC funding criteria place unrealistic academic 

demands on artists, or conversely, whether artists seeking SSHRC funding should be explicitly 

immersed in social science and/or humanities discourses, are demonstrative of some of these 

concerns.105 At the root of these polarities are questions such as how liberally the research-

creation label—and by extension its funding—should be applied, what skills are necessary for its 

undertaking, and what literacies are essential for its assessment. As well as relating to research 

undertaken and artwork produced by artists situated within the academy, these questions are 

pertinent to the ways academics who do not have relevant training or experience as artists 

undertake research-creation. On one hand, casting a wide net may result in an erosion of rigour 

in terms of either or both the academic and artistic features of arts-based research methodologies, 

while on the other, attempting to overdefine and contain these methodologies may unduly 

“discipline” them to more easily conform to traditional academic research models. Indeed, in 

2015, audio artist and scholar Owen Chapman and scholar Kim Sawchuk stated that their 2012 

                                                
105 See: Natalie S Loveless, ed. “Polemics Short Statements on Research-Creation.” Special 
section, RACAR-REVUE D ART CANADIENNE-CANADIAN ART REVIEW 40, no. 1 (2015): 41-
54.  
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efforts106 to delineate forms of research-creation in order to counter the “lexical ambiguity” that 

“resulted in perennial confusion and the occasional application of inappropriate systems of 

assessment” were never “meant to be … a set of dictums to be followed uncritically.”107 Debates 

surrounding definitions and assessment vis-à-vis SSHRC are instructive in that they signal the 

relative marginality of academically based artistic production and its tenuous state of institutional 

recognition as a “contested terrain” within Canadian academia at this time.108 However, it is 

crucial to the future of arts-led research that a space is created within the academy in which the 

pedagogical, ontological, and epistemological facets that make research-creation distinct are 

rendered legible beyond the rubric of fundability.  

Without attention to the actual modes of practice presently being undertaken, research-

creation risks being skewed toward established research goals and outcomes consistent with 

academic hegemony. Moreover, the failure to articulate its distinguishing features may lead to 

research-creation being subsumed as a tool applied to generalized modes of academic research. 

Inasmuch as they are deeply hybrid, arts-led research methodologies call for practitioners and 

assessors to be conversant in both academic and artistic modalities. A balance of attention to 

both academic and artistic standards in tandem is an expansive proposition that can productively 

press against the conventions of both spheres. However, as writer and scholar Glen Lowry 

asserts, an increased acknowledgement of “the vital knowledge practices that underwrite creative 

                                                
106 Owen Chapman and Kim Sawchuk. "Creation: Intervention, Analysis and ‘Family 
Resemblances’." Canadian Journal of Communication 37, no. 1 (2012).  
107 Owen Chapman and Kim Sawchuk, “Creation-as-Research: Critical Making in Complex 
Environments,” in Loveless, “Polemics Short Statements on Research-Creation,” 50. 
108 Chapman and Sawchuk, “Creation-as-Research,” 49. 
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practices” should inform the evolution of research-creation in the current Canadian context.109 

As Lowry goes on to suggest, the “skills creative producers bring to bear… deserve as much 

attention as those reified in conventional academic methodologies and discourse.”110 Following 

Lowry and others, I contend that research-creation—as opposed to, for instance, the use of 

“visual methods” in social sciences—is distinct from other forms of academic research in that it 

is contingent on the skills and knowledges accrued and acculturated through sustained 

engagement in creative/artistic practice. Consequently, while I recognize that non-artist 

academics interested in enlisting artistic modalities are pushing the boundaries of their 

disciplines and making contributions to the development of research-creation, I suggest that 

those who are conversant in artistic literacies should be taking the lead in shaping research-

creation within the academy. There is certainly a need for interdisciplinary training; however, the 

vigorous growth of research-creation methodologies—and the adaption of funding models 

accordingly—is, I suggest, predicated on artist-researcher-theorists critically articulating the 

ways we/they understand, approach, and transmit our/their research through the specificities of 

arts-led methodologies.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

In legitimizing hybrid methods and outcomes, research-creation foregrounds a fluid integration 

of process and product, advances the activation of interdisciplinarity, and privileges working 

                                                
109 Glen Lowry, “Props to Bad Artists: On Research-Creation and a Cultural Politics of 
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“practicetheoretically”111 through artistic modes. Formulating and activating research-creation in 

this way has the potential to stake an important claim within the academy for the distinct 

contributions of creative practice (art, music, dance, creative writing, performance, etc,) as 

innovative forms of knowledge production and transmission. Yet, creative producers practicing 

within academia are often subject to significant pressure and uncertainty. As artist, curator, and 

theorist Natalie Loveless suggests, the considerable stakes of this condition in the current 

Canadian context include “the time, labour, and risk of disciplinary and theoretical difference as 

a practice of always opening oneself up as the one who does not know. The one who does not fit. 

The one whose grammar is denied.”112 It is crucial, then, to highlight the unique ways 

experienced creative practitioners can synthesize the roles of theorist, researcher, and producer 

and the ways art, as a “highly developed form(s) of knowledge production, translation and 

mobilization,” can influence, interpret, and shape society.113 The presence of the artist-

researcher’s voice in articulating the capacities of research-creation is vital to “affirm[ing] the 

epistemological (not to mention sociological, methodological and political) place of artistic 

practice alongside other forms of academic research.”114 In claiming these spaces, integrative 

arts-led methodologies, or what has in Canada been named research-creation, functions as “an 

important contemporary queering of the academy,”115 which can help to expand the terms of 

what is valued and recognized as scholarly and academic. This is not a rigidly oppositional 
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proposition, but rather a stretching of what might be understood as possible through the potential 

of multivalent elasticity.  

As research-creation presses boundaries of the academy, political art can press 

boundaries of what it means to work in solidarity or alliance. As a white settler artist-scholar 

whose research-creation inquiries revolve around questioning the settler nation state, my work is 

often situated within activist contexts, particularly in relation to “solidarity” or “alliance” with 

Indigenous movements. While I do not dispute the interpretation of my work as what might be 

termed art activism, I do not generally identify my practice within activist contexts. Clearly, art 

plays an important role in disturbing hegemony regardless of how it is labelled. Theorist and 

activist Arundhati Roy notes that strategies of resistance should be enlisted “not only… to 

confront Empire, but to lay siege to it. To deprive it of oxygen. To shame it. To mock it. With 

our art, our music, our literature, our stubbornness, our joy, our brilliance, our sheer 

relentlessness—and our ability to tell our own stories.116 The capacity for art to do the political 

work of telling stories that put forward alternatives to the inequitable status quo is demonstrated 

in countless examples and extensive scholarship. The capacity for activism to inform such 

artistic practices is also significant. While prevailing activist precepts can be very effective in 

informing artistic works and projects that have political intentions, they can also impinge upon 

the capacity for creative production to communicate and affect an audience through the distinct 

contours of artistic modalities. This is not to discount the myriad examples of work characterized 

as art activism in which artistic integrity is not compromised. However, reaffirming a conviction 

that contemporary art can do political work without being sutured to, or categorized within, 
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activist frameworks is important to preserving its capacity for affecting society without 

overdetermining the meaning conveyed. This approach helps to situate politically motivated 

artwork as artwork, and in this way stakes a claim for its agency as such, rather than necessarily 

laminating it into an activist culture and the ensuing expectations. My research-creation is often 

informed by activist principles; however, I abide by them to the degree that they do not interfere 

with the ambiguity, dissonance, and disjuncture that often drives the capacity for art to incite, 

interrogate, and transform. 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

The potential for productive unsettlement embedded in stretching disciplinary and discursive 

boundaries through arts-led modes of practice is what motivates me as an artist-scholar. This 

applies not only to the ways I address the subject matter with which memoration contends and 

the ways I navigate artistic, activist, and academic spheres, but also influences the ways I 

practice research-creation. I exercise research-creation as a rigorous interdisciplinary 

methodology contingent on modes of exploration, experimentation, synthesis, knowledge 

production and transmission, and expression linked to the skills accrued through a sustained 

creative practice. In this approach streams of textual research, analytical/reflective writing, art 

production/creative writing, and relational encounter are generated simultaneously and 

reciprocally. These modes of practice are both inextricably interconnected and decidedly fluid. 

All components are informed by one another and are vital factors in advancing the development 

of artworks and theoretical positions. In many ways I do not differentiate between researching or 

preparing for work, making or performing work, and reflecting on it through analytical texts. All 
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are processes and products of critical creative cognition. Each enlists diverse ways of knowing 

through a balance of heuristic response, intellectual reasoning, informed inquiry, material 

experimentation, and embodied experience.  

Research-creation, as I practice it, is an inherently “rhizomatic investigation.” residing 

between and among fields and disciplines and drawing often disparate elements into productive 

conjunction.117 In his reconfiguration of cultural studies according to Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari’s rhizomatic principles, theorist and artist Simon O’Sullivan states that the “rhizome is 

anti-hierarchical and a-centered,” with “no single organizing principle predetermin[ing] the 

consistencies and compatibilities between the network of its elements.”118 In this way, he 

suggests, the rhizome “fosters transversal, even alogical connections between heterogeneous 

events.”119 Transposing these properties to my application of research-creation identifies the 

presence of simultaneous currents of dissonance and familiarity established through a 

networking of relations among and between elements. The careful convergence of disparate 

features and concerns through research-creation can thus evoke multifaceted affective-cognitive 

encounters that exceed the linear bearing of traditional research modalities and their outputs. 

Probing and provoking a meshwork of associations and incongruities, the resulting artworks and 

texts call on the audience to locate the stories and questions therein. Deploying research-creation 

in this way does not simply propose it as another method by which to arrive at the answers to 
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research questions. Rather, using this approach offers research-creation as a way to “think” the 

“terrain” of any given subject, inquiry, or set of questions in a wholly different manner.120 

The artistic outputs that result from such a practice can be brought into conversation with 

their analytical counterparts in the production of new knowledge. They also, however, stand on 

their own as knowledge production—as the creation and conveyance of meaning in consort with 

the viewer, and as “a mode of theory-making.”121 In this way they can inform the generation of 

theoretical understandings, as well as constituting theoretical stances in and of themselves. The 

artworks, as experienced first-hand, thus produce, with their audiences, affective and intellectual 

encounters that convey meaning and theory. They are, therefore, not contingent on analysis in 

order to make contributions to knowledge production and transmission. Rather than requiring 

explanation, artworks communicate independently, as well as forming a foundation from which 

further deliberation can gain purchase. This approach to research-creation advances the 

perspective of the artist-researcher-theorist as being uniquely situated to explicate their creative 

production through deep immersion and significant duration. I situate writing reflectively about 

my artwork in this way as an interwoven “process” and the creation of a new “product” in which 

a representation of the artwork through documentation, together with my discussion of it, 

promotes new understandings that are distinct from the audience’s experience of the artwork 

itself. These textual outputs are thus new works of cultural production, rather than explanations 

of the artworks. They lay a substrate of theory, reflection, and analysis that forms part of the 

connective tissue leading me from the inquiries of one artwork to those of the next, as well as 

engaging a new audience (the reader) in understandings of the work based on insights drawn 
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from my critical, yet uniquely embedded, position. Similarly to the artistic outputs, the reflective 

texts communicate meaning and knowledge in and of themselves. In this way, the artistic and 

textual components of my research-creation practice, each (and sometimes together) play roles in 

larger discourses that in turn have influence on the social, cultural, political, and material facets 

of people’s everyday lives.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Research-creation, as a form that presses against disciplinary and discursive boundaries, and that 

blurs the hard edges between theory, art, politics, and everyday life, is particularly relevant to the 

concerns of my doctoral research and my mobilization of memoration. At root this work can be 

seen as a project of unsettling depremacy that calls into question taken-for-granted constituents 

of nation-building by unsettling the certainty of the (Anglo-Canadian) settler imaginary. As a 

manifestation of the ontologies and epistemologies of dominant society in settler states, the 

settler imaginary is implicated in substantiating the imposition of race-based hierarchies and 

settler colonial oppression and dis/possession. In her characterization of the settler imaginary as a 

common feature of settler colonial states, Avril Bell calls on the conception of “social 

imaginaries” as the manner in which a society “imagines … social existence,” including its 

relations, expectations, and “the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these 

expectations.”122 The settler imaginary may also be understood in terms of Eva Mackey’s 

characterization of “settler certainty,” in that it is a dominating set of beliefs functioning as an 
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implicit proclamation of superior (and exclusive) sovereignty and the rights that go with it.123 

Social imaginaries, and by extension, settler imaginaries, are understood as a product of the 

“percolation of theory into the imaginings of ordinary people.”124 As is the case with settler 

certainty, the theory or knowledge that informs the settler imaginary is understood and 

communicated, in part, through dominant narratives and mythologies and the commonplace 

images, individuals, and icons that represent them. Dislodging the assumption of superiority 

embedded in the settler imaginary and settler certainty alike requires the proffering of alternate 

theories, re-visioned stories, and rearticulations of iconic images and emblems that counter 

colonial elisions and mis/representations. It is clear that these assertions must be reiterated over 

and over again in order for them to penetrate dominant ways of being and thinking; however, 

when such new propositions eventually filter into the everyday lives of the dominant society in a 

settler state, it is possible for productive change to occur. Research-creation, in forms that 

position art as a mode of theory-making that generates, translates, and communicates new 

stories, is ideally situated to shift the settler imaginary and erode settler certainty in the short and 

long term.  

 

Turning Toward and Away: Relationality as a Sustained Response-ability  

In this chapter I have discussed the conditions of Canadian nation-building to which memoration 

responds, articulated the way I understand and situate my subject positions in relation to these 

conditions, and described the way I enlist research-creation as my core means of addressing 

these conditions. In so doing I not only highlight the underpinnings of the artworks that are 
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discussed in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, and of memoration as the methodology they embody, 

I also allude to the stakes and ramifications of naming and claiming as they relate to the 

constituents of my research. I have made the case here for the imperative of explicitly naming 

the ongoing violence stemming from the imposition of racial hierarchies and settler colonial 

logics as a way of confronting and countering its elision. I have advanced the notion that 

undertaking a careful, unflinching, informed, and personal process of naming-in-relation as a 

way of claiming complicity is vital to developing and undertaking incisive responses in 

resistance to colonial nation-building. I have also advocated for claiming a cogent space within 

the academy for artists practicing research-creation with distinct skills and literacies as a way of 

“queering” academic hegemony, and contributing to knowledge production and transmission and 

the activation of social change.  

As I have suggested, there are ramifications and, I would argue, responsibilities, that flow 

from both naming and making claims. The prerogative of naming is authorized through the 

articulation of power structures and is often exerted to undergird claims that ensue from 

dominating stances. Thus, the authority to name is a privilege exerted in settler states through 

white settler and state dominance. The targeted deployment of naming and claiming as exercised 

by dominant powers buttresses systems of oppression and dis/possession. Naming and claiming, 

however, can also be harnessed as tactics of subversion, most notably in the hands of those 

belonging to subjugated or oppressed groups. As a white settler artist-scholar—a member of a 

dominant group—who is engaged in disturbing the dominant systems in which I am implicated, I 

am conscious of the delicate nature of my decisions to name and claim or to exercise a refusal of 

either or both. I endeavour to make these choices mindfully so as to press upon the structures 

from which I benefit and impinge on those I can affect.  
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Admittedly, there is a risk that the attention I give to naming with respect to my subject 

position can slip into a vacant performance that recentres colonial whiteness instead of 

highlighting resistance to it, and thus detract from the struggles at hand. Referencing Fiona 

Probyn, Clare Land places this concern in perspective, stating:  

My engagement with the workings of my own whiteness and my own colonial 
complicities … as an informed and crucial element of my critique of whiteness … 
recognizes that I am “very much part of the problem that [I am] trying to 
articulate” and that “doing critical white studies as a white person necessitates that 
we place ourselves in it.”125  
 

Echoing Land, I suggest that responsible and accountable engagement in resistance or “alliance” 

as a white settler subject is predicated upon first cultivating an understanding of how we/they are 

situated—spatially, politically, culturally, and socially—in relation to settler colonial and race-

based structures and to those with whom we/they inhabit this land. As part of a commitment to 

“acting politically with self-understanding,”126 this practice should be an ongoing one that, rather 

than entrenching a static singular identity, allows for the reality of slippage, the envisioning and 

enactment of accountable change, and, importantly, relationality. 

An ethic of placing in relation on all accounts is vital to memoration. In this chapter I 

have shown how an understanding of the complex settler colonial conditions I aim to challenge 

and address—together with the act of careful naming and situating-in-relation as a critical 

reckoning with the ways I am implicated, both historically and contemporarily—forms an 

underpinning for my work as a white settler artist-scholar, and thus for memoration. In situating 

these factors in relation, I draw on feminist writer and scholar Sara Ahmed’s discussion of the 
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“double turn,” in which she suggests that the “task of the white subject” is “to stay implicated in 

what they critique, but in turning towards their role and responsibility in these histories …, as 

histories of this present, to turn away from themselves, and towards others.”127 With this in mind, 

memoration deploys a “double turn” toward and away from the self that lays a foundation of 

relationality and activation. Approached in this way, reflective and care-full acts of placing in 

relation can be seen as a route to understanding and embracing the responsibilities entailed in 

shifting away from colonial ontologies through strategies of unsettling depremacy that parallel 

Indigenous resurgence, Indigenizing, and decolonization movements.  

As much as I am making a case for naming and claiming subversively as part of 

undertaking the responsibilities pursuant to “knowing,” I also wish to highlight the impact of the 

choice not to name, and most certainly not to make certain claims—from the perspective of a 

dominantly positioned subject—as a form of subversion. It may perhaps then seem incongruent 

for me to give a name—memoration—to the evolving, flexible, context-specific methodology I 

employ to disturb aspects of settler colonial nation-building in Canada from my particular 

positionality. This is a considered, and admittedly, not quite comfortable, choice. In doing this I 

offer the theoretical and practical building blocks I have drawn together through my research-

creation practice as an adaptable framework through which others may envision and undertake 

their own activation. In using the neologism “memoration,” I place my work in conversation 

with the proliferation and disturbance of authorized forms of public memory as persistent 

influences that bear upon national ideation in the form of the settler imaginary and settler 

certainty, upon governance and policies, and ultimately upon material conditions. At the same 

time as I put memoration forward as a methodology of sorts, I do not claim it as an entirely new 
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or unique practice. Its elaboration in the following chapters is simply intended to trace some of 

the salient factors that configure it as one way of critically intervening into facets of public 

memory and dominant systems and beliefs from a conscious position of being-in-relation—of 

exercising unsettling depremacy through arts-based modes of practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 70 

an evening with 

 

In November of 2014, I attended an event at the Winnipeg Art Gallery (WAG) featuring author 

and public intellectual John Ralston Saul. Sponsored by McNally Robinson Booksellers in 

support of his then recently published book The Comeback, this event featured Saul in 

conversation with “special guests: writers, thinkers and community representatives”128 

Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair and Leah Gazan. While described in the promotional material 

as a “public conversation,” the event was heavily advertised as “An evening with John Ralston 

Saul,”129 and as such positioned him as the main attraction. Saul has been recognized for 

speaking out, as a prominent white settler Canadian, about colonial nation-building and 

Indigenous resurgence in Canada. His reception in the Canadian mainstream highlights the 

disappointing reality that many white people more readily accept difficult truths if articulated by 

another white person. I will note here that Saul’s offerings are by no means universally accepted 

by those encompassed within what might be understood as the Canadian mainstream and are 

also contested by many Indigenous theorists, activists, and leaders. Nonetheless, Saul’s efforts 

can be seen to converge with appeals for non-Indigenous Canadians to assume some of the 

responsibility and labour of speaking out and educating within their communities and spheres of 

influence. Like the late Gord Downie of the Tragically Hip130 and other high-profile figures 
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Jeffries Residential School.   
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attending to questions of “reconciliation,” highlighting this country’s colonial ills and/or 

foregrounding Indigenous contributions to “nation-building,” Saul garners a wide audience that 

is rarely accessible to artists, activists, and academics. Reaching sectors of the public who may 

not be moved to attend a politically charged art exhibition, participate in a rally, or seek out an 

academic journal, his message is highly impactful. 

I attended this event primarily to observe the audience—in terms of both their 

demographics and responses. I was interested in doing so as a way of gauging, however 

informally, the tenor of those Canadians—in this case an overwhelmingly white audience—who 

were moved to listen to figures such as Saul at that particular moment in history. During the 

question period following the conversation between Saul, Gazan, and Sinclair, my attention was 

drawn to one particular middle-aged self-described “white Canadian” man who stepped up to 

the microphone. It was not the questions, if any, that this man asked that struck me, but rather 

his preamble. He stated that until a week or so prior to this event, when his wife insisted he 

accompany her to a talk by Justice Murray Sinclair, he was not aware of the existence of 

residential schools. He was in tears.  

This man’s demonstrated lack of awareness about Canada’s Indian residential schools is 

indicative of the powerful systemic erasures that continue to undergird Canadian identity and 

nation-building as I write this reflection years later. Moreover, it is a measure of the willingness 

of white settler citizens to inhabit a very particular and comfortable (for us/them) space of not-

knowing. This is a space of not-knowing that dovetails with what Eva Mackey characterizes as 

the assumption within settler states of “settler entitlement and certainty.” 131 It is a space of not-

knowing in which the narratives and mythologies that shape and support colonially embedded 

                                                
131 Eva Mackey, Unsettled Expectations, 132. 



 72 

notions of what it means to be “Canadian” in the early twenty-first century retain their potency 

and influence. It is a space in which the dominating self-understandings, cultural allegiances, 

and national ideations that result from such stories remain, largely undisturbed. It is thus a 

space of not-knowing in which established and dominant ways of being, thinking, and relating 

that uphold colonial values among so many white Canadians are not recognized as such, let 

alone significantly challenged (from within).  

This white man’s declaration thus raises the question: What degree of commitment to 

not-knowing is necessary for a grown man to be unaware of the existence of Indian residential 

schools in the fourth year of the activities of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada? And further, what will it take to dislodge this state of steadfast denial? The dedication 

to not-knowing on the part of individuals is entwined with, and supported by, the state’s 

commitment to masking historical and ongoing colonial and race-based systems of control, 

violence, and dis/possession that perpetuate white settler dominance. This intransigence is 

mutually sustaining on the part of state and citizens and is tightly grasped by both. The stakes of 

loosening this grip and relinquishing the supremacy such denials substantiate are significant. 

After all, the posture of not-knowing is integral to the persistent self-perception of Canada and 

Canadians as inherently well-meaning, pluralistic, open-minded, and generous. Thus, turning a 

blind eye to the systemically inequitable conditions stemming from settler colonial and racist 

logics at play within our borders is as much a part of the prevailing Canadian ethos as is the 

self-righteous impulse of turning our attention to criticizing and/or trying to ameliorate 

deleterious conditions elsewhere.  

These habits and beliefs are part of an armour of innocence that works to shield 

Canadian nationhood and identity from its ties to the originary and systemic contemporary 
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violence flowing from settler colonial structures. The display of tearful admission I witnessed at 

the Saul event betrays a fissure in the fictions that such armours assert and in the erasures they 

sustain. This is a tiny crack, a tentative breach, that nevertheless exposes those whom the armour 

is designed to protect. Demonstrations such as this transmit the feelings arising when such a 

breach becomes apparent and it is no longer possible to not-know (certain things)—when that 

sliver of a gap foreshadows the prospect of a gaping hole of uncertainty. Yet, what exactly can 

we glean from this display—from these tears. Are they an indication of empathy for those 

harmed by Indian residential schools?132 Do they centre this white man’s experience and 

feelings, those common among many white Canadians, such as the guilt of not-knowing, anger at 

the betrayal of education systems, distress from the shattering of deeply held myths about who 

we/they are as Canadians, and mourning for a white settler innocence that can no longer be 

affirmed and a principled character that is in dispute? Are they ultimately a product of the 

shame of being caught out—both personally and nationally—now that the integrity of the armour 

is compromised by the knowledge of what was so emphatically not-known?  

Even in the face of undeniable and irreversible knowledge, significant labour is invested 

in preserving the spaces of not-knowing that foment and perpetuate colonial disregard. While it 

is clear that what is now known cannot be un-known, it can certainly be ignored, evaded, or 

qualified. It may be prudent, therefore, to ask: What comes of newly acquired knowledge such as 
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Reconciliation Commission,” Reconciling Canada: Critical Perspectives on the Culture of 
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this? Is it conveniently relegated to a “sad chapter in our history,”133 thus delinking, in this case, 

the Indian residential school system from the larger historical and contemporary colonial 

systems, beliefs, and habits in which it is embedded? Will it be held at a distance, buried deep 

beneath the protective armour, its cracks now hastily repaired? Will it lead to further 

investigation and recognition of the difficult realities of ongoing colonial injustices? Can it 

summon a commitment to radical self-reflexive reckoning? Will knowing help to expose the 

insidious work entailed in maintaining systems of not-knowing that we/they, as white settlers—as 

beneficiaries of the colonial occupation of this land—are so committed to upholding? What must 

occur in order for knowing to incite us/them to fully accept the labour of unsettling, to embrace 

difficult knowledge and undertake accountably restorative actions with a recognition of our 

place in the uncomfortable systemic realities that underpin this nation—that which must finally 

and fully be known?  

If unsettling is to occur, we must also contend with the breadth of what is projected in the 

stance of knowing. In order to move toward unseating white settler authority, entitlement, and 

emplacement, the ways that knowing can be used as a form of deflection and dominance must 

also be acknowledged. This calls for another kind of not-knowing: one that is receptive and 

respectful in attending to ways of being and knowing that might not be familiar. This stance of 

not-knowing welcomes the authority of forms of knowing and knowledge that are not commonly 

allocated a prominent position. It must also appreciate that such knowledges cannot perhaps be 

wholly apprehended or “known” by everyone. This form of not-knowing stimulates an erosion of 

the armour that protects white superiority and dominance and thus also contributes to the 

conditions that eschew evasion. 
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Chapter 2 

Charting Memoration’s Evolution: An Otherwise Chronicle In Four Parts 

 

A politics that upends the nation and its symbols is a process of truth-telling; it is not merely a 
rejection of the violence of the state, but a generative stance, the opening of otherwise 
possibilities.  

—Eric Ritskes134 
 
 
To misunderstand the given is nothing less than the instantiation of relations of heterogeneity, of 
appearing otherwise in a world, of creating other possibilities of meaning. 

—Patricia Reed135 
 

 

This chapter focuses on four artworks I have undertaken over a period of ten years. Together 

they create a framework through which I highlight aspects of memoration as a research-creation 

methodology that aims to disrupt the certainty of the settler imaginary from a critical white 

settler perspective. The first three artworks— Imprint, (official denial) trade value in progress, 

and memoration #2: constituent parts— contribute to my doctoral research through their 

presentation and discussion as part of this text. The fourth, oh-oh Canada, forms the production 

component of my doctoral research. These works are addressed chronologically; however, it is 

important to note that there are many temporal overlaps among them.136 Moreover, they are not, 
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by any means, the only works deploying memoration I created over this time period. Rather, they 

have been chosen because, together, they illustrate the central components of memoration and 

compose a streamlined version of the story of its evolution as a methodology.  

The discussion of each of the first three artworks is prefaced by a brief introduction. This 

includes references to the experiences, research, and/or previous artworks that led to the 

development of the work, questions that triggered the investigations entailed in the work, and/or 

influences that informed the work. Each of the works is layered and complex, as are its 

influences. Rather than attempting to undertake a comprehensive analysis of these artworks, I 

focus on specific aspects of each to demonstrate salient components and the evolution of 

memoration. I have similarly limited my examination of influences within the discussion of each 

work. It is important, however, to also attend to some general influences and conditions that have 

laid significant groundwork for and informed my research-creation work and the development of 

memoration in ways that are often less immediately legible.  

Although my work is directed toward disrupting settler colonial nation-building and 

settler subjectivity in Canada from a white settler perspective, it is vital to acknowledge the 

significant history in Canada of Indigenous artists and cultural workers, who, as part of a more 

than five-hundred-year trajectory of resistance, have taken the risk of challenging the dominance 

of white settler society and its institutions, highlighting Indigenous epistemologies and 

ontologies, and asserting Indigenous sovereignty. This varied and vast body of work, and the 

scholarship that parallels it, has greatly informed my research-creation practice. While I honour 

the influence this work continues to have on mine, I also make a crucial distinction between 

Indigenous artists, who may be approaching such work through a political imperative of 

Indigenous sovereignty, and white settler artists such as myself, whose decision to do such work 
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is a choice marked by privilege.  

My research-creation practice is also influenced by white settler and racialized non-

Indigenous artists and cultural workers who have addressed aspects of nation-building and 

national identity through their art practices. The nature and volume of such cultural production 

has evolved significantly since 2005, when I began to pursue this direction. Although work by 

Indigenous artists overtly engaging with critiques of settler colonial nation-building was well 

established (if still underrepresented institutionally) at that time, very few non-Indigenous artists 

in Canada were explicitly addressing these issues. Non-Indigenous artists such as Joyce Wieland, 

Jin Me Yoon, Liz Magor, and Shawna Dempsey and Lorri Millan had challenged national 

formations and identities, questioning dominant narratives of gender, sexuality, capitalism, and 

race in relation to the nation state of Canada. However, those who were interrogating and 

subverting the settler colonial logics of Canadian nation-building and reforming Indigenous–

settler relations directly (with more or less “success”), have been, until very recently, far fewer in 

number. White settler artists such as Sandra Semchuk (with James Nicholas), Christos Dikeakos, 

Marianne Corless, and Cathy Busby have also contributed a rich foundation, and in some cases 

crucial lessons, on which the artworks that give rise to memoration are established. More 

recently, the work of artists such as Ayumi Goto, Barbara Meneley, Golboo Amani, and Michael 

Farnan deepens the conversation to which memoration is intended to contribute. As I will discuss 

in Chapter 3, the post–Truth and Reconciliation (TRC)/Calls to Action/Idle No More context in 

which I write in 2017 has given rise to an appreciable, if still relatively limited, increase in such 

outputs by artists, writers, and other cultural workers. 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
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The works on which I focus in this chapter parallel my larger research-creation practice 

by exercising memoration through social-spatial interventions, relational activation, critical 

deployment of personal and historical narratives, performative interventions into land, 

land/scape, and public space; dialogic engagement; and counter/un/dis/appropriation of iconic 

elements of nationalist visual and material culture. They infiltrate everyday spaces, symbols, and 

mythologies to render counter-narratives directed at interrupting colonial logics of possession 

and entitlement and assumptions of whiteness fixed into the settler imaginary. These works 

demonstrate memoration through a combination of solo practice and collaboration137 and 

engagement with diverse audiences. While memoration is embedded in my critical actions as a 

white settler artist, and commits to speaking most directly to questions of white settler 

activation—as well as to white settlers—it does not operate in a white settler vacuum. As is 

reflected by these works, I collaborate with white settler, Indigenous, and racialized non-

Indigenous cultural producers, activists, and community members. Those who have participated 

in and viewed the artworks are similarly varied. Together, the works discussed herein illustrate 

how memoration mobilizes unsettling depremacy as a double turn that re-turns the self to an 

ethic of being-in-relation.  

 

 

                                                
137 Two of the artworks and projects discussed in this dissertation involve collaboration; 
however, I was the initiator of both. I have made the decision to focus on memoration as a white 
settler–driven methodology because there is a dearth of literature on the subject and because this 
allows me to apply my analyses to both my solo and collaborative work. If I were to focus my 
analysis specifically on collaboration I would do so with those with whom I collaborated, and 
such an approach is beyond the scope of this dissertation. While I do not focus on collaboration 
as such, I do highlight the roles and voices of the collaborators on these projects as appropriate in 
Chapter 2. 
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Imprint (2006–10) 

 

 
Figure 4: Leah Decter, Imprint (video still/performance documentation) (2006) 

 

Imprint is a performance and video work that unfolded as a series of iterations, which, upon 

reflection, I trace as the inception of memoration. Imprint was not however the first work in 

which I tackled questions of settler colonial nation-building and my place therein. I initially 

considered such issues through works in a series titled here (2004–06).138 These works primarily 

contend with the construction of place, displacement, and the global movement of people in 

relation to the experiences of my Zaida, some of which I discussed in Chapter 1. Through their 

development I began to grapple with the realities of the settler colonial nation-building project in 

Canada. In particular, the last piece I created for this series, a video installation titled trespass/es, 

considers the violent infliction of whiteness that “settlement” has perpetrated onto the lands of 

Turtle Island. The Imprint iterations—the original performance (2006), video bookwork (2006), 

series of large-scale digital prints (2008), single-channel video (2008), and three-channel video 

                                                
138 For more on this work, see my website: “here,” 
http://www.leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/here.html. 
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installation (2010)139—build on the here series, bridging their two related thematic concerns: 

transglobal migration and settler colonial dis/possession.  

The Imprint performance was originally conceived of as one component of the video 

bookwork140 backtofront, which was created for a travelling bookwork exhibition on the subject 

of lineage and migration. This video incorporated footage from the Imprint performance and 

footage relating to specific aspects of my Zaida’s story in order to consider geographic and 

cultural dislocation and assimilation within Jewish diasporas and the intergenerational 

discontinuities that can result. However, the original Imprint performance situates these transits 

squarely within the context of settler colonial nation-building in Canada. With an interest in 

foregrounding these elements of the work, upon completing backtofront, I returned to the 

original footage and began to edit a single-channel video of the Imprint performance itself. As I 

considered facets of my Zaida’s translocation in a larger context through this editing process, I 

came to an imperative of confronting head-on the links between nineteenth- and twentieth-

century immigration policies, colonial violence, and conditions of dis/possession that reverberate 

into the present.  

Over the next four years the iterations of Imprint extended my inquiries, calling upon 

familial, cultural, and national narratives. The works speak to the ways migrations such as my 

Zaida’s function as instruments of colonial settlement and how these (and related) factors situate 

contemporary presence such as my own. These iterations were informed by, among others, white 

                                                
139 For more on these works, see my website: “backtofront,” 
http://www.leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/backtofront.html; “Imprint,” 
http://www.leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/imprint_%28video%29.html; and “Imprint 
(installation),” http://www.leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/imprint_install.html. 
140 This video bookwork was designed to be viewed on a type of portable video player common 
at the time that opened like a book and was roughly the size of a paperback. 
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settler Canadian artist Sandra Semchuk, whose solo work “places” her Ukranian heritage in 

relation to historical and contemporary Canadian colonialism, while her collaborative work with 

her late husband, Cree actor, writer, and artist James Nicholas, proffers raw yet nuanced 

intercultural narratives. The introduction to Semchuk and Cree artist, writer, and curator Elwood 

Jimmy’s contribution to the publication Cultivating Canada states the following of Semchuk and 

Nicholas’s collaboration: “James and Sandra recognized that their intercultural marriage was, in 

day-to-day life, an opportunity to make political, social and psychological structures created by 

histories of colonialism, occupation of land, and racism visible to themselves and others through 

their art practice.”141 Semchuk has consistently incorporated personal experiences and histories 

as a basis for conveying larger social and political narratives and creating astute counter-

narratives, and her work with Nicholas is no exception. As the introduction goes on to state, 

Semchuk and Nicholas’s collaboration “challenges the known history of relations between First 

Nations and settler cultures.”142 Their work pocketed seeds (2009) has particular resonance in 

relation to the Imprint works, especially the latter iterations. This spare photo- and text-based 

work features a series of five colour photographs, four of which are overlaid with text. The text 

on the first photo reads:  

leaving the Ukraine 
Baba wore three skirts 
in the middle one 
she sewed, pocketed, enveloped 
invisible to the new world 
seed of lubestrok 
from her Henalechki 
for the new land 

                                                
141 Elwood Jimmy and Sandra Semchuk, “On Loan Thoughts on Stolen Strength,  
Seeds of Lubestok, Seeds of Truth, Seeds of Reconciliation,” in in Mathur, Dewar, and 
DeGagné, Cultivating Canada, 58. 
142 Jimmy and Semchuk, “On Loan,” 58. 
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thinking 
Kakissiskachewhac 
 

The next reads: 

my 

Followed by: 

relocation dislocates 

And, finally: 

you143 

Overlaid onto depictions of a plant being watered by a hand that we, as the viewer, might 

assume belongs to Nicholas, these past- and present-tense texts are brought into everyday spaces 

that simultaneously recall domestic and agrarian frames. Semchuk states of this work:  

The plants he has watered, lubestrok, came in small seeds in my 
great-grandmother’s pocket from Ukraine. It has grown large and 
strong. We ate from this plant and in the fall seeds are gathered so 
that it can be planted again. Each seed a choice, an action, a 
gesture of planting, a bending down to the land. James wrote my 
great-grandmother’s story. He put the word Ka kiss is kach e whak, 
Saskatchewan, in her mouth, a meal of river moving swiftly around 
a bend, a meal of land, a province.144  

 
The austere combination of text and image in pocketed seeds communicates a fundamental truth 

about Indigenous–settler relations, one of dis/location that transcends individual intentions, 

behaviours, and attachments. At the same time, the work implies the very real complexities of 

the interrelations and inter-narratives that have, and continue to, take place in this contested land. 

In this way, pocketed seeds brings personal and national memory into conjunction within the 

                                                
143 Jimmy and Semchuk, “On Loan,” 60–61. 
144 Jimmy and Semchuk, “On Loan,” 64. 
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day-to-day of the present to foreground the conditions of being-in-relation in the context of, and 

resistance to, colonial pressure.  

 

Staging Public Memory and the Work of Remembering Otherwise  

Imprint began as a performance-for-the-camera that took place in a snowy flat landscape familiar 

to the Canadian prairies. In it I perform a set of two actions that are repeated over the space of 

several hours as the intensity of a snowstorm increases. The following reflective examination of 

elements of the original Imprint performance illustrates how it stages contextualized, sited, 

embodied deployment of, and interventions into, public and personal memory as a form of 

unsettlement. Imprint introduces memoration by critically interlacing personal memory, official 

histories, and the collective impulse to recall as agents of commemoration that have significant 

social impact.  

Traditionally, sites of commemoration such as monuments and museums work to 

inculcate a nation’s self-idealization. As official repositories of “heritage,” they contribute to the 

maintenance of dominant values by mediating the landscape of public memory. Although their 

messages and aesthetics evolve over time in tandem with sociopolitical shifts, their adherence to 

particular facets of officially sanctioned narratives functions as a defining characteristic. The 

monument, as James E. Young suggests, scripts public memory with simplified and expedient 

versions of history solidified into material form so as to relieve the public of the burden of 

complex “memory-work.”145 Young asserts: “It is as if once we assign monumental form to 

                                                
145 James E. Young, At Memory’s Edge: After-images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and 
Architecture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 94. 
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memory we have to some degree divested ourselves of the obligation to remember.”146 

Moreover, if one is to be provoked by the monument to remember at all, albeit in this passive 

manner, the content of memory is dictated in line with the state’s agenda. Much like the 

concomitant mythologies and ideologies they substantiate, monuments deliver a version of 

historic certainty devoid of the “hidden, stolen and silenced narratives”147 that might instil an 

uncomfortable haunting into otherwise self-aggrandizing national remembrance. Thus the 

monument helps to align public memory in lockstep with prevailing social and political logics by 

directing what is remembered, while signalling how remembrance is to be discharged and 

regulated.  

While the monument performs a prescriptive role in transmitting the “state’s preferred 

memory,”148 the counter-monument asks the viewer to undertake a more complex encounter with 

both the substance and process of memory. Counter-monuments seek to transfer the memory 

burden from the fixed representation harboured within the monument as an object to members of 

the public themselves. The counter-monument aims to foster a dynamic engagement with the act 

of remembrance in which the viewer takes on the labour of commemoration. Young emphasizes 

the importance of such an ongoing process, suggesting that the counter-monument should bring 

the past into the present by actively engaging the viewer in order to provoke an inquisitive stance. 

In the post-WWII German context, he suggests that the counter-monument points to specific 

memory-knowledge that is in danger of slipping from the public record while also alluding to the 

ways people either evade or accept the responsibility of remembering. In this sense, Young’s 

                                                
146 Young, At Memory’s Edge, 94. 
147 Claudette Lauzon, “Monumental Interventions: Jeff Thomas Seizes Commemorative Space,” 
in Imagining Resistance: Visual Culture and Activism in Canada, ed. Keri J. Cronin and Kirsty 
Robertson (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2011), 79. 
148 Lehrer and Milton, “Introduction: Witnesses to Witnessing,” 3. 
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counter-monument appeals for both the recuperation of particular histories and deliberations over 

the activation of public memory-work itself; for a fulsome enactment of remembering and a 

vigilant posture against forgetting.  

Expanding on Young’s characterization of the monument and counter-monument, 

architectural historian Andrew Herscher explores politically motivated artistic interventions that 

activate public regard in the face of the state’s self-serving messaging in post-Yugoslavia 

Kosovo. Herscher suggests that memory, particularly in the context of the difficult knowledge149 

often associated with counter-monuments, functions on a complex spectrum. He advances a form 

of critical memory that exceeds binaric frameworks of remembering and forgetting, advocating 

for “the many multiple forms that remembrance can take, some of which may appear as 

forgetting, and all of which comprise, in relation to state sponsored memory, remembering 

otherwise.”150 For Herscher, the monument itself holds potential as a site of alternative narratives 

that can defy the binary of remembering and forgetting when artists enlist strategies of 

remembering otherwise. Indeed, although (and possibly because) they project rigidly dogmatic 

messages, official expressions of commemoration can also operate as “sites of practice” invested 

with a capacity to be “social, embodied and generative.”151 In taking up the monument as fodder, 

artistic incursions provide opportunities to directly and obliquely address the layering of histories 

                                                
149 “Difficult knowledge” can be understood as material that portrays traumatic or violent 
experience and/or has the potential to produce secondary trauma through various forms of 
identification, as well as material that complicates received narratives, interrupts presuppositions, 
and fundamentally challenges the way individuals think about themselves and their interactions. 
See: Deborah P. Britzman, Lost Subjects, Contested Objects: Towards a Psychoanalytic Inquiry 
of Learning (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998). 
150 Andrew Herscher, “Points of No Return: Cultural Heritage and Counter-memory in Post 
Yugoslavia,” in Lehrer, Milton, and Patterson, Curating Difficult Knowledge, 152. Emphasis in 
the original.  
151 Lehrer and Milton, “Introduction: Witnesses to Witnessing,” 3. 
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and erasures endorsed by the original monument. Such interventions, therefore, can imbue the 

practice of national remembering with currents of remembering otherwise, thereby reconfiguring 

the monument—and other sites of commemoration—as an important “medium of political 

discourse and action.”152  

The perpetuation of a settler state relies on narratives and mythologies that mask ongoing 

colonial invasion and violence. These national storylines are commonly propagated within 

authorized sites of commemoration. However, while official forms of public memory 

undoubtedly shape dominant understandings of national identity, the circulation of the nation’s 

ascendant ideation is not solely contingent upon institutional modes of recollection such as 

museums and material forms such as monuments. Vernacular presentations of commemoration 

exerted implicitly and explicitly in everyday life also inculcate a particular version of the past so 

as to shape public memory. Like the museum or monument, cultural displays of the 

commonplace are mediated by skewed interpretations of the past that have been calcified into the 

present. As scholar, curator and activist Monica Patterson contends, “things and traces, 

architectures and places, landscapes and spaces all work to constrain and promote particular 

memories.”153 Incessant exposure to myths, objects, spaces, and architectures in the context of 

everyday life can be seen as analogous to predetermined institutional, monumental, and 

museological encounters in which highly scripted scenarios substantiate fixed national meta-

narratives.  

Through that which is represented—and notably, that which is not—everyday 

commemorations perform a constant surreptitious reiteration that schools normative thinking into 

                                                
152 Herscher, “Points of No Return,” 152. 
153 Monica Eileen Patterson, introduction to “Materiality and Memorial Challenges,” in Lehrer, 
Milton, and Patterson, Curating Difficult Knowledge, 145. 
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all aspects of society, shaping dominant national identities and stories as naturalized. Familiarity 

often conceals the correlations between dominating ideologies and the material, visual, spatial, 

and relational facets of our everyday lives. As a result, the commonplace is frequently 

experienced with disregard for its bonds to settler colonial nation-building and nationalist 

ideation. These seemingly inadvertent acts of repudiation overlook the presence of anything 

capable of upsetting the comfortable narratives that condition beliefs and relationships. In turn, 

this pedagogical opacity entrenches narratives, mythologies, and relations that serve dominant 

culture. Such evasions function as tacit yet powerful forms of commemoration. The everyday 

thus serves as a site of actualization for the official remembering (and forgetting) that instils 

dominant stories and values within the mainstream public memory. The ubiquity, familiarity, and 

potency of these everyday commemorations offer significant opportunities for interventions that 

undertake remembering otherwise. Engaging with the everyday as “raw materials for analysis, 

commentary and reconfiguration,” Imprint interrupts nationalist recollections, questioning both 

the content and construction of the myths they produce.154  

  

Recall and the Uneasy Placing of Lineage  

As a solitary performance, Imprint’s gestures evoke symbolic markings that assert a re-collection 

of the past, present, and future on both collective and personal levels. Carried out on the outskirts 

of Winnipeg in January, Imprint is set in what can be seen as a quintessentially Canadian winter 

landscape—an expansive, flat field thickly blanketed with snow. The white-grey ground-plane of 

the field and the uniformly overcast sky would be almost indistinguishable in this vista if not 

                                                
154 Jim Drobnick, Jennifer Fisher, and Jan Allen, Museopathy (Kingston, ON: Agnes Etherington 
Art Centre, Queen’s University in association with DisplayCult, 2002), 14. 
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bisected by a black fringe of leafless trees that form a distant horizon line. A snowstorm insists 

its presence into this familiar prairie setting with increasing ferocity over the performance’s 

duration, blowing nearly sideways by its conclusion. Within this setting, dressed in an outsized 

black overcoat, bulky hat, and winter galoshes, I carry out two interconnected actions that are 

repeated over the course of several hours. They are gestures that trace time, agency, and 

dis/location; one echoes the Jewish custom in which visitors place pebbles on a gravestone, and 

 
Figure 5: Leah Decter, Imprint (performance documentation) (2006)    

 

the other embodies settler desires embedded in Western modes of territorial claim. Moving in a 

straight line away from the camera, I carry a stone (roughly the size of a small loaf of bread) out 

into the distance, footprints marking my presence in the snowy field. I stop, turn to the left, and 

with a series of right-hand turns pace a large rectangle. I turn again to enter this frame now 

delineated by my footprints in the snow, walk to its centre, and place the stone on the snowy 

ground. After pausing to look westward into the distance, I exit the paced enclosure and walk 
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directly toward the camera, returning to retrieve another stone. As the storm intensifies, and 

these actions are repeated, a transitory perimeter is etched and re-etched onto the snow’s shifting 

surface. At its centre, the stones accumulate in an increasingly visible pile, a growing geological 

bruise that mars the skin of the snowy expanse.  

 

 
Figure 6: Leah Decter, Imprint (performance documentation) (2006) 

 

  References to the Jewish cultural practice of placing a small stone on a grave to mark 

one’s visit have become an integral part of my artistic lexicon. Speculations as to the origins of 

this tradition vary; however, a prevailing one suggests the act is derived from that of rebuilding 

deteriorated stone cairns when visiting a burial site. In re-piling the stones, visitors mark both 

their commitment to maintaining this trace and the grave itself. By re-marking a grave, this 

action simultaneously summons the past, present, and future, given that the next visitor will be 
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able to find the grave only by virtue of the current visitor’s action. A measure of care once 

utilitarian in nature, the placing of stones has evolved over time into a symbolic act of marking 

that situates memory alongside duty. I do not read this action as a gesture primarily focused on 

nostalgia or as a mnemonic for loss. Instead, in showing that someone has at/tended the grave, it 

highlights the intentionality of the visitor. Establishing the presence of the visitor as well as their 

agency, it signals a choice to take responsibility for the activation of remembering as a form of 

mindful maintenance as opposed to, or perhaps in addition to, its lesser reference to the subject 

of remembrance.   

While the evocation of this custom in my work draws upon, situates, and implicates my 

cultural background, I also map its meaning(s) onto broader social contexts. It can 

simultaneously direct the viewer’s attention to the activation of accountable forms of 

remembrance and to the ways memory is often instrumentalized for destructive ends. The stone 

placing, as an intentional act, can reflect carefully considered forms of memory-work that trigger 

critical action and change. Yet, as an established custom, it also implies the dogged unexamined 

reiteration of well-worn habits and tropes. Accordingly, this gesture recalls both the stubborn 

re/production of preferred public and personal memory in the service of substantiating normative 

thinking and, conversely, a critical remembering otherwise as the conscious enactment of 

resistance. Further, it evokes both the continuance and evolution of cultural practice. In its 

original form, the re-piling of stones served a practical purpose of re/identifying the location of 

interment. Carried forward into the present and future, it functions as part of a repertoire that has 

the capacity to “both keep and transform choreographies of meaning.”155 By enacting this gesture 

                                                
155 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 20. 
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within the particularities that frame this performance, I am interested in harnessing its 

transformative potential in tension with the rote continuity it also suggests. Read in consort with 

the other elements of the Imprint performance, the placing of stones can be seen as an act of 

re/collection—a considered re/building that underscores a commitment to accounting for that 

which risks being hidden or overlooked when affected by the biases of memory. 

 

 
Figure 7: Leah Decter, Imprint (performance documentation) (2006) 

 

   The spectre of a pile of stones in a field is a metonym with connotations beyond that of a 

cairn. My initial reference for this was the familiar sight of heaps of stones often found along the 

fence lines of cultivated fields on the prairies. From this perspective, the pile recalls modes of 

“settlement” and the clearing of land for what was seen by colonizers as the superior practice of 
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“British husbandry.” This reference to European agrarian practices transposed onto Turtle Island 

also recalls the notion of “terra nullius,” which was used to justify European dominion over 

Indigenous lands through expediently fluid definitions that characterized the land first as empty, 

and later, under or “improperly” used.156 For some, a pile of stones in a cultivated field may also 

call to mind the stringent conditions of clearing and cultivating the land imposed on Métis people 

who received land as a consequence of taking scrip.157 A number of people who have seen this 

video have also remarked that the pile of stones evokes the “grandfathers” collected for use in 

sweatlodges in many Indigenous cultures of Turtle Island. If we think of the extended geological 

temporality suggested by the rigid flesh of the stones themselves, the stones can be understood as 

witnesses to the histories, presents, and futures of the places they inhabit. The pile of stones thus 

takes on a tenor of time and location, and the human and more than human inter-narratives, 

which, although often functioning disjunctively, nonetheless do so in relation. In this way the 

stones recall the divergent experiences and worldviews that bind us together in uneasy tension 

within this land through powerful points of dis/connection.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Enlisted as both land, the very raison d’etre of colonization, and landscape, a significant 

undercarriage for the myths that perpetuate colonial ideologies and practices, the setting of the 

performance plays as integral a role as my actions. The possession and exploitation of land by 

                                                
156 Terra nullius is a quasi-legal concept on which North America was “founded” and which 
deems the land unoccupied or not being used in a “civilized” manner. See: Report of the 
Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of Manitoba, chap. 5, “Aboriginal and Treat Rights,” 
http://www.ajic.mb.ca/volumel/chapter5.html. 
157 Cheryl L’Hirondelle, conversation and personal correspondence with the author, 2014, 2017 
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the settler state and polity lies at the heart of colonization, while the assertion and realization of 

Indigenous nations’ rights to the land—illicitly obtained and disseminated by the state—forms 

the crux of decolonization.158 Particular characterizations of land/scape in the Canadian context, 

as in many others, have been highly influential in the project of settler colonial nation-building 

and the evolution of national (settler) imaginaries. Landscape, as a politically, socially, and 

culturally mitigated representation, is often integral to the production of national allegiances and 

identities. Historian Simon Schama argues, “National identity … would lose much of its 

ferocious enchantment without the mystique of a particular landscape tradition: its topography 

mapped, elaborated and enriched as a homeland.”159 This is certainly the case in the Canadian 

context, in which conceptions of wilderness landscape propagated by the Group of Seven, and 

still circulated in representations of their paintings, both in museums and everyday products, 

endure as a “quasi-official image of Canadian national identity”160 that enfolds neatly into 

colonial logics. In this sense, not only is the land the literal subject of contestation in the settler 

state, but landscape is also a powerful symbolic referent that undergirds colonial invasion and 

the ongoing Canadian nation-building project as one of “settlement” as colonial occupation.  

The stormy frozen landscape of Imprint’s setting brings to mind the common Canadian 

trope of the “great white north,” a metaphor that the draws together notions of nature, wilderness, 

and race to underscore the normative conception of Canada as a white nation.161 Myths of the 

                                                
158 See: Alfred, Wasáse; Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial 
Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014); Eve Tuck and K. 
Wayne Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 
society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1-40. 
159 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory. (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1995): 15. 
160 John O’Brian and Peter White, eds., Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian 
Identity, and Contemporary Art (Kingston, ON: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 13. 
161 Baldwin, Cameron, and Kobayashi, Rethinking the Great White North, 1. 
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great white north can be understood to substantiate the Canadian state and white settler 

population as innocent, privileged, and superior as a way of legitimizing both the dispossession 

of Indigenous peoples and nations and the exploitation and management of people of colour. 

This notion of the great white north has made appreciable contributions to the shaping the 

country’s identity by explicitly tying place to race. Indeed, when Group of Seven member 

Lauren Harris wrote about “the great North and its living whiteness,”162 to distinguish a nascent 

Canadian identity from that of the US, he not only invoked snowy landscapes, he also clearly 

characterized Canadian identity as white.163 In reality, this was not the case in Canada or the 

United States at that time; nor is it, of course, today. Nevertheless, these associations with the 

great white north, and the racist and colonial desires they betray, continue to be deeply 

imbricated into Canadian nation-building. The image of the great white north in Imprint, 

represented by the familiar landscape scene, signals the ways such ubiquitous tropes insidiously 

condition the settler imaginary, and thus national identity. Inserting my body into this 

ideologically driven geographical frame positions me as inherently implicated within the 

conditions perpetuated by tropes that ingrain into the dominant national psyche who counts as a 

“Canadian-Canadian,”164 or, as former prime minister Stephen Harper might suggest, those who 

should be accommodated as “old stock Canadians.”165  

In signalling imperial cartography, the staking of claim, and personal possession, the 

rectangle I pace evokes the reworking of land into property. Scottish anthropologist Tim Ingold 

                                                
162 Lawren Harris, “Revelation of Art on Canada,” Canadian Theosophist, July 15, 1926, 85. 
163 Scott Watson, “Race, Wilderness, Territory and the Origins of Modern Canadian Landscape 
Painting.” in O’Brian and White, Beyond Wilderness, 277–82. 
164 Mackey, The House of Difference, 20. 
165 See: Stephen Harper, “Canadian Party Leaders Debate,” CSPAN, broadcast September 17, 
2015, http://www.c-span.org/video/?328174-1/canadian-party-leaders-debate. 
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characterizes such delineations as “lines of occupation” inscribed by imperial powers “across 

what appears to be in their eyes… a blank surface.”166 Demarcations onto the land, envisioned as 

empty through the notion of terra nullius, remain charted with purpose in settler states. These 

ideologically driven mappings are embedded within the normative terrain of Western culture as 

it has been imposed in these lands from the onset of colonial invasion. The proprietary assertion 

of Eurocentric concepts of land, as a commodity to be owned and capitalized on, works to 

validate the rights of emplacement, occupation, and resource exploitation afforded to white 

settler citizens and the colonial state. Conceptions of land embedded in the worldviews of 

distinct Indigenous nations, as well as prior and contemporary claims for Indigenous land rights, 

are continually called into question, while the property rights of non-Indigenous Canadians, 

corporate interests, and the state are firmly established. In this way, in the context of the settler 

state, the conception of settler certainty is imbricated into the very notion of land itself.167  

As traces of my presence and labour, my footsteps, inscribed into the snow, suggest the 

imposition of narratives attached to the land and the landed that are foregrounded within 

Canada’s colonial context. On a still day, my footfalls, through the dozens of re-tracings enacted 

over the course of the performance, would have compacted the snow into a well-worn path, at 

least until the next significant snowfall. The storm, however, rendered my footprints decidedly 

more transitory, transforming them from decisive tracks into a contest with the elements. 

Repeatedly obscured by the falling snow and re-trodden, they became a palimpsest of marking, 

unmarking, and remarking that evokes both the trials of place-making and the imposition of 

colonial settlement. In calling both to mind, the struggles of making place anew are mired with 

                                                
166 Tim Ingold, Lines: a Brief History. (London: Routledge, 2016). 81. 
167 Mackey, Unsettled Expectations. 
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the state of occupation, drawing into focus the bonds between immigration policies and the goals 

of settlement fundamental to Canada as a settler colonial state. Further, this action recalls how 

dominant narratives are marked and remarked, imprinted into the landscape of nation so that 

their inscription is eventually rendered in(di)visible and they are thus construed as inherent and 

incontrovertible.  

 

 
Figure 8: Leah Decter, Imprint (performance documentation) (2006) 

 

Just as memory is said to reside in our bones, it permeates the lands and architectures 

with which we engage in our day-to-day lives. Imprint brings an embodied past-present-future 

nexus into dialogue with conceptions of land and landedness as circulated through the vernacular 

medium of favoured Canadian myths and enduring landscape tropes. In settler states such as 
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Canada, these pedagogical tools of the everyday work to inscribe colonial thinking into national 

and personal memory, thus concretizing expedient mythologies as a preferential form of 

(not-)knowing. Imprint disquiets this exercise of myth/truth-making by intervening in prevalent 

immigration narratives that are incised as integral facets of the co-memory of this nation. In 

challenging such totalizing narratives, Imprint situates immigration policies within their rightful 

context as part of the larger settler colonial project in which contemporary descendants are 

implicated. I use personal histories in Imprint—in particular my Zaida’s arrival and place-making 

on this land—as a substructure from which to examine the correlations between immigration and 

the settler colonial project that are concealed by dominant historical accounts and the intentional 

forgettings inhered in prevailing nationalist myths and narratives. By invoking the transit of my 

ancestors, I mean to place distinct histories in the context of the colonial dis/locations within 

which they are implicated. In doing so it is not my intention to refute the very real challenges of 

translocation. Rather, I mean to complicate and re-cognize taken-for-granted narratives of arrival 

and place-making by alluding to historical realities that are overwritten by deep-seated, doggedly 

reproduced, and colonially expedient public and personal memory. 

In Imprint, marking the land performs fissures into national narratives of the settler 

imaginary and the corresponding versions of land/scape as perpetual sites of commemoration. 

The snowy field provides a resonant base from which my actions might unsettle the persistent 

racist and settler colonial logics expressed through powerful mythologies entangled with place, 

such as that of the great white north. Through my dogged pacing of the rectangular perimeter I 

reference colonial systems and conditions of occupation, my position within them, and my 

commitment to making them visible as a call to accounts and action. The act of marking 

established by my walking and rewalking this perimeter implicates me—as immigrant 
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(descendant) and white settler—within the systems promoting particular narratives that aid in 

furthering the settler colonial ideal and obscuring the stories that do not. By alluding to the 

transtemporal impacts wrought by the project of settlement/occupation in the lands now known 

as Canada, Imprint draws attention to settler colonial conditions that are rooted in the past, 

steadfast in the present, and bearing heavily on what is possible in the future. 

 Imprint focuses on situating my personal history and present location within the context 

of historical and contemporary manifestations of settler colonialism. It thus calls attention to the 

ways in which remembering and strategic forgetting are enlisted to calcify national ideation, as 

well as the ways the normative constructions of national identity and belonging that flow from 

these exercises can be disturbed. Traversing the realms of national mythologies and personal 

histories, Imprint introduces a pedagogy of reckoning with past-present intersections—a 

remembering otherwise—that is a keystone of memoration. As I have stated, these exercises of 

reckoning did not begin with Imprint; however, working through its iterations over a space of 

several years solidified this stance of critical self-interrogation and honed it as a vital facet of 

memoration on which I continue to build. The early reckonings harboured within the Imprint 

performance (and its further iterations) thus provide a bedrock for, and continue to inform, the 

direction of my research-creation in general, as well as the development of memoration. It was 

only through undertaking the work of contending with the ways I came to be in these lands 

within the context of colonial invasion/settlement, and through this gaining an understanding of 

the ramifications of my continued presence, that I have been able to identify the nature of my 

responsibilities with respect to disrupting the workings of colonialism through the activation of 

unsettling depremacy.  
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Although I grounded Imprint in my own reckonings, I did so in consideration of 

relational factors. I placed my ancestors’ arrivals in relation by recognizing their correlation to 

the colonial project and the impact of “settlement” in relation to dis/possession. This 

corresponded with placing myself in relation by recognizing the ways my contemporary 

presence hinges on these histories and continues to perpetuate dis/possession. As I reflected on 

my process of coming to terms with the ways I am implicated and worked on subsequent 

iterations of Imprint, I became increasingly interested in finding ways to encourage viewers to 

enter a process of critical reflection and activation. This was due, in no small part, to my 

extensive experience with social practice; however, it was also driven by an understanding of the 

urgency of promoting collective action. As well as these factors of reckoning, through Imprint I 

also began to consider the potency of social, personal, and political implications of site.168 The 

next work I will discuss, (official denial) trade value in progress, advances these themes by 

lifting the process of reckoning from the screen, placing it into more experientially affective 

spaces—academic, artistic, community, and domestic—and intensifying it through the 

inter/act/ivation of the minds and bodies of participants.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
168 Identifying the environmental context in which the work was set—that is, the land/scape and 
the elements—as a crucial performative partner in this piece also led me to work that directly 
reckons with my relationship to the land as a white settler Canadian (this includes the more 
recent Caster Canadensis series (2014-15), founder, fouling (2017), unbecoming (2017), and 
others. As these works are not under discussion here, these elements, as foundational to and 
instrumental in, memoration will not be discussed in depth within this text. 
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(official denial) trade value in progress (2010–16) 

 

 
Figure 9: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress (2010).  
Photo: Leah Decter 

 

 

(official denial) trade value in progress extends the framework of memoration through the 

impulse to work with experiential social engagement that was sparked by the final iteration of 

Imprint. It also grounds memoration in considerations of site. (official denial) does this by 

bringing people into proximity with settler colonial disavowals, and one another, within their 

everyday spaces. It is part of a series called trade value (2008–), which evolved from research I 

undertook in the Hudson Bay Company (HBC) archives shortly after relocating to Winnipeg, 

where they are housed. Although a feature of Canadian material culture that is, to varying 

degrees, recognizable across the country, the HBC’s close connection with Winnipeg (Treaty 

One Territory) grounded the trade value series in histories associated with what was, in 2006, 

my new home. My research in the HBC archives, together with an interest in the notion of trade 

in relation to colonial histories and the nature of Indigenous–settler relations, was the starting 

point for this series. The trade value works enlist the HBC blanket as a conduit through which to 
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interrogate colonial nation-building and reframe relations between Indigenous peoples/nations 

and the settler state/society. The contentious genealogy and contemporary connotations of HBC 

blankets situate them as powerful signifiers of intersecting Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

histories and narratives, and thus present a rich substrate for interrogation.  

At the time I began this series, a number of Indigenous artists, such as Bob Boyer, Robert 

Houle, and Rosalie Favell, had already enlisted the HBC blanket as a way of confronting aspects 

of settler colonialism and articulating various facets of Indigenous experience.169 In addition to 

these Indigenous perspectives, Marianne Corless has worked with the blankets from her 

positionality as a white settler Canadian. Her use of the blankets in works collectively titled 

Further (2001–04) was an early influence on the trade value series. In this work, Corless 

implicates the blankets as trappings of Canadian national identity and the Canadian flag as a 

vector of nationalism, combining the two to confront the perpetuation of Canadian myths and to 

disquiet the ways (settler) Canadians see our/themselves. She infects the HBC blankets with 

stains, scars, and contortions that are inescapably evocative of disease and provisional repair and 

further emblazons them with often ghostly images of the maple leaf as the emblem on the 

Canadian flag. In this way, as blanket-flags, they are reminiscent of the wilful and negligent 

spread of disease to Indigenous communities by the colonizer via the blankets while at the same 

time suggesting that the ills of Canadian nation-building span far wider scope that stretches to 

the present. The exhibition essay for Corless’s show at grunt gallery in Vancouver states that this 

work “undermines the complacency of the official record.”170 Corless asserts of the work: “I am 

                                                
169 Subsequent to 2008, many other artists have used the blanket, including Rebecca Belmore, 
Keesic Douglas, and Sonny Assu.   
170 John Luna, catalogue essay for exhibition Further at grunt gallery in January 2004, 
https://johnluna.net/2009/01/26/marianne-corless/. 
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using the Canadian flag ... [and] the jolt of ownership that it evokes to generate a sense of 

responsibility in the viewer. The flag belongs to all Canadians and we must accept all that it 

represents: greatness, vision and violence. That is who we are. That is who I am.”171 Through 

their invocation and disturbance of familiar Canadiana, the blanket-flags in Further confront the 

viewer with a difficult story of nation-building and, I suggest, a clear indictment of Canadian 

exceptionalism.  

 For trade value, I created a series of works in which I deconstructed and reconfigured 

HBC blankets through material, relational, and digital manipulation. The fourth work in the trade 

value series, (official denial) trade value in progress, was initiated in response to Prime Minister 

Harper’s statement “we also have no history of colonialism,”172 which was part of his response to 

a question posed at the G20 Summit in the fall of 2009. In the months preceding this statement, I 

had been working on (official apology) 913 words: trade value unknown, a work that considered 

the Apology to Former Students of Indian Residential Schools delivered by Prime Minister 

Harper in June 2008.173 I was conscious of my positionality in undertaking this work and chose 

to engage with the apology as one of those Canadians on whose behalf it was explicitly 

delivered.174 I was interested in the ways its value was contested. Rather than imposing my 

opinion of the apology’s value, I considered both the manner in which it was variously received 

and what it might mean, as a white settler citizen, to have something so important and so 

legitimately contested uttered on my behalf. It was while I was working on this piece, a little 

                                                
171 Marianne Corless, artist talk at grunt gallery, 2004. Quoted in Meg Walker, “Fur and the Flag.” 
Canadian Medical Association Journal 170, no. 5 (2004): https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 
pmc/articles/PMC343860/.  
172 See: David Ljunggren, “Every G20 Nation Wants to Be Canadian, Insists PM,” Reuters, 
September 25, 2009. 
173 Harper, “Statement of Apology.” 
174 Harper, “Statement of Apology.” 
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over a year after he delivered the apology, that Harper made his “official denial,” as I identified 

it at the time, and I was moved to respond.  

The result was (official denial) trade value in progress, a long-term participatory dialogic 

project that engaged participants to respond to Harper’s denial. It did so through the use of two 

primary interfaces: a set of books and a 12-by-15-foot textile object made from reconfigured 

HBC blankets. The blanket composite features at its centre a machine-stitched version of 

Harper’s statement:  

 

 
Figure 10: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress (June 2010). Photo: 
Leah Decter   

 

Wherever the piece was presented, the public was asked to write their responses to Harper’s 

statement in a project book. At subsequent sewing actions hosted in a variety of locations, each 
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participant selected a response already written in the book and sewed it onto the blanket,175 as 

well as leaving a written response in the book for future sewers. Over time the original machine-

sewn statement was crowded out by several hundred hand-sewn responses that enacted layers of 

witnessing rendered through a unique collaborative trace combining the participants’ thoughts, 

labour, and affective engagement. Although (official denial) exemplifies a number of facets of 

memoration, I focus this discussion primarily on its deployment of the HBC blankets through 

embodied engagement as a way of instigating activated relational witnessing—a witnessing 

otherwise that echoes my mobilization of remembering otherwise in Imprint. 

 

The HBC Blanket as Social Fabric: Re-cognizing a Vexing Genealogy  

My interest in working with HBC blankets was largely inspired by research in the HBC archives 

together with my ongoing use of textiles as a familiar material form tied to culture, industry, and 

the everyday. My intention was to use the blankets to interrupt dominant national stories and 

reveal the intentional lapses of public memory they embed in the Canadian consciousness. The 

everydayness of visual and material culture such as the HBC blanket does not preclude it from 

acting as a powerful artifact of nationalist identity.176 On the contrary, pervasive, commonplace 

cultural symbols, images, and icons play a significant role in circulating the excisions and 

                                                
175 Although this is what was asked there were times when participants challenged these 
instructions. There were a number of reasons stated for objections and space was always created 
for conversation when this happened. Sometimes when people understood the rationale for 
configuring the participation in this way they chose to follow the instruction and sometimes they 
did not. Occasionally a participant would simply disregard what was asked and sew their own 
statement. In fact there were a number of powerful moments in which a participant’s desire to 
sew their own text was productive of a profound and important teaching.  
176 See: Margot Francis, Creative Subversions: Whiteness, Indigeneity, and the National 
Imaginary (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011); Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myth, Memory, 
and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp, 1997). 
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projections that inhere within foundational national narratives as a form of public memory. As 

these icons are ubiquitous in the everyday, so too do their omissions become part of the 

unconscious within day-to-day life. The highly visible images and icons that surround us become 

so familiar that they are, on the surface, drained of historical specificities and the difficult 

knowledge that they carry. In this way they effectively and subconsciously condition what is or 

is not told, heard, or learned by infusing a form of “comfortable blindness” into the dominant 

settler imaginary.177 

 

“The past is not something we can choose to forget or accept on our convenience.  

It is always with us. In the ground we stand on and in the blood in our veins. 

Denial is no shield from it.”178 
  

Yet just as icons and emblems are profoundly influential in determining and replicating 

dominant mythologies of national identity, they also prove powerful when subverted. Their 

prevalence and cultural meaning in the popular consciousness makes such icons and images, and 

their attending mythologies, ripe for artistic interventions. Curator and scholar Erica Lehrer and 

historian Cynthia E. Milton suggest artistic interventions that “activate, re-activate and de-

                                                
177 Naomi Angel, and Pauline Wakeham, “Witnessing In Camera: Photographic Reflections on 
Truth and Reconciliation,” in Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action In and Beyond 
Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, ed. Dylan Robinson and Keavy Martin 
(Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2016), 94. 
178 The statements interspersed throughout the (official denial) text are derived from the 
responses contributed to the project. Their inclusion in this format was a device Jaimie Isaac and 
I used first in our text “(official denial) trade value in progress: Unsettling Narratives,” in 
Reconcile This and later in our contribution to “Reflections of Unsettling Narratives of Denial,” 
in The Land We Are: Artists and Writers Unsettle the Politics of Reconciliation, edited by 
Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill and Sophie McCall. Although I have added some new statements, 
the majority were selected collaboratively by Jaimie and I and represent contributions to the 
project up to the spring of 2012. 
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activate”179 institutional and other representations of public memory can be highly impactful. 

Artists can harness these prominent visual triggers “storying in and against colonial legacies”180 

to compel the viewer into self-reflection and the reassessment of entrenched beliefs. Thus 

enlisting and intervening in the highly charged trappings of colonial justification common in the 

Canadian vernacular can effectively interrupt habituated modes of thinking, relating, and being. 

The HBC blanket stands as a significant cultural emblem within the Canadian vernacular. 

As the earliest de facto colonial currency in what was to become Canada, the HBC blanket 

suggests a legacy of trade that is fraught yet potentially recuperative. Activating the HBC 

blankets through material, relational, and dialogic strategies, (official denial) trade value in 

progress foregrounds the influence economic, political, and social factors inherent in notions of 

trade—as it was instituted by European invaders—have had on contemporary conditions of 

settler colonialism. Trade, in the context of the HBC’s activities, is inextricably linked to the 

deeply asymmetrical project of settler colonial nation-building in the land that became known as 

Canada. The HBC’s influence is imbricated with capitalist aspirations, extending from resource 

exploitation associated with the fur trade to land dis/possession enacted through colonially 

embedded practices of annexation and re/distribution. As such, the HBC contributed 

significantly to fashioning a foundation of settler colonial attitudes and structures that work to 

ingrain European dominance in cultural, political, and economic spheres in contemporary 

Canada. At the same time, if the idea of trade is excised from European-based economic and 

moralistic imperatives, it may have the potential to elicit interchanges that manifest balanced, 

reciprocal relationality. 

                                                
179 Lehrer and Milton, “Witnessing to Witnessing,” 8. 
180 Francis, Creative Subversions, 6. 



 107 

I situate the HBC blanket as a product of European design that was initially circulated by, 

and for the benefit of, settler colonial interests. In this way I understand it as an artifact issuing 

from colonial culture that, as a settler Canadian, I can justifiably appropriate from the colonial 

frame to set about its disruption. To be sure, the genealogy of the HBC blanket cannot be 

reduced (historically or contemporarily) to this position as a colonial currency. HBC blankets are 

understood to have been used against Indigenous peoples in the spreading of disease, yet they 

also came to be a cultural feature in many Indigenous communities and cultures.181 Moreover, 

their contemporary significance is solidified through their invocation as a national symbol. As a 

commodity within contemporary Canadian culture, their difficult histories have largely been 

erased, and the HBC blanket is now cast as a celebratory, enduring aspect of Canadiana and a 

luxury item often given as a gift to mark pivotal junctures of people’s lives. It is this tangled and 

troubled genealogy that makes the HBC blanket such a resonant iconic figure to interfere with 

and, as in (official denial), to use as a platform for dialogic witnessing. 

 

“What a thing to do to a Hudson Bay blanket” 

 “My grandfather shared his blanket with NWMP (Northwest Mounted Police)—who 

became known as Chief Walking Blanket”  

 

                                                
181 In a conversation at the Winnipeg TRC, one gentleman explained to me that the 8 point 
blankets were known in his community at the Chief’s Blanket. Discussing contemporary 
Indigenous associations with HBC point blankets Chelsea Vowel asserts that they continue to be 
“highly prized among Métis and First Nations people,” who wear them “with a sense of 
understood irony that cannot be translated into settler contexts.” Chelsea Vowel, “Blanket 
Statement,” Canadian Art, July 3, 2017, http://canadianart.ca/features/blanket-statement-chelsea-
vowel/. 
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With Eyes To See: Resistance and the Activation of Witnessing Otherwise 

(official denial) trade value in progress places Prime Minister Harper’s statement “we also have 

no history of colonialism” squarely in the spotlight by inviting Canadians to respond to it in a 

number of ways. At the time of its uttering, this statement held the mainstream public eye for an 

astonishingly brief period of time, although it was subject to analysis from Indigenous and 

alternative media and has since garnered considerable academic attention. Nevertheless, the way 

it was so quickly and neatly brushed aside at the time certainly betrays a general acceptance of 

such a notion within mainstream Canadian society.182 In this way it echoes the desire of settler 

states and societies to erase any traces of the violence of colonial invasion and its contemporary 

forms and thus to evade the responsibilities that ensue. As Jennifer Henderson and Pauline 

Wakeham contend, Harper’s G20 statement is a “whitewashing of the foundational imperialist 

invasion upon which the nation is predicated as well as the state’s long-standing policies of race-

based discrimination.”183 Upon hearing this statement and observing its fleeting presence, my 

initial impulse was to “press pause” and subject it to scrutiny in a way that would call upon 

Canadians to resist the desire to turn away. Similar to official apology, I was not interested in 

foregrounding my own opinion of the statement. Rather, I wanted to build on the aesthetically 

coded interrogations embedded in official apology by asking for direct responses to Harper’s 

denial in the context of the HBC blankets. I sought to engage people in undertaking their own 

interrogations-in-relation, to speak for themselves in response to the statement, and to have an 

opportunity to listen deeply to one another—to activate a practice of witnessing otherwise.  

                                                
182 Morgensen, “Biopolitics,” 66.  
183 Jennifer Henderson and Pauline Wakeham, “Colonial Reckoning, National Reconciliation?: 
Aboriginal Peoples and the Culture of Redress in Canada,” ESC: English Studies in Canada 35, 
no. 1 (2009): 1. 
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“Is it possible he didn't mean to say that?” 

“Canada does not have a history of de- colonization” 

“CANT EVEN WRITE! TOO ANGRY!” 

“Denial: Helping politicians sleep at night” 

 

The project’s early development was highly influential to the way it unfolded. Although I 

conceived of the material and participatory framework for (official denial) trade value in 

progress independently, it evolved into a long-term collaboration with Anishinaabe/British artist 

and curator Jaimie Isaac. I initially envisioned the project as a way to use my position as a non-

Indigenous artist to engage non-Indigenous citizens in a dialogue about the difficult knowledge 

of Canada’s settler colonial history and present. In particular, I understood Harper’s denial as a 

kind of mirror to the casual and overt disavowal so common in everyday life of the dominant 

settler society. I felt that using it as such might provoke reflections and conversations among 

non-Indigenous Canadians that were not readily occurring at that time. I had the title, a sketch of 

the blanket object, and a design for the project’s public engagement when Jaimie visited my 

studio. At the time (early spring of 2010), Jaimie was curating and programming the exhibition 

component of the first Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) event, which was to be held 

in Winnipeg in June of 2010. Jaimie became instrumental in the project’s trajectory when she 

invited it to be part of the TRC exhibition. I appreciated her forward-thinking commitment to 

“recogniz[ing] and celebrat[ing]” within the TRC exhibition “projects by non-Indigenous people 
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that work in the area of decolonization.”184 I also understood that such an opportunity would 

create a significant shift in the project by injecting it with responses from Indigenous attendees at 

the TRC proceedings. I considered carefully whether to accept her invitation, being very 

cognizant of the complexities surrounding occupying space as a white settler Canadian artist in 

such a context. This invitation marked the first of many points at which it was crucial to listen 

carefully and respond to the directional possibilities of the project. I trusted Jaimie’s analysis and 

her rationale for including this work, and agreed to its inclusion. The TRC exhibition became the 

de facto launch185 of the project and in this way Jaimie’s prescience made a considerable 

contribution to the project’s direction both by providing a platform through which it was 

launched and by recognizing the TRC as a resonant context in which to begin its dialogic life. 

For these reasons I invited Jaimie to collaborate on its activation from this point forward. Since 

that time, Jaimie’s involvement and our collaboration has significantly informed the way 

participants, sewing action hosts, and viewers engage with the project. 

Although (official denial) trade value in progress was exhibited during the first TRC 

event, it was not a product of the TRC or the state’s reconciliation program. In fact, many of the 

more than one hundred responses to Harper’s statement that were contributed at the Winnipeg 

TRC event asserted and echoed criticisms of the dominant Canadian reconciliation discourses 

and the TRC itself. Activists, community members, and scholars have expressed that the 

Canadian TRC has perpetuated a profound healing process for Indigenous individuals and 

                                                
184 Jaimie Isaac, in Leah Decter and Jaimie Isaac, “Reflections on Unsettling Narratives of 
Denial,” in The Land We Are: Artists and Writers Unsettle the Politics of Reconciliation, ed. 
Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill and Sophie McCall (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring, 2015), 124. 
185 To ensure there were sewn responses on the blanket when it was exhibited at the Winnipeg 
TRC, several small-scale activations were undertaken by me and colleagues in Winnipeg’s art 
and activist communities. 
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communities, focused unprecedented public attention on Indigenous–non-Indigenous relations 

by foregrounding the imperative of reconciliation, and brought awareness to the egregious 

injustices and lasting effects of the Indian residential school (IRS) system through public 

education. However, processes of giving and witnessing testimony enacted through the TRC 

have been soundly interrogated as to their intended and actual outcomes, and have subsequently 

been criticized for often re-inscribing colonial relations.  

Many of those engaged in analyses of the TRC point out that it staged a form of 

witnessing that applied a preponderance of emotional labour to IRS and intergenerational 

survivors and asked little of the few non-Indigenous Canadians who attended.186 Métis artist, 

curator, and writer David Garneau argues that, to the degree non-Indigenous publics attended, 

the TRC staged the annunciation of Indigenous pain for settler consumption.187 While it is clear 

that many survivors have made vital challenges to this demand by deviating from the standpoint 

of “victimry”188 expected within the TRC format, its essence remained one of emotional inequity 

centred on the display of Indigenous trauma. With comparatively little output of labour, and 

scant personal investment, non-Indigenous witnesses were able to assume a decidedly passive 

demeanour. This does not preclude the foregrounding of whatever feelings they did experience 

as those that matter. White settler scholar Paulette Regan discusses a common non-Indigenous 

response to witnessing the TRC testimony as “feel[ing] good about feeling bad.”189 This 

                                                
186 See: Angel and Wakeham, “Witnessing in Camera”; Regan, Unsettling the Settler; Dylan 
Robinson, “Intergenerational Sense, Intergenerational Responsibility,” in Martin and Robinson, 
Arts of Engagement; Simon, “Worrying Together.” 
187 David Garneau, “Imaginary Spaces of Conciliation and Reconciliation,” Reconcile This! West 
Coast Line, no. 74, Summer 2012, 34. 
188 Robinson, “Intergenerational Sense,” 44. See also Angel and Wakeham, “Witnessing in 
Camera.” 
189 Regan, Unsettling the Settler, 47. 
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superficial and consumptively empathetic response allows the non-Indigenous witness the 

satisfaction of “feeling” profoundly in the moment and understanding their resulting catharsis in 

doing so to be sufficient. Here, a “cultural politics of emotion” is marshaled in a way that  “the 

very claim to feel bad … also involves the self-perception of being good.”190 Further, white 

settler people listening to stories of Indigenous pain may feel pity that simply bolsters their 

superiority.191 For the settler witness of Indigenous trauma feeling bad-good can thus be a route 

to the reiteration of dominance and an absolution that is intrinsically tied to the self. 

Distancing the non-Indigenous spectator through “retrospective witnessing”192 initiates a 

form of closure that ties the self to nation while delinking the past and present. For example, in 

the TRC format, survivor and intergenerational experience was predominantly attached to the 

state’s historical actions, thus “redirect[ing] attention from the state mechanisms and re-

focus[ing] on specific injustices and wrong-doings”193 that can be relegated to the past. 

Similarly, the Canadian apology asked all Canadians to witness and join in, as the state 

recognized the IRS system in a way that “isolates harms to one thing… that is recognizable” and, 

presumably, neatly “reconcilable.”194 As with the individual non-Indigenous TRC witness, 

shame and bad feelings are not necessarily evaded. On the contrary, bad feelings aid in a national 

(and individual) resolution. Sara Ahmed frames witnessing in relation to the Australian apology 

in this way: 

Those [white people] who witness the past injustice through feeling “national 

                                                
190 Ahmed, “Declaration of Whiteness.” 
191 Dylan Robinson, “Feeling Reconciliation, Remaining Settled,” in Theatres of Affect, ed. Erin 
Hurley (Toronto: Playwrights Canada, 2014), 275–306. 
192 Angel and Wakeham, “Witnessing in Camera,” 99. 
193 Bird and Corntassel, “Canada, Portrait of a Serial Killer,” 201. 
194 Audra Simpson, “Whither Settler Colonialism?,” Settler Colonial Studies 6, no. 4 (2016): 
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shame” are aligned with each other as “well meaning individuals”; if you feel 
shame, then you mean well. Shame “makes” the nation in the witnessing of past 
injustice, a witnessing that involves feeling shame, as it exposes the failure of the 
nation to live up to its ideals. But this exposure is temporary, and becomes the 
ground for a narrative of national recovery. By witnessing what is shameful about 
the past, the nation can “live up to” the ideals that secure its identity or being in 
the present. In other words, our shame shows that we mean well. The transference 
of bad feeling to the subject in this admission of shame is only temporary, as the 
“transference” itself becomes evidence of the restoration of an identity of which 
we can be proud.195 

 
Ahmed goes on to argue: the “proximity of national shame to indigenous pain may be what 

offers the promise of reconciliation, a future of ‘living together,’ in which the rifts of the past 

have been healed.”196 It would seem that this promise is predicated on the relationships between 

Indigenous pain and national shame-pride that stem from settler colonial conditions remaining 

intact. Witnessing, in this context, promotes fantasies of innocence for both the settler majority 

and the settler state rather than stimulating “intergenerational responsibility.”197 It is clear that 

there is a high potential for non-Indigenous witnesses to Indigenous suffering to be disconnected 

from their complicity in, and advantages from, settler colonial constructs that perpetuate the 

oppression of Indigenous peoples in the present. Thus we can see how the TRC’s approaches to 

testimony and witnessing risk advancing for the Canadian state and majority settler public an 

imminent and premature closure, rather than inciting the substantively decolonizing and/or 

unsettling change called for by those focused on a future of Indigenous sovereignty and just 

relations. 
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If witnessing is to be a part of what leads to such a future, it clearly cannot be a form that 

is passive, detached, or expedient.198 It cannot be a form that is indiscriminately activated either, 

because mere activation does not guarantee ethical activation. This would call for a form of 

witnessing in which the uneven terrain of emotional and other forms of labour are, at the very 

least, recognized. Knowing the terrain is unbalanced in this way, and cannot be easily or 

instantly levelled, does not, however, preclude steps from being taken. Witnessing toward 

equitable futures and relations requires that dominantly positioned witnesses cultivate “the ears 

to hear.”199 It requires the witness to resist retreating from responsibilities that ensue from 

knowing. In this sense, witnessing must be activated care-fully. Tahltan artist, educator, and 

curator Peter Morin suggests that “active witnessing requires a response and a space for a 

response. it also requires the embodiment of the difficult political histories which influence our 

daily lives.”200  

 

Facing Denial: Rendering Response in Distant and Proximal Relation  

The processes of witnessing and testimony engendered through (official denial) trade value in 

progress diverge significantly from those privileged in official entities such as the TRC. In 

contrast, this project promotes a form of witnessing that challenges passivity, detachment, and 

expediency, and endeavours to create a space for activation, response, and the embodiment of the 

difficult histories of the everyday. This is demonstrated by the nature of the “testimony” 

                                                
198 See: Angel and Wakeham, “Witnessing in Camera;” David Gaertner, “Aboriginal Principles 
of Witnessing and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada,” in Martin and 
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200 Peter Morin, “this is what happens when we perform the memory of the land,” in Martin and 
Robinson, Arts of Engagement, 78. 
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contributed to the project, the formats of its witnessing advanced through the project, and the 

reciprocal relationship between the two. While the direction of the project’s dialogue was 

initially prompted by the G20 statement inscribed at the centre of the blanket, the responses to it 

written in the books, and subsequently sewn onto the blanket, were also deeply influential in this 

regard. Because the Winnipeg TRC exhibition was the first major public display of the work, the 

many responses contributed there formed a foundation for the ensuing dialogue. While these 

responses represent Indigenous and non-Indigenous voices from a variety of perspectives, they 

are heavily weighted toward IRS survivors and those contending with intergenerational effects. 

These responses can certainly be understood as a form of testimony, and over the intervening 

years testimonial responses continued to be offered.  

Much of what can be considered testimony embedded into the project at all stages not 

only functions in direct resistance to the G20 statement, it is also accompanied by emphatic 

assertions questioning the integrity of the state and the efficacy of its actions in relation to a 

range of settler colonial realities. These responses resist a discourse that seeks to confine 

Canada’s colonial policies to the Indian residential school system as an ill-considered action 

indicative of its time that has since been transcended by progressive expressions. Rather than 

replicating and perpetuating the apology’s “fram[ing] in a nationalist narrative that dispels real 

accountability,”201 these testimonies are self-activating, explicitly situating the recounting of IRS 

experiences and effects within the larger context of the ongoing settler colonial and racist logics 

in which such policies are embedded. Some of these statements include critical reflections on the 

potential and efficacy of current Canadian discourses of reconciliation in general and the TRC in 
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particular. Jaimie Isaac elaborates, stating: 

It was powerful to collect responses at the first Canadian TRC event because the 
very notion of truth and reconciliation was scrutinized by a diverse and affected 
audience. After sharing/hearing the trauma endured and then facing the (official 
denial) statement on the blanket, people were able to critically engage the 
political deceptions and implications, and could respond in an uncensored manner. 
Survivors at the first TRC event in Winnipeg and the TRC event in Edmonton 
four years later expressed the need for this kind of project as it provided a unique 
opportunity for them to share their knowledge and experiences in ways that didn’t 
feel coerced by government design; they felt they could be open with their stories 
in a more participatory and empowered manner.202  

 
Such self-contextualized testimonies have both propelled and been propelled by other responses 

contributed to the project. Subsequently, expressions of outrage, shame, resistance, and 

conviction, together with and embodied within, the testimony, weave an open counter-narrative 

that places the G20 statement fully into context vis- à -vis current colonial conditions.  

 

“Colonialism took my language from me. It is real!” 

“Not only is there a history of colonialism there is a living experience of 

colonialism” 

 

 “I remember the ones that ran away and just … vanished. They drowned, died from 

exposure trying to get home. How could you deny what happened?” 
 

With this charged testimony filtered into its content, the project’s conditions of 

witnessing are heightened. Its participatory framework both engenders and problematizes 

witnessing through the embodied encounters within its solitary and collective spaces of viewing, 

reading, and sewing, and through the divergent material, genealogical, and discursive 

characteristics of its participatory platforms—that is, the books and textile. As an authoritative 
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convention, the book form imbues a formal dimension to its content, offering the counter-

narratives unfolding in its pages as a restorying of the national-settler imaginary, and thus 

providing an upheaval to the “archival memory and official histories of settler colonial 

society.”203 Those contributing to the books are palpably present as individuals, not only through 

the measure of their words, but also in such intimate details as “the pressure of a pen on paper, 

the size and shape of text and its placement on the page.”204 The orderly nature of the book form, 

which might otherwise work to contain or tame the stories within it, is counterbalanced by the 

translation of texts from written to sewn manifestations. This renders a tension between the texts’ 

articulations in the books and on the blanket. The transit between the two morphs the steady 

rhythm of pages into an erratic cadence that defies ready containment. Moreover, the HBC 

blankets on which the sewn texts reside work to embed them implicitly in a larger context of 

settler colonial policies that intersect with economics, land, culture, and sovereignty.  

 
Figure 11: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress. Sewing 
Action: Thomson River University, Kamloops (2014). Photo: Leah Decter 
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“Words, the new Smallpox” 

 “My ancestors arrived here in the early years of the 20th century and I know  

that the Canada they came to was and is an artifact of colonialism” 

 

 “Consequences of inconsequential words. Language forces us to consider who 

 we are in relation to others” 
 

 
Figure 12: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress (2013).  
Photo: Leah Decter 
 

Echoing the written text in the books, the texts on the blanket convey the presence of the 

sewer through distinctive, idiosyncratic stitching—the visceral affect and the sensory orality of 

text rendered in thread, beads, and yarn. The blanket is an anomalous, unruly archive. Its 

dialogue is unresolved, ever changing, and without a predictable compositional logic. The sewn 
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texts, which are applied to the blanket in a clamour of colours, angles, sizes, and textures, must 

be navigated physically, sometimes to a point of discomfort. Unlike reified, static historical or 

archival records, this text has no pre-inscribed order and therefore each viewer’s meandering 

path through it will result in a unique account. With a variety of voices present, no one narrative 

is prescribed to dominate, and thus proprietary assumptions are also diffused. In other words, as 

Jaimie states: 

(official denial) privileges uncensored, cross-cultural, intergenerational dialogue 
and critical exchange between diverse individuals on the issues of colonialism, 
reconciliation, denial, and truth. As it evolves, the blanket has become a public 
record revealing a myriad of perspectives, bridging unlikely communities through 
a mediated dialogue and through an activist initiative.205 
 
  

 
Figure 13: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress (2015). Photo: Don 
Hall, courtesy of the MacKenzie Art Gallery 
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On the blanket these varied statements form a dialogue that is decidedly multilayered. The 

complexity of the collection of statements surrounding any given text sewn on the blanket 

unsettles compulsions toward simplistic or vicarious identification and disrupts moral 

centralities. The statements in relation exist in a candid, messy, and often uneasy conversation 

that complicates colonially constructed Indigenous/settler dichotomies. Moreover, what may be 

missing is as important as that which is present. These lacunae conspire to reject the tidy 

packaging of superficially resolved narratives that dominate the setter imaginary, such as those 

suggesting the ills of colonization are all in the past and that Indigenous peoples should now 

simply “get over it.” These weighty gaps, together with the often chaotic interrelation of the 

sewn responses, and the physical embodiment required to encounter the texts defies a passive 

approach to witnessing.  

 
Figure 14: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress (2016).  
Photo Credit: Jordan Blackburn 
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 The back of the blanket reiterates the project’s intentional infringement on simple re-

presentation and reception. As the project progressed, the back became an unexpectedly resonant 

counterpoint. An unselfconscious echo of the narratives reflected in sewn responses on the front, 

it further reinforces the productive weight of difficult apprehension. A cacophony of knots, 

tangles, threads, and stitches, the back speaks to that which cannot be easily or fully voiced, 

understood, rationalized, or communicated. Forming a type of asemic text, these unbidden, yet 

demonstrably poetic, markings conjoin what is hidden, avoided, and unuttered with the emphatic 

articulations seen in the responses sewn on the front. Redolent of the underbelly of process—of 

the mistakes, misgivings, and contingencies implicit in efforts of actualization—the markings on 

the back appeal for rigour in the act of witnessing, a movement from affect to re/cognition to 

activation called for in critiques of passive witnessing.206  

 

“reconciliation = re-colonization” 

“Although my family immigrated relatively recently, my white Canadian life is still 

built on a foundation of Aboriginal pain, suffering, trauma, poverty and betrayal” 

 

“Its time for a change and change has to come from all of us speaking out” 

“Don't think you can be an innocent bystander” 

 

Witnessing is also activated and nuanced through the embodied engagements of the 

project. The blanket’s haptic materiality opens reflective and affective portals, imbuing its 

reception with the social and cultural particularity of the HBC blankets and with the notion of 

                                                
206 See: Regan, Unsettling the Settler”; Simon, “Towards a Hopeful Practice.” 



 122 

“blanket” as generalizing, obscuring, and comforting. One is aware of the idiosyncratic 

characteristics of the second-hand blankets of which the object is made: “Patterns and degrees of 

wear, imperfections, and even the lingering odors evoke familiar utility and the nearness of 

unknown inter-narratives.”207 Sewing on the blanket expands this embodied relation as a material 

act both inherently relatable and demonstrably political. Furthermore, “As a speech act sewing 

re/iterates the sampler which, having begun as a means of indoctrination, was retooled as a tactic 

of resistance. Situated in the everyday and bearing compelling connections to labour, industry, 

construction, restoration, and emancipation, sewing operates ‘as a means of linking the social, 

the political and the personal.’ The act of sewing recasts the viewer as participant, bringing them 

into closer proximity with the blankets, other sewers, the G20 statement and the lineage of 

previous responses.”208 

 
Figure 16: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress. Sewing Actions:      
West Central Women’s Centre, Winnipeg (2011). Photo: Leah Decter 

                                                
207 Decter, in Decter and Isaac, “Unsettling Narratives,” 168. 
208 Decter, in Decter and Isaac, “Unsettling Narratives,” 168, quoting Ingrid Bachmann and Ruth 
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Books, 2002), 17. 
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Figure 16: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress. Emily Carr 
University of Art and Design Aboriginal Gathering Place, Vancouver (2015). Photo: Leah Decter 

 

Forms of empathy projected though passive witnessing can be circumvented through the 

decelerated, purposeful, embodied processes entailed in this project. The fact that participants in 

the sewing actions choose someone else’s response from the book to sew onto the blanket 

discourages a cursory interaction with the texts. The process of looking through the responses in 

the books is injected with a heightened regard when one is selecting a response in which to 

invest the time and focus it takes to sew. The slow, deliberate process of the sewing itself 

requires that the participant engage with the text in detail. Both selecting the text and sewing it, 

thus have the effect of intensifying the sewer’s regard for the opinions, stories, assertions, and 

testimonies expressed by others. As the blanket becomes more densely packed with sewn texts,  
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Figure 17: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress. First Nations 
University, Regina (2015). Photo: Leah Decter 

 

its vacant territory decreases such that increased attention must be paid to the placement of any 

new sewn text. In addition, decisions about where to locate a sewn text—whether it will function 

in conversation with or interrupt the tangled dialogue between responses already sewn—requires 

significant consideration. Through these contemplative actions of placing in relation, the 

consumptive bearing of appropriative empathy is problematized. Unsettled in the company of an 

array of sewn and written voices, the collaboration rendered through the act of sewing someone 

else’s statement can resist a simple mirroring in which empathy is engendered only through a 

reflection of the self. Instead of “stealing the pain of others,” this process can highlight the call to 
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question “who benefits from the production of empathy.”209 By putting their hand to a written 

text, and that text to the blanket, rather than doing violence to the original words, the sewer 

embraces the responsibility of propelling them further into public view—into the public record—

as a counter-narrative that functions distinctly in relation.  

While the therapeutic properties of gathering together and sewing cannot be discounted, 

this project does not claim a wholly ameliorative bearing. Instead, the project’s encounters and 

collaborations “both embody and trouble notions of response, responsibility, solidarity [and] 

shared experience,”210 bringing into view historical and contemporary divisions that are 

entrenched within the settler colonial condition. In discussing her experience within the project 

and the way it contends with the reality of regressive attitudes prevalent in Canadian society, 

Jaimie states:  

Even though I know racism still exists, I am often troubled by … some of the 
racist or patronizing comments people have written. These responses are never 
censored (by us) because they reflect latent, and often blatant, colonial mindsets; 
however, another participant’s role can help to bring about greater equality 
through counter-utterances.211  

 

Further, when sewers choose to stitch an offensive response, their act of making it visible renders 

explicit the existence of such sentiments within the public realm. In staging remote and intimate 

proximities, the project foregrounds the potential of coming to know one another despite being 

encumbered by colonially induced disconnections, at the same time as it underscores the 

challenges inherent in such endeavours. While the project features a range of voices from a 

variety of locations, it is marked by social, economic, cultural, and geographical challenges to 
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access that are features of our contemporary settler colonial reality. It follows that although the 

project was open to anyone and includes many voices, in my view, it cannot and does not claim a 

balance of representation in terms of participants’ subject positions and viewpoints. This, I think, 

does not diminish the project’s resonance. Rather, it firmly locates it as operating within, and in 

resistance to, the constrictions of its time and place. Upon reflection over the extended timespan 

of the project, it is clear that these limitations or barriers have been slowly moving and shifting. 

Conversations about the state of relations in Canada have evolved exponentially over the five 

plus years this project was activated, and the dialogues in the project have paralleled these 

developments. Indeed, many of the voices reflected in the project’s books and blanket are 

engaged in the perpetuating of and/or are representative of such evolutions. 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

“What began as an impulse to engage Canadians in critical reflection on personal and political 

accountability—a way of holding a mirror to denial and desire in relation to the very real history 

and present of settler colonialism in Canada—has evolved” as a process of critical, multilayered 

engagement and collaboration.212 Indigenous–non-Indigenous collaborations such as those 

spanning geography, time, and culture that are produced within this project make a crucial 

contribution to reimagining and re-forming the damaged relationships that mark our 

contemporary times. The project’s relational and collaborative frameworks form its core, and 

although material components provide tactile, visible, affective materiality to people’s stories 

and ideas, I contend that the potential for change is manifested “when the residue of the project’s 
                                                
212 Decter, in Decter and Isaac, “Unsettling Narratives,” 170. 
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encounters moves out into the world within the embodied experience and knowledge of those 

who engage.”213  

(official denial) trade value in progress is grounded in witnessing otherwise as a 

contextualized, embodied, relational encounter, as apposed to the imbalanced practices seen in 

initiatives such as the TRC. Although it has clearly been impacted by its presentation at TRC 

events, (official denial) defies the restrictive narratives of official state-sponsored proceedings. 

The books’ handwritten responses and the blanket’s hand-sewn texts, together with the cross-

generative act of sewing, particularly when in proximity with one another, bring into dialogue 

the disparate experiences of those who contribute and engage while placing the G20 statement 

within the context of broader colonial elisions. As Jaimie contends: 

The blanket is a reflexive aesthetic that invites viewers to think about and 
consider past and current colonialism, becoming a space for agency and reflection. 
The blanket acts as a site for inquiry and social critique, and the artist, curator, 
host, and participants are all interdependent in bringing about this process. 
Through the process of participation and engagement, the line between artist and 
object, viewer and object is disrupted, enabling participants to learn and 
understand the blanket’s subject matter on a very personal and tactile level. … To 
truly embrace truth, healing and reconciliation, it is necessary to first understand 
denial, pain and conflict. … In connecting a historical colonial object with current 
political and capitalist oppression, (official denial) is … an act towards 
decolonization.214  

 

Unfolding in reaction to Harper’s statement, one another’s responses, and the experience of 

participating in the events, the project’s dialogue enacts a critical and embodied restorying. 

Rather than instigating consumptive or passive empathy, the activation of decelerated 

engagement with the affective, relational, and aesthetic facets of the project generates an 
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“empathic unsettlement”215 that calls to account. As “an act towards decolonization,” (official 

denial) trade value in progress protests the colonial silences that are so deeply entrenched in 

Canada’s public memory by activating a confluence of personal reflections that convey anger, 

shame, pain, loss, fear, resistance, ignorance, impatience, humility, respect, humour, and 

sometimes denial. 

Working on (official denial) from 2010 to 2016 was a unique and transformative 

experience that has had significant influence on my ongoing artistic and research practices and 

my actions in daily life. It was truly an honour to have the opportunity to embrace these 

challenging issues in dialogue with such a range of individuals and communities, from Halifax to 

Vancouver Island, and to work alongside Jaimie over this extended period of time. It is a rare 

privilege to be gifted the often difficult and complex stories that were offered to this project and 

to participate in the sometimes contentious and so often thought-provoking dialogues that ensued. 

There is a plethora of profound and important sentiments visible on the blanket and in the books, 

yet some of the of the project’s vital dialogues were experienced in the moment of encounter 

while sewing, and therefore offer no trace but what is left to memory. Some of the interactions 

that have proven to be the most powerful (both positively and negatively) have taken place in 

quiet moments away from the sewing table. I echo Jaimie in her characterization of one of these 

distinctly moving experiences:  

One memory I hold dear is of an Elder who attended one of our sewing actions on 
Vancouver Island in the summer of 2014. She sat quietly for most of the time, 
listening to the conversations and reading the blanket. She found both Leah and 
me separately afterwards and, with tears in her eyes, she thanked us for coming to 
her community, for our collaboration. I think that kind of exchange is what 
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motivates us and commits us to continue.216  
 

As Jaimie and I stated in the introduction to our text “Reflections on Unsettling Narratives of 

Denial,” in The Land We Are: Artists and Writers Unsettle the Politics of Reconciliation in 

Canada:  

With hundreds of sewn and written responses contributed … and innumerable 
undocumented conversations and interactions, the piece has become a public 
record of sorts; giving evidence of both the connections and the difficult divides 
to be considered in the process of forging a future of “peaceful co-existence.”217  
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

By redeploying HBC blankets, appropriating Harper’s denial, and stimulating response through 

carefully considered frameworks of activated witnessing, (official denial) built on the incursions 

into public memory and the pedagogy of reckoning that was sparked by Imprint. It complicated 

and undermined the colonial gaze by shining a light onto relational, declarative, and material 

manifestations of public memory. In this way, it created opportunities for participants and 

viewers to reckon with settler colonial conditions on personal, collective, and national terms. 

Revolving around often difficult dialogic exchanges that unfolded over the space of five plus 

years, (official denial) tracked and was part of evolving discourses that span a breadth of 

geographically, temporally, culturally, and socially diverse spaces. With an ear to the ground in 

these varied contexts, and through the experience of my and Jaimie’s collaboration, this project 

contributed to the research and relationship building that was instrumental in shaping the 

strategies for investigation and disruption enfolded into memoration. (official denial) shifted 
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memoration from a solitary pursuit to one that is decidedly relational. While it brought people 

together, it did so in ways that sat with the discomforting realities of our still colonial cultural 

and political landscapes. In this way, it sustained memoration within a terrain that implicitly 

refuses the pull of tidy resolution or uncritical collaboration. By injecting the range of sentiments 

conveyed within the project into, and engaging people within, familiar spaces, it propelled 

memoration into the everyday sites of encounter and re/collection.  

 

 
  Figure 18: Leah Decter/Jaimie Isaac, (official denial) trade value in progress. (2015).  
  Photo: Don Hall, courtesy of the MacKenzie Art Gallery 

 



 131 

(official denial) advanced memoration by engaging Canadians directly in a form of 

contextualized reflection in relation. Inviting viewers and participants to situate themselves in the 

restorying of colonial narratives of denial and erasure, it activated a form of “remembering 

otherwise” introduced in Imprint. By creating the conditions for learning from one another, it 

extended the ethic of remembering otherwise to infuse memoration with a practice of witnessing 

otherwise. In the same way as Imprint contends with the ways in which both historical and 

contemporary forms of colonial violence are expunged from personal and public memory and the 

mythologies that dominate the settler imaginary, (official denial) exposes the many ways they are 

obfuscated in the minds and everyday lives of the settler majority. This led me to focus on the 

ways colonial violence exists in and is erased from the spaces and activities of the everyday. 

memoration #2: constituent parts, the work I will discuss next, continues my practice of 

engaging the public in the challenge of reckoning and remembering and witnessing otherwise. 

However, it departs from the overarching collective voice of (official denial), while retaining 

aspects of the participatory and, to some extent, the collaborative. It pushes memoration further 

into the milieu of the everyday, amplifying the role of site and space in relation to both the 

replication and interruption of colonial and race-based facets of nation-building within the 

Canadian context. 
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memoration #2: constituent parts (2015) 

 

 
Figure 19: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 

 

As in Imprint, memoration # 2: constituent parts enabled memoration through a stance of 

personal reckoning within context-specific performance modalities. It channelled the site 

responsivity of Imprint and the collective experience of (official denial) into everyday public and 

pseudo-public spaces and infused them with the immediacy of live performance. In doing so, it 

heightened the relational immediacy of memoration to signal the urgency of reckoning toward 

change as part of everyday life and to—even in some small way—infuse this imperative into the 

bodies and minds of the audience.  

 memoration #2 was a durational, participatory work I created for Talkin’ Back to Johnny 

Mac, a 2015 performance series in Kingston, Ontario, curated by Métis curator Erin Sutherland. 

It demonstrated the maturation of memoration as a methodology that is temporally, spatially, and 

relationally alert, and in this way the work can, to some degree, be read as an enactment of the 

features that are now intrinsic to memoration. This performance drew on questions raised in my 



 133 

series (un)appropriate (2013–), which considers the potentials, complexities, and challenges of 

intervening, from a white settler perspective, into dominant forms of coloniality within 

contemporary Canadian culture. In particular, (un)appropriate is a response to the plethora of 

Indigenous cultural referents that are appropriated and assimilated into the material and visual 

culture of everyday Canadian life. memoration #2 significantly expands the context of these 

inquiries, but at its root remains the question of whether and how a white settler subject can 

and/or should dis-appropriate Indigenous cultural materials from the settler gaze.  

The discussions of Imprint and (official denial) have identified a specific artist’s work 

that informed their development. I depart from this framework for memoration #2 in order to 

highlight the role of research and relationship-building as factors that shaped this performance. It 

was deeply influenced by textual and artistic research undertaken for, and relationships and 

collaborations formed through, my doctoral research. It was also significantly impacted by my 

participation in symposia, artist residencies, and exhibitions convened through the SSHRC 

funded project Creative Conciliation as well as the conversations and collaborations these 

activities generated. In particular, canoe explorations that were an invaluable result of these 

initiatives have deeply informed this work. These include Performing Canada/Canoe Ceremony 

(2014), an extended performance research project in collaboration with Tahltan artist Peter 

Morin and Japanese Canadian artist Ayumi Goto, and Founder (2015), a performance video in 

collaboration with Cree/Métis artist Cheryl L’Hirondelle.218  memoration #2: constituent parts 

also drew on ongoing dialogues and collaborations between me and its curator, Erin Sutherland. 

Furthermore, this work enters into dialogue with the work of artists such as Nadia Myre (Portrait 

                                                
218 For more on these works, see my website: 
http://leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/performing_canada.html and 
http://leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/Founder.html. 
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in Motion, 2002), Keesic Douglas (Trade Me, 2010), and Michael Farnan (Dance for the 

Narrows, 2016), who are among those who have intervened in the canoe’s position as Canadian 

icon by harnessing its personal and cultural meaning.219  

memoration #2: constituent parts was created for Sutherland’s performance art series in 

which five artists were asked to intervene in the 2015 John A. Macdonald bicentenary 

celebrations in Kingston. Although at the time I had been working extensively on collaborative 

projects, having been invited to respond to the Macdonald celebrations as the only non-

Indigenous artist in this series, I committed to creating a solo work with the intention of 

mobilizing resistance to everyday forms of colonial power and inviting reflection on shared 

futures. Thematically, this performance invoked temporal and political through lines from the 

colonial policies instituted by John A. Macdonald to contemporary settler colonial and racial 

power structures, as well as the dominant settler mythologies that continue to shape mainstream 

Canadian imaginaries and spaces. Methodologically, my interest was to consider how the 

strategic performance of the white settler body—the embodiment of the exalted white subject, as 

articulated by Sunera Thobani220—might produce disturbances to the perpetuation of white 

settler dominance in everyday spaces and activities. To do this I interfered with icons of material 

culture that imbue white settler emplacement and also infiltrated civic spaces, university 

architectures, sites of memorialization, and celebratory impulses that assume state and white 

settler primacy.  

                                                
219 For more on these works, see, respectively: http://www.nadiamyre.net/work/#/portrait-in-
motion/; 
http://michaelfarnan.ca/artwork/3999580-Dance-for-the-Narrows.html; and 
https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=Ska6LCHJMrQ. 
220 Thobani, Exalted Subjects. 
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Sited at the Stauffer Library of Queen’s University, the John A. Macdonald statue in 

Kingston’s City Park, and points in between, this performance was carried out in three parts over 

the span of nine hours. In the first part I occupied the loggia of the Stauffer Library building, 

seated motionless in a chair in the centre of a canoe from nine in the morning until four in the 

afternoon. At hourly intervals throughout the day, several actions were carried out with the help 

of prearranged accomplices. In the second part of the performance, accompanied by the 

audience, I dragged the canoe across campus and through City Park to the site of the John A. 

Macdonald statue. In the third and last part, I systematically took apart the canoe on a small 

gravel road behind the Macdonald statue. In this discussion, I will focus primarily on the ways 

this work deployed performance practices to unsettle everyday spaces, icons, and celebratory 

impulses and activated the audience through experiential openings.  

 

Sites, Celebrations and Symbols: Tampering With Colonial Desire  

In responding to Sutherland’s curatorial premise of using the John A. Macdonald bicentenary 

celebrations as a catalyst to “foster critical investigations into Canadian nationalism, the 

celebration of historical ‘icons’ and the erasure of Indigenous presence,”221 I chose to focus on 

everyday spaces, interactions, and impulses as they manifest in the present. With this in mind, 

the performance encountered John A. Macdonald in three ways. First, the spectre of Macdonald 

was enlisted as a symbol of the violence of the settler state, creating a counterpoint to the ways in 

which the bicententary celebrations symbolically invoked him as a founding father. Second, I 

aligned exercises in collective public memory, such as these types of celebrations, with other 

                                                
221 Erin Sutherland, press release for memoration #2: constituent parts/Talkin’ Back to Johnny 
Mac, April 10, 2015. 
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manifestations of selective remembrance and erasure encountered in daily life. Third, the 

performance alluded to the ways in which the residues of Macdonald’s policies, as foundational 

expressions of settler colonialism, are sutured into the fabric of life and consciousness in 

contemporary mainstream Canadian society.  

Through their profound influence on fundamental conceptions of Canadian national 

stories and identities, Macdonald’s policies continue to condition dominant perceptions of what 

it means to be “Canadian.” John A. Macdonald was responsible for exerting overwhelming state 

control over Indigenous life, culture, and politics through the introduction of the Gradual 

Civilizations Act of 1858 and the 1869 Indian Act, which is still in effect today.222 The 1880s 

treaty negotiations that propelled Indigenous dispossession of land in the west were coerced by 

policies that Macdonald introduced to intentionally starve the Plains nations.223 Subsequently, 

the reserve and pass systems worked to control both Indigenous people’s movement and their 

access to goods, confining them to radically diminished land bases and accommodating the 

westward expansion of settlement. The Indian residential school system—advanced by 

Macdonald, in part as a punitive measure to supress Indigenous insurgence after the Métis 

uprising in 1885—separated Indigenous families, robbed generations of Indigenous children of 

                                                
222 The Indian Act conflated sovereign Indigenous nations into a single racialized category while 
instating a system of governance that usurped well-established Indigenous political systems. In 
this way the Indian Act negated cultural and political specificities and laid the groundwork for 
formalizing discriminatory treatment that extends to the present. Designed to erode Indigenous 
collectivities and populations in line with the ethos of “replacement,” the Indian Act assumed 
control over Indigenous self-determination by restricting status designation in ways that 
disproportionately impact women. See: Pamela D. Palmater, Beyond Blood: Rethinking 
Indigenous Identity (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011).  
222 James Daschuk, Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the 
Loss of Aboriginal Life (Regina: University of Regina Press, 2013). 
223 James Daschuk, “Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the 
Loss of Aboriginal Life,” (Regina: University of Regina Press, 2013). 
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their culture, exposed children to multiple forms of violence, and caused indeterminate loss of 

life. Now recognized as a mechanism of cultural genocide,224 the IRS system continues to impact 

contemporary Indigenous life through the reverberations of its intergenerational effects and its 

contemporary referents. That the IRS system in and of itself (not to mention aspects of other 

policies described above) fits the definition of genocide detailed in the Genocide Convention225 

only reinforces the degree to which Macdonald’s policies asserted white settler supremacy within 

early Canadian nation-building. Further, the Chinese Immigration Act of 1885, which Macdonald 

spearheaded, illustrates that his categorically race-based policies were not restricted to the 

subjugation of Indigenous bodies and communities. The unqualified reification of figures such as 

John A. Macdonald, as demonstrated by Kingston’s historically based tourism and its 2015 

bicentenary celebrations, skew perceptions of the historical record. By failing to illustrate history 

in a manner that accounts for multiple experiences and perspectives, cultural expressions such as 

these bolster foundational national mythologies that crowd the public memory with deliberate 

voids.  

While the initial impetus for this work was the 2015 Macdonald celebrations (as filtered 

through Sutherland’s curatorial premise) and the symbol of Macdonald himself, other examples 

of nationalist iconography that aid in circulating the biased accounts and intentional lacunae 

inhered within dominant nationalist narratives became prominent within the performance.	  The 

canoe in particular played a key role in the performance as a resonant icon for critically 

considering and unravelling Canadian nation-building. A de facto colonial subject, the canoe 

                                                
224 See: Summary of the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Exec_Summary_2015_06_25_web_o.pdf. 
225 See: Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide: Article II, 
http://www.preventgenocide.org/law/convention/text.htm. 
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occupied a prominent position as the second “body”—a reciprocal echo of my own. In dominant 

Canadian culture, the canoe as an icon, and the mythologies that surround it, glide effortlessly 

into substantiating the partial or selective histories that undergird white settler entitlement. 

During formative stages of colonial invasion, the canoe was an implement of geographical 

expansion and a tool of resource exploitation. Contrasting this reality with invocations of 

innocence, dominant mythologies surrounding the canoe often characterize it as a site of 

cooperation between Indigenous and white people in early stages of colonization or as a gift 

from Indigenous peoples.226 Yet the assimilation of the canoe into Canadian life illustrates the 

ways in which the appropriation of Indigenous cultural forms elides originary and ongoing 

colonial violence, obscures contemporary Indigeneity, and emplaces white settlers on stolen 

land.  

Long after the era of its use as a mode of transport for exploration and trade, the canoe as 

a vessel of leisure continues to powerfully signify colonial settlement by creating a fundamental 

proprietary link between the wilderness and Canadian national identity. As settler scholar Bruce 

Erickson asserts, “the canoe facilitates the identification between space (wilderness) and social 

positions (Canadian).”227 As a vessel that connects the idealized (white) Canadian subject to the 

(contested) land, now largely through recreation, the canoe reiterates colonial claims of 

naturalized belonging and white settler entitlement. Like many Canadians, my personal 

associations with the canoe are entangled with such colonially saturated desires, born of stories 

and experiences that are deeply habituated into dominant Canadian national identity as a taken-

for-granted “heritage.” Indeed, the canoe is so seamlessly integrated into this identity that 

                                                
226 Bruce Erickson, Canoe Nation: Nature, Race, and the Making of a Canadian Icon 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2013). 
227 Erickson, Canoe Nation, 26. 



 139 

celebrated Canadian author Pierre Berton famously characterized a Canadian as “somebody who 

knows how to make love in a canoe.”228  

The canoe presents a rich genealogy that can be mined and disturbed as a way of 

unsettling, as it is both imbued with Indigenous knowledge and claimed as a settler Canadian 

national icon. In her discussion of the canoe as methodology, Métis/Anishnawbe artist and 

scholar Julie Nagam evokes the work of Stl’atl’imx theorist Peter Cole when she asserts, “the 

canoe is not simply a rich cultural object but a process and an infinite set of relations … a living 

cultural artifact that records, retains and communicates stories from the land, people and 

creatures … continually mark[ing] Indigenous people into the landscape.”229 At the same time, 

as a nationalist icon, the canoe serves the goals of the settler colonial state. As Nagam maintains, 

“The conflicting narratives embodied by the canoe also mark out a potential meeting place.”230 

Through its complex genealogy and its grip on the Canadian psyche, the canoe is enmeshed with 

dominant visions of the nation while, as Erickson suggests, also holding the potential to 

challenge such a vision. Settler scholar Misao Dean echoes this proposition, stating, “If the way 

that canoeing is signified in Canada hides my implication in genocide, it may also reveal it.”231 

Nagam extends this notion by contending that “while the canoe’s genesis is in Indigenous 

protocols it can be a middle ground for multiple dialogues and transformative actions.”232 Read 

in conversation, Nagam’s and Cole’s assertions of the canoe’s resonances with Indigenous 

                                                
228 Stated in an interview by Dick Brown in The Canadian, December 22, 1973. See: Daniel 
Francis, “Pierre Berton, Activist,” Tyee (Vancouver), August 21, 2009, 
http://thetyee.ca/Books/2009/08/21/PierreBertonActivist. 
229 Julie Nagam, “A Home for Our Migrations: The Canoe as Indigenous Methodology,” in The 
Lake, ed. Maggie Groat (Toronto: Art Metropole, 2014), 71. 
230 Nagam, “A Home for Our Migrations,” 73. 
231 Misao Dean, Inheriting a Canoe Paddle: The Canoe in Discourses of English-Canadian 
Nationalism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 21. 
232 Nagam, “A Home for Our Migrations,” 72. 
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knowledges from Stl’atl’imx and Métis/Anishnawbe perspectives, and Erickson’s and Dean’s 

invocations of the canoe’s capacity to reveal and challenge colonial power from settler 

perspectives suggest that through rigorous critical interrogation and activation, the canoe (and, 

by extension, other nationalist icons) can be transformed from a “distancing metaphor”233 that 

enables denial to a tool of critical (un)making that embraces responsibility and accountability.  

 As an intervention into sites, celebrations, and symbols that are inscribed into daily life 

with disregard for their bonds to historical and ongoing colonial nation-building, memoration #2 

worked to reveal the well-honed practices of biased amnesia that contribute to the maintenance 

of colonial beliefs, systems, and values. Situated within architectures haunted by colonial 

legacies and their erasure, it confronted the normalizing and amnesic forces underpinning 

colonial nation-building and did so through embodied, symbolic, and relational acts. In order to 

examine these dynamics and consider the possibilities of their disruption, I enlisted iconic 

elements of visual culture, such as the canoe, that are instrumental in forming the bedrock of the 

dominant Canadian (settler) imaginary. Deliberate gestures enacted through my own body, and 

through those of predetermined and spontaneous accomplices, strategically re/deployed these 

images and objects in considered acts of unsettlement. By tampering with these highly influential 

properties of colonial desire, the work sought to expose their genealogies and shift normative 

meaning, thereby disturbing calcified habits formed through “everyday embodiments of 

whiteness” and coloniality.234  

 

 

                                                
233 Francis, “Creative Subversions,” 11.   
234 Baldwin, Cameron, and Kobayashi, Rethinking the Great White North, 14. 
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Mobilizing Sited (Un)making  

The first part of memoration #2: constituent parts took place in the loggia of the Stauffer Library 

at Queen’s University, where I was installed from nine in the morning until four in the afternoon. 

The significance of intervening in this space is multifaceted. I was familiar with the building 

given that, at the time of the performance, I was a PhD candidate and teaching fellow at Queen’s. 

As a university library, this building speaks to the ascendance of Western knowledge and to the 

perpetuation of white dominance within the public university and the broader settler state. The 

metaphoric and literal architectures of academic institutions are coded with white, Eurocentric, 

and heteropatriarchal social orders, knowledge, and pedagogy, such that whiteness is inculcated 

“as what is worth knowing.”235 As a “site of white dominion,”236 the university is encumbered by 

unequal access instated through racist and settler colonial structures and beliefs. Completed in 

1994, the Stauffer Library building was designed to bridge the gap between the traditional 

technologies of the static printed page and the interactivity of digital technology, beckoning a 

future that is now firmly rooted. This invocation connects the past, present, and future within a 

lineage of dominant forms of knowledge transmission that place a higher value on Eurocentric 

knowledges and marginalize those falling outside dominant paradigms. As the building’s 

consciously “contemporary interpretation of collegiate architecture”237 embeds it aesthetically 

within the historical apparatus of the academy, intellectual and pedagogical structures of power 

link it to the histories of colonial and race thinking that spawned this nation. 

                                                
235 Carol Schick, “Keeping the Ivory Tower White: Discourses of Racial 
Domination,” Canadian Journal of Law & Society/La Revue Canadienne Droit et Société 15, no. 
2 (2000): 101. 
236 Carol Schick, “Keeping the Ivory Tower White,” 102. 
237 See KPMB Architects, “Stauffer Library Building Project Description,” 
http://www.kpmbarchitects.com. 
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I occupied the loggia as a thoroughfare with the intention of invoking suspended transit: 

an extended pause that might call for intellectual, relational, affective, and embodied attention. A 

loggia is an architectural form that interweaves interior and exterior space. Traditionally it is a 

porch, often covered but still open to the elements on its sides. The loggia of this building 

conveys this essence of the interstitial through the use of towering windows that take the place of 

what would traditionally be open walls. It functions primarily as a space of transit, with three  

 

 
 Figure 20: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 

oversized sets of doors funneling students into an expansive hallway that in turn leads to the 

library and art gallery. During much of the year, the Stauffer Library loggia is also a place of 

pause where students often congregate to socialize and study or to highlight various causes 

through informational displays, petition signing, and fundraising. At the time of year when the 
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performance took place, towards the end of final exams when the library never closes, the space 

shifts in character, taking on a decidedly urgent affect. On the day of the performance, students 

streamed into the building with intention; over three hundred entered in the first two hours and 

likely close to one thousand did so over the course of the performance. Inserting embodied stasis 

into this space injected a rippling disturbance into the flow of traffic and offered a corporeal 

presence that infiltrated the university as a site of “abstraction and objectivity” all too often 

presumed to be free of the messiness of embodiment.238 

For the seven hours I was installed in the loggia, I sat at its centre in a canoe on a plain 

oak chair. Such a chair might recall convention, utility, and restraint. Outdated but still familiar, 

it evokes the ordinary of a recent past. In a university building this chair might seem only slightly 

out of place; however, set within a canoe, it is discordant. Seated on the chair, I was at once 

removed from the canoe-body itself while being rooted within it. Setting my arms and legs at 

right angles implied the formality of statuary, a posture ill-suited to the task of paddling, should I 

have had a paddle at my disposal. In its stead, placed in front of me on the floor of the canoe, 

were the provisions of my performance: a box of charcoal, a stack of paper, and a selection of 

household tools wrapped in a towel. Outside of the canoe, a bucket of water filled with stones 

sourced from the waters near Kingston Penitentiary also awaited activation. Despite the chair, 

my gender, and the unorthodox collection of objects, the scene might have brought to mind 

figures attached to dominant ideas of Canadian identity and nation-building, such as the explorer 

making incursions into “unclaimed empty” land, the surveyor occupying through cartography, 

the fur trader stoking the economic engine of colonial invasion, the wilderness painter designing 

identity, or the virile prime minister in touch with his land. 

                                                
238 Carol Schick, “Keeping the Ivory Tower White,” 101. 
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 Figure 21: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 

Whereas these apparitions functioned as part of an implicit colonial genealogy associated 

with the canoe as national identity, the brand of canoe in which I sat is notable for its explicit 

display of racialized colonial iconography. In addition to the clumsily stylized birch bark motif 

imprinted on its exterior, the logo on its bow features the brand name and the image of an 

“Indian” man’s head in profile, replete with a version of Plains headdress. Just as the canoe is 

part of a “Canadian ontopology,”239 the classification of the “Indian” and suggestions of 

“Indianness” are deeply relevant to both policy and subject formations within Canada as a settler 

state. The creation of a national identity that legitimates white settler presence and dominance is 

strongly invested in cultural constructions of the “imaginary Indian,”240 whether objectified in 

photographs, brought to life in films, or co-opted in branding all manner of products from foods 

and medicines to sports teams and cars. The race-based categorization of the “Indian” is 

                                                
239 Erickson, Canoe Nation, 19. 
240 Daniel Francis, The Imaginary Indian: The Image of the Indian in Canadian Culture 
(Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp, 2012). 
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deployed to erase the existence of sovereign Indigenous nations and their ontological and 

epistemological specificities while governing those categorized with racializing policies such as 

the Indian Act. As Jodi A. Byrd suggests, “well established tropes of Indianness” have long been 

used “to facilitate the ordering of peoples into imperial landscapes that would be mapped and 

owned through the logics of colonialism.”241 The instatement of “Indianness” as a racial 

construction and its powerfully reductive manifestations in visual culture not only influence 

various subject formations but also profoundly shape the policies and practices of the settler 

state.  

In the context of this performance, the presence of the “Indian” image must be 

understood in conversation with the representation of its counterpart, the cowboy, which is a 

trope also tirelessly (and differently) propagated in popular and consumer culture. The cowboy 

enters this performance as an image on my T-shirt. Conflating personal and national narratives—

at once a familial memento and a multilayered emblem—the shirt acts as a symbol of white 

settler location that speaks of colonial stakes and the cultural conditioning and spatialization of 

belonging. A souvenir of the 1978 Kinistino rodeo, the T-shirt harkens to my maternal line242 

and recalls the settling of the plains. Accordingly, it marks my white settler identity and my 

colonizer status through individual and collective references. Its front features the image of a 

cowboy on a bucking bronco, a rendering of colonial emplacement that asserts hard-working, 

rugged masculinity as demonstrative of surpassing the “wildness” that nature can dish out by 

sticking in the saddle. This image is surrounded by the phrase “Let’s All Go To Kinistino” and is 

                                                
241 Byrd, Transit of Empire, 28. 
242 My maternal grandfather, my Zaida whom I discussed in Chapter 1, owned and operated the 
general store in Kinistino, Saskatchewan, from 1942 to 1983. My mother was raised there until 
the age of thirteen, and as a child I visited there often. 
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accompanied by musical notes suggesting a lighthearted tuneful inflection. Kinistino is a small 

town in north central Saskatchewan in the heart of farm country, the mythical “bread basket” of 

the nation. An identifiably Indigenous word, “Kinistino,” in an internet search, will turn up a 

number of theories regarding its etymology, replete with the miscommunications, misspellings, 

evolutions, and anglicizations wrought by the indifference of colonial appropriation and 

consumption.243 Similar to many other place names derived from Indigenous words, Kinistino 

has been rendered “Canadian” through unequivocally proprietary exercises of scribing, mapping, 

and enunciation. Thus, on the T-shirt in the company of the cowboy, the word is claimed—traced 

into the everyday—as “Canadian” in no uncertain terms.  

The “Indian” and cowboy as spectral images in this performance meet their counterpoint 

in the crown. As a design feature within the architecture of the Stauffer building, the crown 

highlights spatial, ontological, and epistemological affinities with both imperial legacies and the 

modern nation state. In the centre of the loggia, the floor is embellished with an “X” pattern 

surrounded by a square rendered in shades of grey. At each corner of the square, and midway 

along each side, the image of a crown is etched into the otherwise smooth surface of the stone 

floor. These crowns undoubtedly serve as an emblem of this particular university, which was 

incorporated by an Imperial Royal Charter in 1841 and named for Queen Victoria. On the 

Queen’s campus, the image of the crown is repeated on all manner of official and branded 

materials. However, as an icon it also serves a purpose larger than that of identifying this 

particular institution. Implicating the monarchy and the Canadian state, the crown signals the  

                                                
243 See for example: “Kinistino, Saskatchewan,” Canada: Community in Bloom, 
http://lin.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/2012-CPB-Kinistino%20SK%5B1%5D.pdf; “Town of 
Kinistino - PACI-09,” Geocaching, http://www.geocaching.com/geocache/GC1XTKH_town-of-
kinistino-paci-09; “Kinistino,” in Joachim Fromhold, 2001 Indian Place Names of the West (self-
published, 2011). 
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  Figure 22: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 

origins of colonial power in these lands and their inheritance through practice and policy that far 

predates John A. Macdonald and stretches firmly into the present. “The crown” is the signatory 

to the treaties with First Nations, which remain in contention today. As a descriptor within the 

Canadian lexicon—“crown land” as owned by the state, “the crown” as the legal representation 

for the state—the crown also points to land dis/possession and the imposition of European legal 

structures. Moreover, it is the crown that instituted the racial categorization “Indian” in contrast 

to both the exalted white national and the racialized outsider identified by Thobani as subjects 

differentially positioned within the colonial landscape. Within the Stauffer building, the crowns 
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recede into the architecture underfoot, conveying an absence-presence that, much like everyday 

systems of dis/possession, normativity, and differential regulation, go largely unnoticed by those 

who are privileged to be disencumbered by them. 

Prior to the performance, I had arranged for seven people to assist me with crucial 

components of its first part. Every hour on the hour, one of these accomplices entered the loggia 

and approached the canoe to perform two tasks. I first handed the person a piece of paper and 

charcoal from my provisions. With these materials each person in turn rendered a rubbing of the 

crown, thus duplicating it on paper. Lifting this representation from the ground plane where it 

was generally overlooked, they then handed the paper back to me.  

   
    Figure 23: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 

 
   Figure 24: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
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   Figure 25: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 
 
 
The second task also was one of marking. Holding the bow, the accomplice turned the canoe on 

a central axis so that it pointed to the next crown in rotation. Over the course of the day a full 

circle was completed in a circumnavigation of the eight crowns, recalling Western measures of 

time and space that echo both an analogue clock face and the points of a compass. This 

movement also passed through the four directions, a pedagogical tool embedded in many of 

Turtle Island’s Indigenous worldviews. The journey thus exposed for scrutiny and disturbance 

the geographic and temporal armatures of colonial power that work to overshadow Indigenous 

cosmologies in the contemporary settler state. Moreover, spinning incrementally from a central 

nexus gestured to the centring of settler whiteness within the resulting conditions. 
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Figure 26: Leah Decter,  
memoration #2: constituent parts (2015).  
Time lapse still: Mickayla Pike 
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Figure 27: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 

Once each turn was completed, I held the paper crown rubbing to my chest and wiped the 

charcoal on the front of my shirt, thereby defacing each crown in turn. Through the repetition of 

these actions, the Kinistino cowboy was progressively disfigured and a set of obscured crowns 

was created. After each wiping I returned the sullied pages to the stack in the canoe and returned 

to a state of stasis. The accomplices acted as agents of movement and marking and, as such, were 

integral to my subtle disturbance of the flow within this space and to the interruption of the 

concretized settler whiteness embedded in both the crown and the image on my T-shirt. 

Furthermore, they fulfilled a role as witnesses by remaining present for as long as they chose to 

experience and corroborate responses both to the comings and goings and to the stillness. The 

gestures of co-memoration enacted here foreshadowed my requests for participation in the 

second and third parts of the performance and prepared a fluid autonomous zone in which those 

present could accept an invitation or self-select to act.  
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After the final turn, I exited the canoe and, with the assistance of the audience members 

who had gathered, carried it out of the building. Part two of memoration #2: constituent parts 

began as I proceeded to drag the canoe across the Queen’s campus to Kingston’s City Park, 

where the John A. Macdonald statue is situated. Members of the audience helped carry 

provisions and, on occasion, assisted in dragging the canoe. As we negotiated sidewalks and 

roads and traversed the lawns of City Park, the audience became part of the performance and 

barriers between artist and viewer, artifice and the real, were diminished. This common passage 

reiterated the imperative of both individual and collective responsibility within the everyday. As 

we walked, the canoe scraped along the sidewalk, its keel marking the route with a faintly etched 

line and a persistent grating sound. As well as linking artist and viewer, the ground, covered and 

marked in this way, coupled city and campus, educational institution and site of reification, and 

commemorations of the past and experiences in the present: all time-spaces breathing a white 

settler normativity that seeks to erase the contestations of and for this land.  

 

   
Figure 28: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay  
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Figure 29: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
 

The John A. Macdonald statue in Kingston’s City Park towers over a site of multiple 

forms of memorial, which include small plaques in memory of family members, statuary 

commemorating wars and their dead, and a marker from the geodetic survey of Canada that 

expresses Western territorial memory through colonial mapping. Before the third part of the 

performance began at the Macdonald statue, those present gathered on a green space adjacent to 

the statue. At this site, redolent with markings of settler emplacement and conquest, there is no 

reference to the existence of Haudenosaunee and other Indigenous villages that predate contact, 

nor to the continuing and contemporary presence of Indigenous peoples in this territory. Here, 

curator Erin Sutherland and I together acknowledged the (unmarked) Indigenous history, present, 

and future of this place, invoking our cultural locations through the offering of tobacco and the 
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placing of stones respectively. This act reflects a conscious marking that not only demonstrates 

response-ability but also alludes to collegial ties between Erin and I. It draws on our previous 

collaborations, in particular Re/Call (2014),244 a participatory performance that took place in the 

same park the previous year. This was the only time during the performance I chose to speak, 

explaining the reasons for our actions and their context within our working relationship. 

Undertaking these actions in this space called into question the ready proliferation of colonial 

memory as it is rendered not only in the official monuments, but also in the memorial plaques, 

which enlist citizens into a form remembrance that indicates the colonial desire for enduring 

emplacement. It was an act of care-full observation, a reminder of that which is so easily missed 

in the everyday colonial accounts of what and who matters. As an ephemeral marking, our 

placing of tobacco and stones was thus a reminder of the necessity of diligent and ongoing 

attention to the innumerable stories, lives, and knowledges that are surreptitiously eclipsed by the 

ubiquity of colonially definition.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

The majority of the third part of the performance took place on a small gravel road directly 

behind the John A. Macdonald statue. I deliberately chose to work at the back of the statue. This 

location suggests the imperative of working both subversively and independently from official 

state discourses that are deeply invested in strategic forgetting. However, in an effort to also 

confront Macdonald as a symbol of the state, I placed the oak chair with my T-shirt slipped over 

                                                
244 For more on this work, see my website: “Re/Call,” http://www.leahdecter.com/Leahdecter/ 
Re_call.html. 
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its back directly in front of the statue as a proxy that would face him while I carried out my work 

“behind his back.” By removing the T-shirt from my body, I not only created this proxy, I also 

revealed the extent of the charcoal’s dispersal onto my skin, such that I was literally marked by 

the defacing of the cowboy and the crown. I situated the canoe behind the statue so that, with the 

chair in front, the canoe established a through line bisecting Macdonald and pointing to the site 

of co-memoration that Erin and I had marked just prior.  

   
   Figure 30: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Kristin Maracle  
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All my actions leading to this point were undertaken to ready myself for the final part of 

the performance, in which I dismantled the canoe. Before I began this task, the audience was 

enlisted once again as I offered the charcoal crown rubbings to a number of them to hold in front 

of their chests while I worked. People were free to accept or decline my offer of the crown. In 

this way, audience members could choose whether or not to witness the canoe dismantling 

through this particular form of activated embodiment. Considering the canoe as a body, the act of 

(un)making evoked by its dismantling gestured to both the preparation of game and the 

dissection of a cadaver. Dissection is an exacting exercise that seeks new information through 

the experiential application of accumulated knowledge. On the scale of this performance, 

dissection was a particularly embodied and laboured exercise. Likewise, preparing game for  

 

    
 Figure 31: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo Credit: Aric McBay 
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consumption requires care and forethought and relies on physical proficiency that draws upon a 

rigorous knowledge base. Both of these endeavours are true acts of dynamic (un)making: 

dissection as a disassembling productive of revelations, and game preparation as a reworking of 

death into sustenance. Recalling these practices, taking apart the canoe was a transformative 

exercise of careful de(con)struction that held the potential to be disruptive, exploratory, and 

generative.  

Rather than using the exacting instruments of dissection or game preparation, I employed 

common household tools: a screwdriver, a hacksaw, a hammer, and tinsnips. The process of 

dismantling the canoe was provisional and painstaking, in part because I had broken my 

dominant hand two days prior. Because of this injury my actions were more awkward than they 

otherwise would have been, which lent an unanticipated air of struggle to the performance. 

Moreover, the injury, together with the gusty wind, necessitated that I ask audience members to 

hold the canoe still as I worked, which further engendered a sense of cooperation, and perhaps 

duty, established by other participatory elements. Once the canoe was dismantled, my primary 

focus turned to its “skin” and “head” as those parts encumbered with the markings of settler 

colonial and racist meta-narratives. Using the rocks I had gathered from the lake, I vigorously 

rubbed the aluminum exterior of the canoe skin, degrading the simulated birch bark motif and at 

the same time imprinting it with the texture of the gravel road beneath. I then rinsed and 

scrubbed it clean with lake water, a task compounded by the fact that I had inadvertently cut my 

unbroken hand on the jagged aluminum and was bleeding rather profusely. The commonplace 

tools and provisional deconstruction techniques drew the otherwise peculiar act of dismantling a 

canoe into a frame of familiarity. Engaging with quotidian, yet slightly distorted, forms of labour 

is a strategy I regularly deploy to invoke the real-life work of disturbing settler colonial 
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apparatuses. The display of exertion and perseverance that was unexpectedly amplified by my 

injuries foregrounded this assertion by placing a fine point on the commitment to follow through.  

 

 

 
Figure 32: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo:  
Aric McBay/Dorit Naaman 
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Figure 33: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo:  
Aric McBay 
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My final action in this performance was to burn one of the paper crowns. I once again 

called on the people assembled; upon my invitation to do as they wished with the paper crowns 

they had held throughout the performance, they followed suit. Thus, over the three parts of 

memoration #2, the crown image was lifted and marred, transported, reflected, and dispatched 

through the work of my own hands and those who were asked and who had offered to co-

memorate.  

 

   
Figure 34: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay/Dorit 
Naaman 
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The crown was pointedly and repeatedly marked as part of institutional architectures that 

surreptitiously proclaim dominant Western pedagogical ideologies and the preeminence of the 

settler state. It was simultaneously disfigured and used to disfigure the cowboy (and mark my 

body) with a stain that bound the actions of the state and the individual. It was transported as the 

baggage that crosses between spaces and territories, connecting institutions that educate, reify, 

regulate, remember, own, and occupy in the name of “civilizational superiority.” Distributed to 

create a network of support and resistance held by the audience as I worked on the canoe, the 

crown symbol engaged as it implicated through the relational bonds of those present. And finally, 

it was collectively reduced to the carbon of its making with its residue remaining as a mark of 

activated agency. In this way, the performance concluded with a gesture toward the importance 

and potential of both individual and collective agency enacted consciously within everyday 

spaces.   

 Separated from the body but left intact, the head of the canoe was a particularly vexing 

figure. The image incorporated into its logo situated it as a metonym for presences and absences 

embedded in Canadian nation-building. It was also reminiscent of a trophy—the enduring 

evidence of a “conquest” that offers a visceral reminder of the deed. In this way, the head served 

to inscribe me, in no uncertain terms, as complicit within collectivities that benefit from the 

dis/possession and structures of whiteness at play in the settler state. Unlike the birch bark, the 

cowboy, or the crown, the image of the “Indian” on the head of the canoe was one I chose not to 

disfigure but rather to let stand, largely unaltered. This served as a reminder of the persistent 

forces of colonial and racist systems in the present and of my inherent implication therein. It also 

reflected my own sensitivity to the limits of what I might ethically do to (un)appropriate from my 

subject position, and what I might do in this regard that would be inappropriate. In other words, 



 162 

this choice to leave the image on the head of the canoe is intentionally demonstrative of the 

meanings discussed above. However, it is also a gesture of ambivalence—productive discomfort, 

respect, and care mixed perhaps with diffidence.  

 

 
           Figure 35: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (2015). Photo: Aric McBay 
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In the trade value works, my appropriations of the HBC blanket—which, although it 

came to be a part of many Indigenous communities, has a distinctly European origin—is a 

calling to accounts. A subversion directing the gaze into coloniality, it renders the blankets as a 

looking glass that reflects back a range of viewpoints. In contrast, (un)appropriating the logo 

image, and for that matter the canoe, is an act embedded in disengaging the settler colonial gaze 

and its spurious rights to naming, claiming, and determining the conditions of life. While 

unmaking this particular canoe enacted a transformative disarticulation of the contemporary 

colonial variant—the already appropriated version—(un)appropriating the image of the “Indian” 

as displayed within the logo is a more complicated endeavour. In part this is because it is a 

representation at the same time as it is a settler colonial abomination steeped in racist convictions. 

This then raises the question: What does it mean for a white settler Canadian artist to destroy or 

otherwise transform such a representation? In some ways, it is inescapable that any incursion I 

may make into this image would perform a violence to the notion of Indigenous life as well as a 

subversion of colonial values. In this way the logo holds a tension between the desire to act with 

response-ability as a white settler and the certainty that, regardless of my actions in resistance of 

colonial power, I am still correctly implicated as a colonizer in every breath and step I take on 

stolen Indigenous land.  

 

Refusing Everyday Erasures: Toward an Ethic of Otherwise Possibilities 

Inter/activating my body in stasis and movement with spatial particularities, cultural icons, and 

other bodies, memoration #2: constituent parts undertook measured actions to disturb pervasive 

currents of colonial entitlement that acts of selective remembering and intentional forgetting 

inculcate into the everyday. Notably, performing at the site of the John A. Macdonald statue in 
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Kingston’s City Park evoked the man as a symbol of colonial power and the bicentennial 

celebrations as implicated in maintaining Macdonald’s iconic status. As sites and activations of 

public memory, the statue and celebrations both circulate the state’s “preferred memory” and 

reiterate dominant narratives of the nation.245 By scripting public memory with simplified and 

expedient versions of history, the monument and its celebratory counterpart help to disassociate 

the public from a truthful vision of their history. Implicating the statue through proximity and the 

bicentenary events through Sutherland’s curatorial premise, the performance functioned as an 

activated counter-monument—a remembering otherwise—that engaged the audience in 

reckoning with alternative stories and their place therein. The intentional limits of my 

interactions with the statue and my spatial orientation onsite refused Macdonald’s dominance 

within the physical and social spaces he occupies in the both the official historical record and the 

Canadian imaginary. Set against the statue’s monolithic everyday presence and the bicentenary 

celebration’s exceptional impact upon the Canadian cultural landscape in Kingston, this refusal 

called for careful attention to what might lie hidden behind the myths and beliefs that inhabit 

everyday experience.  

Accompanied by the canoe, the crown, the “Indian,” the cowboy, and John A. Macdonald 

as icons that engender settler emplacement and white dominance in different ways, my body 

infiltrated architectures of colonial power, knowledge production, and reification to consider 

how we learn and might consciously and actively unlearn. Sited and embodied activation of the 

icons in memoration #2: constituent parts wrought connective tissue between the ubiquity of 

spatialized settler whiteness, wilfully uncritical celebratory impulses and knowledge production, 

and the pervasive intentional forgetting of the violent histories (and their consequent present 

                                                
245 Lehrer and Milton, “Introduction: Witnesses to Witnessing,” 3 



 165 

conditions) embedded in everyday spaces and public memory. The performance harnessed the 

critical and generative capacity in the icons through embodied, spatial, and relational animation. 

In this way, the entrenched meanings associated with their histories and contemporary 

connotations were manipulated to generate the possibility of “new modes of being”246 and 

understandings of ourselves as subjects in relation. Through specifically located, embodied 

inter/actions and the manipulation of symbols of white superiority in a settler colonial context, 

memoration #2: constituent parts enacted a layering of narrative possibilities that sought to 

confront forces of erasure, interrupt systemic conditions of whiteness, and call into question 

patterns of settler colonial power so as to consider and enact the potential for a future that 

surpasses the colonial.  

This performance extended the practice of reckoning first initiated in Imprint, re-formed 

the participatory impulses incorporated into (official denial), and strengthened the relevance of 

spatial-relational dynamics associated with both. memoration #2: constituent parts was titled 

before I solidified the premise of memoration as a methodology in the manner it is discussed in 

this text.247 However, in reflecting retrospectively, I can identify that, as its title suggests, it 

encompasses many of the “constituent parts” that I have found to be crucial in my approach to 

intervening in settler colonial dominance from a critical white settler perspective—those actions 

that have come to be integral to undertaking the practice of unsettling depremacy to which 

memoration aspires. Although this work predates my specific articulation of memoration as a 

methodology, it demonstrates many of the facets that have come to be embedded within it, which 

I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 3.  

                                                
246 Erickson, Canoe Nation, 17. 
247 At the time I titled this work “memoration” referred to a series of performance works that 
began in 2009 and shared particular characteristics.  
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memoration #2: constituent parts demonstrates practices of remembering and witnessing 

otherwise that were modelled in Imprint and (official denial). It builds a substrate from which to 

challenge the preferred public memory of the settler imaginary by unpacking and interrogating 

dominant settler colonial mythologies surrounding Canada’s cherished emblems, iconic 

historical figures, and contemporary guises of celebratory commemoration. It works to 

destabilize assumptions of (white) settler certainty by exposing the systemic spatial, relational, 

social, and political workings of interwoven settler colonial and race-based power relations and 

disturbing the taken-for-granted beliefs that reciprocally perpetuate the resulting status quo. In 

memoration #2 scrutiny of knowledge production in both academic and vernacular forms calls 

into question dominant forms of pedagogy and ways of knowing to focus attention on conscious 

tactics of un/learning. The articulation of self-reflective reckoning-in-relation enacts a “double 

turn” toward decentring white settler authority, while participatory elements gesture toward and 

beckon collective activation. Further, through the summoning and situating of personal histories 

and stories along with dominating national narratives, I am always positioned as being 

implicated, and not as the exceptional, transcendent white settler that has mastered decolonizing 

the self. Taken together, the components of this performance propel memoration from a practice 

of remembering and witnessing otherwise to one that impels otherwise possibilities. 

oh-oh Canada, the work presented next, tugs on the various strings that bind memoration 

together in different ways and advances its methodological constituents in relation and in 

conversation with my larger bodies of work and with those who are collaborators on the project. 

It demonstrates the flexibility of memoration as a methodology with constituents that can be 

pushed, stretched, and reconfigured to address the particularities of concept, context, and 

intention.   
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oh-oh Canada (2016–) 

 

 
   Figure 36: Leah Decter, oh-oh Canada (2016). Photo: Leah Decter 

 

My discussion of oh-oh Canada will be brief for two reasons. First, in doing so, my intention is 

to foreground the work and voices of the collaborating artists as opposed to focusing on mine 

through an analysis of the project. Second, I hope to highlight the capacity for artworks to speak 

for themselves as I discussed in Chapter 1. Admittedly, in the context of this dissertation, this is 

an inherently flawed proposal given that the reader is exposed only to representations of the 

work and not the work itself. Nonetheless, it is an important gesture in that it not only 

foregrounds the artwork over my analysis of it, but also calls attention to some of the challenges 

of balancing creative production and textual analysis within the context of the PhD dissertation. 

With this in mind, I will limit my discussion of oh-oh Canada to a description of the basic 

premise of the project and the way it was carried out. The documentation of the work offered 

here will provide an opportunity for the reader-viewer to engage in reception of the work without 

the influence of my analysis.  
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oh-oh Canada is a hybrid collaborative-curatorial project that injects politics into 

Canadiana. In it, I brought together eight artists—Adrian Stimson (Siksika (Blackfoot)), Cecily 

Nicholson (mixed Black diaspora), Lisa Myers (Anishinaabe), Peter Morin (Tahltan), Cheryl 

L’Hirondelle (Cree/ Métis), David Garneau (Métis), Michael Farnan (first generation 

British/Canadian),248 and myself (white settler/Jewish Canadian)—to create an “unsettled” set of 

maple sugar candies. In the launch of the project, over three hundred of these boxes of candies 

were given away to the public through a durational performance action at the 2016 Canada Day 

celebrations at Parliament Hill in Ottawa. Each of the participating artists also received a number 

of boxes to distribute as they wished. Through this circulation, the oh-oh Canada candies have 

travelled from coast to coast in Canada and as far as away as Australia, Ireland, and Chile. 

Ideally, the distribution will continue at nationalist and other celebrations across Canada, gallery 

exhibitions, and potentially through reverse shoplifting interventions and targeted direct mailing.  

As I have discussed, national icons play a significant role in perpetuating colonial 

narratives and myths, which in turn reinforce hegemonic thinking and nation-building 

imperatives that inscribe inequitable settler colonial conditions, instil colonial elision, and shape 

the public imaginary in the contours of a settler colonial mentality. Maple syrup and its myriad 

related products stand as pervasive national symbols that, under a veneer of affable national 

pride, work to reinforce colonially expedient narratives of white settler belonging and 

entitlement, in part through associations with Indigenous knowledges and the bounties of the 

land. A mainstay of airports, tourist shops, farmers markets, and the commercial outlets of 

                                                
248 I have identified each artist in the manner described in their biographies and/or the way they 
described themselves when asked for this information. I have endeavoured to align these 
descriptors with the ways they self-identify and I accept responsibility for any errors in this 
regard.     
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countless maple syrup operations and most commonly produced in the form of a maple leaf, the 

ubiquitous maple sugar candy counter-appropriated in oh-oh Canada enfolds icon into icon to 

reiterate claims of emplacement. 

The oh-oh Canada candies challenge the nationalist tropes inhered in maple syrup products 

and the image of the maple leaf. They were designed and packaged to echo those commonly 

found in commercial outlets and “sugar shacks.” However, rather than taking the form of the 

maple leaf, the candies represent narratives that intervene in settler colonial assumptions and 

erasures. Each of the participating artists designed one candy that conveys information missing 

from, or misrepresented in, the mainstream Canadian imaginary. Together, the box of eight 

distinct candies forms a set reflecting aspects of Indigenous resistance and knowledge and facets 

of the colonial project past and present. A catalogue contained within the box’s packaging 

underneath the candies includes a key to the candies, a text that elaborates on the project as a 

whole, and individual artist statements that provide further information regarding the story that 

each tells. A web-based component provides a platform for feedback, and if further funding is 

obtained, this will be expanded to include additional information relating to the narratives 

evoked by the candies, as well as an interactive interface.  

Oh-oh Canada is a distinctly relational and processual project. Each point in its 

development required significant attention and consideration. With the exception of one artist 

who was recommended, I selected artists (and one poet) with whom I had formed a collegial 

relationship. Further, all their practices clearly resonated with the theme. The candy forms were 

developed in a variety of ways. Some of the artists created their form and sent it to me as a 

model that I then prepared or adapted for mould production. In other cases, the artist and I 

discussed their idea, and through the exchange of drawings and photos I created the model to 
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their specifications. I worked with the designer to realize the packaging, catalogue, and other 

branded materials with close attention to echoing commercial maple products so that the boxes 

initially “pass.”  

 

 
    Figure 37: Leah Decter, oh-oh Canada (2016). Photo: Leah Decter 
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        Figure 38: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina Cooper-Bolam  
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     Figure 39: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina Cooper-Bolam  
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     Figure 40: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina Cooper-Bolam 
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  Figure 41: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina Cooper-Bolam,  
 Photos: Graham Iddon  

 

 



 175 

 
 

Figure 42: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Graham Iddon 
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Figure 43: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Graham Iddon 
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Figure 44: oh-oh Canada catalogue (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Graham Iddon 
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Figure 45: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Graham Iddon 
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Figure 46: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Leah Decter 
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Figure 47: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Graham Iddon 
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      Figure 48: oh-oh Canada catalogue, (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
         Cooper-Bolam, Photo: Graham Iddon 
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Figure 49: oh-oh Canada catalogue (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
Cooper-Bolam, Photos: Graham Iddon. 
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  Figure 50: oh-oh Canada catalogue (2016). Graphic Design: Trina  
  Cooper-Bolam 
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Figure 51: oh-oh Canada catalogue (2016). Graphic Design: Trina Cooper-Bolam 
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 Gallery 101 in Ottawa supported the intervention at Parliament Hill, providing logistical 

assistance and documentation, and I enlisted two colleagues, Erin Sutherland and Jennifer 

Hardwick, to join me in distributing the boxes to the public. As we were undertaking this 

intervention without any type of permission, it was important to be mobile. Fitting in with the 

day’s festivities both allowed us to fly under the radar of the considerable security presence and 

made us approachable to the general public. Using small carts decorated with Canadian flags 

(some of which were pointedly upside down) and other Canada Day paraphernalia and dressed in 

oh-oh Canada branded T-shirts, we handed out candies on the way from our hotel to Parliament 

Hill. Once there, we situated ourselves in the intersection directly in front of the Parliament Hill 

lawns, where people streamed in to see and hear Prime Minister Justin Trudeau open the 

festivities. Because the intention of this intervention was for members of the public to slowly 

contend with the content as they engaged with the candies and their packaging, we were 

deliberate in what we said when offering the boxes. We wanted to invite curiosity, yet allow for 

the packaging, the candies, and the artists statements within the catalogue to largely speak for 

themselves. To this end, when offering the candies we described them as having been designed 

by artists from across the country to tell stories of Canada that they might not find represented 

within, for example, the Canada Day celebrations. It was common for this description to prompt 

questions, and we engaged in conversations with many people over the course of the day.  
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  Figure 52: Leah Decter, oh-oh Canada (2016). Photo: Laura Margita  
  (courtesy of Gallery 101 Archives)  
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Figure 53, 54: Leah Decter, oh-oh Canada (2016). Photo: Laura Margita  
(courtesy of Gallery 101 Archives) 
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Through the integration of the texts, objects, and encounters mobilized, oh-oh Canada aims 

to articulate connections between historical narratives and present conditions and to shine a light 

on that which is obscured, distorted, or erased. Inserting unsettling counter-narratives into 

mainstream celebratory public and private spaces, as well as the body itself, the project strikes at 

the everyday stories, habits, and assumptions that continually reassert colonial thinking. As an 

intervention into accepted knowledge, it brings together embodied, relational, collaborative, 

performative, and material strategies in resistance to the acts of intentional forgetting and 

selective remembering that infuse a form of preferred public memory into the dominant 

Canadian imaginary.  

 As I have already stated, my discussion of oh-oh Canada departs from the analysis 

undertaken for the previous three artworks in this chapter. It is intended to be largely descriptive 

of the project and my underlying ideas in order to leave space for the reader to experience the 

project primarily through its visual documentation. I expect the reader will be able to not only 

gain a sense of the project, but also to understand the ways it mobilizes memoration.  

 

Memoration-In-Relation 

In this chapter I have presented four artworks as a way of charting some of the significant facets 

and important developments of memoration. In bringing notions of memory and commemoration 

into critical dialogue, memoration explicitly ties the individual act to that of the collective, 

activating them both in terms of situated and sited responsibility. It does not simply ask for an 

exercise of recall, a recuperation of particular histories, or the transference of memory work onto 

the audience. Instead, it aims to intervene in the discursive authority of everyday spaces, 

celebrations, tropes, myths, and material cultures to render them—as implicit sites of 
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commemoration—into vectors of “dialogue and contestation.”249 Memoration actively questions 

what is taken for granted in the dominant Canadian-settler imaginary and purposefully harbours 

the discomfort that arises when complicity is confronted. It works to reconfigure a calcified 

public memory in ways that refuse the biased accounts circulated by institutions and embedded 

in the everyday as projections of the settler state. It thus discharges an ethic of remembering 

otherwise, by counter-storying heritage—what we have inherited—at the intersections of 

personal and national frameworks. Memoration instigates witnessing otherwise as a way of 

fostering an embodied and relational ethic of listening that holds the tensions of contending with 

what must be known, and what cannot necessarily be apprehended by all. In these ways, it lays 

the groundwork for otherwise possibilities that may, by “propel[ling] memory into politics,” 250 

help to supplant the hegemonic thinking of white supremacist settler colonial norms. If the 

mobilization of memoration could be thought of as having an explicit goal, it might be to “shift 

public memory toward intergenerational responsibility for Canada’s national injustices,” 251 

however incrementally, and to charge that shift with an intentional and activated regard that is 

always in relation.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
249 Drobnick and Fisher, Museopathy, 14. 
250 Herscher, “Points of No Return,” 151. 
251 Dylan Robinson and Keren Zaiontz. “Public Art in Vancouver and the Civic Infrastructure of 
Redress,” in Hill and McCall, The Land We Are, 48. 
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this river 

 

In December of 2016, I attended a screening of the film This River (2016) at the Winnipeg Art 

Gallery. This River is a National Film Board (NFB) film co-directed by Métis author Katherena 

Vermette and white settler artist and filmmaker Erika MacPherson, both of whom are based in 

Winnipeg, Treaty One territory. The film highlights the work of Drag the Red, a volunteer 

initiative started by families of missing and murdered Indigenous women in Manitoba, 

spearheaded by Bernadette Smith and Kyle Kematch. Drag the Red began to undertake searches 

for evidence in the waters and shores of Winnipeg’s Red River after Tina Fontaine’s body was 

recovered from the river in August of 2014.252 The film features Vermette and Kematch in a 

profound and moving interweaving of narratives of grief and activism connected to the loss of 

Indigenous lives in the Red River, and the families’ mourning. Set on the Red in Drag the Red’s 

boat, a conversation between Vermette and Kematch highlights the river as a sentient being 

while foregrounding the impacts of police inaction and systemic indifference faced by Indigenous 

families of missing loved ones. This River is an evocative, informative, and poetic narrative. In 

the simple telling of personal stories as they are inherently entwined with colonial conditions, 

                                                
252 Tina Fontaine was a fifteen-year-old member of Sagkeeng First Nation whose body was 
recovered from the Red River during a search for Faron Hall. Dubbed by local media as the 
“homeless hero,” Faron Hall, an IRS survivor, rescued people from drowning in the Red River 
on two separate occasions in 2009. In 2014, Hall was seen struggling in the Red River, and 
although attempts were made to save him, he was swept away. It was during the subsequent 
search for him that Fontaine’s body was found in the river, wrapped in a sleeping bag and plastic 
bags. These discoveries—of Indigenous bodies rendered relatable to the white population by 
virtue of their characterization as heroic and innocent, respectively—seemed to galvanize 
Winnipeggers. A march and rally following the recovery of their bodies saw unprecedented 
participation and brought unprecedented attention to Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
and Girls (MMIWG) in particular.   
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together with the demonstration of dedication embodied by Kematch and Drag the Red, it draws 

the viewer in through quietly gut-wrenching loss and emphatic resistance.  

A Q&A after this screening, moderated by Cree author and broadcaster Rosanna 

Deerchild, featured filmmakers Vermette and MacPherson, organizer Kematch, MLA and former 

advisor to the Manitoba NDP government on Indigenous women’s issues Nahanni Fontaine, and 

Anishinaabe Elder Chickadee Richard. Having already seen the film, I attended this screening 

specifically to witness the discussion and the audience’s response, as I had for the John Ralston 

Saul event. In comparison, this event garnered a significantly more diverse audience with a 

considerably increased visibly Indigenous presence. In the question period, two speakers—an 

Indigenous man and an Indigenous woman—struck me in particular. Similar to the white man at 

the John Ralston Saul event, neither was focused on asking a question of the panel. Instead, each 

made a statement concerning what they thought must be done moving forward. The woman, who 

was the last speaker from the floor, called for people to work together across colonial divides, as 

had been demonstrated in the production of the film and in Drag the Red’s activities. The man, 

who spoke just prior, appealed for non-Indigenous people in Canada to listen to Indigenous 

people and to learn about Canada’s colonial history and the present manifestations of colonial 

systems. In particular, he emphasized the importance of non-Indigenous Canadians gaining an 

understanding of the ways they are implicated in these conditions. Like the white man’s 

comments at the Saul event, both of these statements were delivered with emotion. However, 

unlike his confession, these statements projected out into the world to be acted upon. Taken 

together, the two statements I highlight from the This River event impel people to not only obtain 

knowledge, but to come together to act. Importantly, they also call on majority settler people do 

so with an understanding of our/their complicity and power positions within the current context. 
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Although many have eschewed forms of reconciliation promoted by the state in favour of 

paths toward decolonization and Indigenization, the reconciliation narrative continues to 

dominate mainstream discourses pertaining to Indigenous–settler relations in Canada, both in 

terms of education and the idea of coming together. The TRC and its Calls to Action have 

highlighted the importance of re/educating the non-Indigenous population and in doing so have 

prompted some important educational initiatives. Working toward rectifying the very real lack of 

education and the miseducation that has shaped this nation is vital; however, it does not 

necessarily promote significant change on either structural or personal levels. While 

reconciliation may ask majority settler populations to learn and accept (some of) the truth about 

the past, it does not explicitly call for us/them to do the work of contending with our/their roles 

in perpetuating colonial structures as they exist in the present. As the Indigenous man who spoke 

at the screening suggested, education must be coupled with a practice of contending with the 

ongoing impact of our/their presence as majority settler Canadians, and the ways we/they 

continue to benefit from contemporary systemic violence and dis/possession. Failing this, 

attaining new knowledge of “wrongdoings,” particularly when they are relegated to the past, 

can pave the way for majority Canadians to sustain a stance of innocence—to think, in essence: 

We were not taught these things, so it is not our fault that we did not know. Now that we know 

about the past, we are ready to put it behind us, and with our new knowledge we are equipped to 

move forward—together.  

As was suggested by the Indigenous woman at the screening of This River, we must in 

some way move forward together. After all, co-habiting these lands is, in the end, a relational 

venture. The respectful committed collaboration of Indigenous and white settler artists working 

together to realize a project—as was clearly demonstrated in the collaboration between 
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MacPherson and Vermette—is an extremely powerful model. Yet it must be recognized that 

successful collaborations such as this are underpinned by more than a will to come together. 

Further, it is important to recognize they are inherently weighted by the uneven colonial terrain 

of a place and time in which power relations remain skewed and dominant Canadian values and 

expressions are still inflected with denial. Habits of dominance on the part of white settlers do 

not dissipate easily, and the work of unsettling the self can be deftly evaded within a society in 

which white settler dominance is so deeply ingrained. If majority settler people rush toward 

reconciliation—toward coming together—without committing to the displacement of long-held 

claims of innocence, the structures of colonial power can easily be reproduced. Uncritical 

collaborations can enfold a colonial dynamic in which the terms are set by Eurocentric 

knowledge and values, and Indigenous collaborators are expected to sustain the burden of 

relational and emotional labour. Moreover, even in the case of the most equitable forms of 

collaborative practice, the colonial gaze can impinge significantly upon both the operations and 

readings of collaborative endeavours.  

In order to displace these well-worn paths and come together in ways that do not simply 

reinforce the settler colonial status quo, majority settler Canadians must commit to the difficult 

work of significantly altering our/their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours. To come together to 

“reconcile” without activated critical self-reflection is to disregard the realities of ongoing 

settler colonial conditions. It bypasses the difficult and sometimes uncomfortable work of 

contending with and relinquishing the dominating authority of European knowledge systems and 

the protective armours of unearned power. The questions that need to be asked should not 

revolve around whether we, as Indigenous and variously situated non-Indigenous people, should 

come together, but rather how we do so. We might well ask: What will ensure that, when 
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hegemonic settler subjects “come together” with those who have been subjected to colonial and 

racist oppression and violence, our/their dominance does not accompany us/them? How can 

we/they as majority settlers invert the privileging of European ways of knowing and being and 

upset the demand that Indigenous peoples work within the confines of, and know in, these ways? 

How can we/they exercise humility in plying the tensions inhered within the points of 

dis/connection that both separate and bind us, and approach coming together in ways that 

account for overlapping and conflicting stories without losing sight of the impact of colonial 

forces and the potential of decolonial change? How might majority settler people engage in 

forms of coming together that acknowledge the incommensurable and that foreground 

Indigenous sovereignty, as opposed to the exclusive sovereignty of the settler state that sustains 

our/their dominance?  
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Chapter 3 

Situating Memoration: Artistic Incursions Into Unsettling Depremacy 

  

To decolonize is to supplant racist patriarchies in favour of polycultural, intercultural and anti-
racist dialogue while understanding and acknowledging the place of an inherent Indigenous 
sovereignty rooted in land, language, culture and ways of knowing and being.  

—Steven Loft253  
 
What art does—and what is difficult to measure—is that it changes our individual and collective 
imaginaries by particles, and the resulting new pictures of the world can influence behavior … 
[and] change how we see and treat each other and ourselves. 

—David Garneau254 

 

This chapter is directed toward situating memoration—as demonstrated by the artworks 

described in Chapter 2—and explicating its key features. In attending to my motivation for 

developing memoration, I undertake a brief discussion of Indigenous movements and the 

increasing calls for variously situated settlers to engage with them in respectful and productive 

ways. I touch on some of the tensions inherent in undertaking such work from a critical white 

settler position, and particularly through artistic practice. This chapter moves on to consider the 

importance of mindfully overcoming these obstacles and the capacities for art to contribute to 

doing so. An elaboration of some of the vital facets of memoration advances the practice of 

reckoning as crucial to addressing and interfering with the conditions of the settler state from a 

white settler positionality, and in summary, I reflect on how the artworks discussed in Chapter 2 

chronicle my engagement with these issues through the evolution of memoration.  

 

                                                
253 Loft, “Reconciliation…Really?,” 47. 
254 David Garneau and Clement Yeh. “Apology Dice: Collaboration in Progress,” in Hill and 
McCall, The Land We Are, 76. 
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Alongside and In Conversation: Imperatives of Engagement With Indigenous Movements  

The artworks I have discussed, like memoration as a research-creation methodology, are 

grounded in disrupting the settler imaginary by placing the settler state and white settler society 

and identities under scrutiny and in relation. Directly addressing this subject matter through my 

art and research practice is for me neither a detached thematic pursuit nor an objective academic 

exercise. Rather, it is an expression of the imperative to contend with the ways I am implicated 

in white settler dominance and to embrace the responsibilities to unsettle toward decolonizing 

social change that result from knowledge of the histories and contemporary guises of 

colonization. It is part of a commitment to learning different ways of being, and being-in-

relation, in and on these lands now known as Canada. It is a way of enacting the unfolding story 

of “settler” presence that does not perpetuate the structural inequities and power dynamics of 

settler colonialism and the imposition of racialization. In essence, undertaking this work charts a 

pedagogical pathway leading to the otherwise possibilities of a just co-existence in these 

contested lands. As an artist-scholar, I have an opportunity to examine, enact, and communicate 

the ways this process of un/learning might contribute to a foundation for the potential of radical 

change. As a white settler artist-scholar, I focus this opportunity primarily on dislodging the 

white settler certainty and supremacy that are embedded in the landscape of everyday Canadian 

life. As I have discussed, however, the recognition and interruption of whiteness and settler 

entitlement is contingent to Indigenous struggles.255 Thus, memoration aims to engender, model, 

provoke, and manifest an ongoing process of activated (self-)unsettlement-in-relation—what I 

have referred to in this text as “unsettling depremacy”—in parallel and in conversation with the 
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resurgence of Indigenous sovereignty, culture, and nationhood and Indigenous-led movements 

for decolonization.  

Those calling for decolonization largely agree that questions of land rights and 

fundamental change to governance lie at its root, both in historical and contemporary terms.256 In 

this sense, decolonization requires reparations and the repatriation of land, as well as the 

recognition of Indigenous understandings of land as different from “Western” concepts tied to 

ownership and exploitation. In asserting that “decolonization is not a metaphor,”257 Aleut scholar 

Eve Tuck and settler scholar K. Wayne Yang are among those who contend that the application 

of “decolonization” as a term connoting a broad set of social justice actions has the potential to 

distract from and inhibit the actual dismantling of colonial structures with respect to land and 

Indigenous sovereignty. Linda Tuhiwai Smith is among those who contend that decolonization, 

as a comprehensive project, necessitates a range of intersecting constituents. She states, 

“Decolonization, once viewed as a formal process of handing over the instruments of 

government is now recognized as a long-term process involving bureaucratic, linguistic, cultural 

and psychological divesting of colonial power.”258 Settler scholar Keavy Martin and Stó:lō 

scholar Dylan Robinson recognize that while “almost nothing we can do will lead immediately 

or directly to the return of land or to the unsettlement or dissolution of Canada’s claims over 

Indigenous territories” called for in decolonization, “a wide range of diverse actions … each play 

a part in the broader project of achieving justice.”259 Echoing Smith, Martin and Robinson, and 

                                                
256 See: Alfred, Wasáse; Coulthard, Red Skin, White; Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the 
Colonized (London: Routledge, 2013); Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor.”  
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258 Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 98. 
259 Keavy Martin and Dylan Robinson, eds., Arts of Engagement: Taking Aesthetic Action in and 
Beyond the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier 
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others, Emma Battell Lowman and Adam J. Barker characterize decolonization as an “open 

ended ... [and] radical … transformative process” that calls for multiple approaches for 

“confronting colonialism,” suggesting further that it is “the responsibility of individuals and 

communities of all kinds to figure out how they fit.”260 

If decolonization is understood in this expansive manner, without losing sight of the very 

real priorities regarding land rights and sovereignty for Indigenous nations, multiple strategies 

can be effectively mobilized. At the time of writing (spring/summer of 2017), “decolonizing” 

and its counterpart “Indigenizing” have come into common usage in referring to activities—

systemic or otherwise—that set out to undertake a disruption of the colonial. All manner of 

entities—from the classroom to the senate, libraries to Canadian stamps, and activism to the 

academy—are currently attempting, or being subjected to, processes described as decolonizing. 

Not surprisingly, these efforts are encountering varying degrees of resistance and demonstrating 

varying degrees of what might be understood as success in achieving their goals. Further, the 

question of whether many of these activities contribute to, or on the contrary, deflect attention 

from, actual decolonization continues to be debated. Perceived or real efficacies of these wide-

ranging initiatives aside, the increasing, if perhaps sometimes indiscriminant, use of the term is 

serving to focus significant attention to parsing what constitutes decolonization and how 

individuals, institutions, and collectivities might “fit” or contribute to advancing its goals.  

 Over the last decade, appeals from Indigenous and “allied” non-Indigenous scholars and 

activists for meaningful engagement in decolonizing struggles on the part of white settlers and 

non-Indigenous people of colour have gained momentum. Taiaiake Alfred has argued that 
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decolonizing movements “must have the support and co-operation of allies in settler society,”261 

while Métis academic Joyce Green asserts the importance of calling on non-Indigenous 

Canadians to recognize their inherent privilege within colonial structures and take on the 

responsibility of dismantling the persistent mythologies that support colonial logics and 

mindsets.262 Activist Harsha Walia contends, “Non-natives must be able to position ourselves as 

active and integral participants in decolonization movement(s),” offering further that 

“decolonization is as much a process as a goal.”263 Writing from white settler perspectives, 

scholar Paulette Regan suggests that settlers must undertake the work of decolonizing themselves 

as a step in decolonizing the settler colonial regime that underpins the nation state of Canada,264 

and writer, historian and activist Victoria Freeman stresses the importance of decolonizing the 

minds of settler people as a step toward being able to “live with integrity” in these lands.265  

Clearly there are multiple entry points through which non-Indigenous people of colour 

and white settler people can assume the responsibility of contributing to decolonial futures. 

Reflecting that the prophecy of the 8th Fire calls for the mobilization of “all humans,” Leanne 

Betasamosake Simpson argues, “settler society must also choose to change their ways, to 

decolonize their relationship with the land and Indigenous nations and to join in building 

sustainable future based upon mutual recognition, justice and respect.”266 Yet she also makes the 
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distinction that Indigenous peoples need to undertake resurgence “on our own terms without the 

sanction, permission or engagement of the state, western theory or the opinions of Canadians.”267 

Similarly, Tuck and Yang contend that decolonization should be “accountable to Indigenous 

sovereignty and futurity”268 and not that of the settler majority or the state. Drawing together the 

need for non-Indigenous engagement and the imperative of privileging Indigenous perspectives 

and worldviews, Scholar and educator Rubén Gaztambide-Fernández suggests that decolonizing 

processes must be understood through an ethic of “radical difference” and “incommensurable 

interdependence.”269 Put another way, as white settler scholar Walter Mignolo points out, 

decoloniality, as a political project, is inhabited differently by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people.270 Taken together, these assertions are cogent reminders that there are differences in, and 

potentially limitations to, the roles of (differently located) non-Indigenous people in projects that 

parallel and/or aim to support Indigenous decolonization.  

Indigenizing is another strategy for addressing the legacies of settler colonialism that is 

currently receiving heightened attention, as it is increasingly advanced both in consort with and 

contrast to decolonization. Indigenizing can be seen as a project of confronting colonial 

dominance by foregrounding Indigenous knowledges, cultures, and presence, rather than 

undoing colonial structures per se. Like “decolonizing,” “Indigenizing” is becoming a common 

term to describe a range of initiatives designed to remedy institutional and social asymmetries 

consequent to the dominance of Euro-Canadian culture. For example, Indigenizing has become a 
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contentious issue as institutions such as universities implement facets of the TRC’s Calls to 

Action, sometimes without the benefit of the necessary structural frameworks, appropriate 

staffing, and buy-in from faculty, administrators, and students. Nevertheless, there are also 

robust examples of Indigenizing pedagogy in university settings. Educator and executive lead for 

Indigenizing at the University of Regina, Shauneen Pete (Little Pine First Nation) states 

concisely that Indigenizing the academy is “about re-centering indigenous world views as a 

starting point for … transformation.”271 Pete explains that her approach to Indigenizing her 

teaching practice works in “resistance to the colonizing tendency to erase First Nations peoples” 

while supporting “the persistence of Indigenous peoples and their ways of knowing,” adding that 

“Indigenization works hand in hand with decolonizing.”272 Chickasaw scholar James (Sákéj) 

Youngblood Henderson discusses Indigenization in the academy in terms of both the differences 

and synergies between Eurocentric and Indigenous epistemologies and promotes it as a project of 

“trans-systemic synthesis” in which Aboriginal knowledge and Eurocentric knowledge are 

“braided together” at a systemic level in a “respectful and dignified way.”273 Indigenizing is not 

only being undertaken in academic institutions. As the aspiration to Indigenize is attached to a 

wide range of efforts through which mainstream institutions and organizations (not to mention 

individual non-Indigenous Canadians) aim to highlight Indigenous presence, ways of being, 

and/or knowledge, its constituents continue to evolve and to be debated. The ways differently 
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situated non-Indigenous people might engage with forms of Indigenization, and how we/they 

may “fit” into its frameworks, are perhaps even thornier questions than how we/they might 

contribute to decolonization.  

It is recognized that differently situated non-Indigenous individuals, communities, and 

institutions can effectively take on multiple, if justifiably limited, roles through strategies that 

complement the imperatives of Indigenous movements advancing decolonization, Indigenization, 

sovereignty, and resurgence. As I have suggested, these parallel and intersecting—and perhaps 

incommensurable—avenues for activation, when undertaken by white settlers, can be 

characterized as projects of “unsettling depremacy.” Unsettling depremacy highlights the 

activation of white settler unsettlement as an ongoing practice that is simultaneously focused 

inward and outward through relational contours, and, as such, is explicitly situated and situating. 

Calls for the activation of non-Indigenous people issued by academics and Indigenous-led 

grassroots activist movements such as Idle No More highlight the importance of undertaking 

“solidarity” work with careful attention to situating subject position in relation to the context of 

settler colonial structures. While the grounds by which the varied subjectivities of those not 

Indigenous to these lands are defined with respect to the interlocking systems of power within a 

settler state continue to evolve,274 the importance of engaging in (self-)unsettlement-in-relation 

through critical understandings of one’s positionality remains vital. Jodi A. Byrd is among those 

foregrounding the complexity of intersections between white supremacy, settler colonialism, and 

global migration and dislocation. She urges a self-reflexive attitude across subjectivities in which 
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“settler, native and arrivant each acknowledge their own positions within empire and then 

reconceptualize space and history to make visible what imperialism and its resultant settler 

colonialisms and diasporas have sought to obscure.”275 As discourses surrounding these 

imperatives have intensified, acute attention has been paid to the nuances of positionality and the 

importance of operating from a consciously situated stance that is attentive to multiple and 

intersecting scales of the differentials of power.  

 

Creative Production as a Mode of Unsettling In a Time of Incremental Change  

In the introduction to Imagining Resistance, editors J. Keri Cronin and Kirsty Robertson assert: 

“the politics of power … cannot be understood, described, analyzed or resisted without an 

understanding of visual culture.”276 Placing visual culture at the centre of artistic production 

frames arts-based methodologies as compelling tactics for rendering visibility to an ethic of 

situatedness when challenging hegemonic dimensions of power in general, and settler colonial 

dynamics in particular. It is not surprising that as various forms of activation and activism among 

differently situated non-Indigenous people gain purchase, the role of (self-)unsettling practices in 

the context of creative production has also garnered increased attention. David Garneau 

advocates for discrete Indigenous spaces and conversations as “irreconcilable spaces of 

Aboriginality” that are not translated or made visible to the dominant culture. Yet he also asserts 

a role for non-Indigenous cultural workers, describing active “allies” as vital to Indigenous 

struggles.277 In this way, Garneau advocates for both parallel and intersecting Indigenous and 
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non-Indigenous practices. Racialized and white settler cultural workers engaging in this way can 

engender transformative realizations by drawing critical “connections between political 

structures, broader social contexts and the lived experience of individuals.”278 In “challenging the 

intellectual and cultural foundation of settler society”279 as an act of unsettlement, differently 

situated “settler” artists can thus cultivate a sustained and resonant critique, as well as propose—

in conversation and collaboration with Indigenous movements, people, and communities—

ontological and relational possibilities that rupture colonial forms. Whether or not these offerings 

are seen as constituting decolonization will certainly depend on how they are perceived, which is 

likely to change over time even in the short term. However, they can regardless be recognized as 

contributing to ways of being, knowing, and relating that challenge the settler state and majority 

society and promote justice and self-determination for Indigenous peoples and nations. 

The cultural and discursive landscape with respect to Indigenous–settler relations in 

Canada (if not its political counterpart) has changed significantly since I began to do this work 

over ten years ago. In particular, the changes in discourse have accelerated in the years since 

2012, when I began my PhD research. Although I agree with settler scholar Lynne Davis and her 

fellow researchers, who assert that “it is too tempting to think that we have entered a unique 

moment in the history of Indigenous-settler relations in Canada,”280 a number of factors have 

contributed to an increased engagement on the part of variously situated settler Canadians and, I 

would argue, an increasingly nuanced approach to undertaking this work from a range of non-

Indigenous perspectives. The rise in visibility of, and attention to, Indigenous voices and 
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perspectives within a range of sectors has no doubt contributed to this direction. The efforts of 

Indigenous activism, such as seen in the Idle No More movement, at Standing Rock, and in the 

work of Shoal Lake 40 First Nation, have also exerted significant influence. Further, despite the 

limitations of reconciliation discourses enfolded into the TRC as an instrument of the state, its 

prominence, including in the guise of the 2016 TRC Calls to Action, has been a motivating, if 

sometimes troubling, force. In response to intensified interest in, and activation of, 

“decolonizing” initiatives and those that purport to foster “reconciliation” in the Canadian 

context, informational websites such as Groundwork for Change281 and Transforming 

Relations282 have filled an important role of aggregating a breadth of projects and information.  

This climate of heightened awareness and urgency, together with the growing clarity with 

which roles for differently situated settler people are being articulated and enacted, appears to be 

galvanizing non-Indigenous artists. For instance, Michael Farnan uses humour and layered satire 

in tackling deep-seated colonial mythologies connected to pop culture, wilderness tropes, 

masculinity, and settler desires through his solo work, such as Dance of the Narrows (2015),283 

and Pilgrims of the Wild (2016),284 a recent collaborative work with Siksika Blackfoot artist 

Adrian Stimson and Cree/Saulteaux/Métis artist Lori Blondeau. In their recent work Grand Theft 

Terra Firma (2017),285 David Campion and Sandra Shields, in the guise of their artistic 

collaboration “doublewide,” appropriate video game culture to reimagine colonial settlement as a 
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monumental heist. In Unsettling Settlers: Intervention Game Night (2016–),286 Golboo Amani 

instigates a pedagogical disruption to the overtly colonial narrative of the board game Settlers of 

Catan. Through expanded gameplay materials, this interactive work offers participants an 

opportunity to play out decolonizing alternatives that work to reinstate Indigenous land rights 

and sovereignty in the pedagogical landscape of the game board. These are but three examples of 

artists working in this way within the Canadian context. A marked (albeit still limited) upsurge in 

the number of non-Indigenous artists who are taking up these issues and questions is matched by 

similar commitments in creative writing, music, and other creative communities.287 The work of 

these and other cultural producers answers the imperative for engagement from various non-

Indigenous perspectives and demonstrates how art can be an effective vehicle for doing so. 

The reception of creative production that challenges settler colonial norms or addresses 

Indigenous–settler relations from various non-Indigenous perspectives in direct and compelling 

ways also appears to be growing. There is an increasing visibility of work by allied non-

Indigenous artists, often in formats that bring Indigenous, white settler, and racialized non-

Indigenous artists together. For example, exhibitions such as Land/Slide: Possible Futures 

(2013) curated by Janine Marchessault, Owning with the Gaze curated by Cheryl L’Hirondelle 

(2015), Nation to Nation curated by Wanda Nanibush and Matt McIntosh (2015), 

Mammo’wiiang to Make Change curated by Jaimie Issac and me (2015), Since Then curated by 

Kegan McFadden (2016–17) LandMark (multiple curators) (2017), and Unsettling curated by 

Bojana Videkanic (2017) have brought into animated conversation the work of Indigenous, white 
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settler, and racialized non-Indigenous artists challenging settler colonial norms in Canada. 

Although scholarly and other literature regarding “settler-driven” artwork of this nature remains 

limited, publications such as Cultivating Canada: Reconciliation through the Lens of Cultural 

Diversity (2011), FUSE magazine’s “Decolonial Aesthetics” issue (2012), and The Land We Are: 

Artists and Writers Unsettle the Politics of Reconciliation (2015) have also been instrumental in 

presenting both Indigenous and non-Indigenous critical and creative contributions to current 

discourses, as well as those offered through intercultural collaboration.  

 

Fault Lines in Good Intentions: On Limits and Challenges of Walking With  

At the same time as there is an upsurge in non-Indigenous cultural producers responding to 

appeals for involvement, such agency is often also regarded with justifiable skepticism. Despite 

the expanding presence of creative interventions that challenge settler colonial power, there are 

significant fault lines inherent in undertaking this work from non-Indigenous, and particularly 

white settler, perspectives. Advancing unsettling interventions by artists of various positionalities, 

settler scholar Margot Francis invokes the state of a “double haunting,” a condition in which the 

“trauma of nation-building … haunt[s] those excluded from national belonging and those at the 

centre of national hegemonies.”288 However, she also cautions that those at the centre risk re-

inscribing the colonial forms they seek to disrupt.289 This is particularly true for white settler 

artists who benefit in multiple ways from the logics of racial hierarchies and settler colonialism. 

Like the burgeoning discipline of settler colonial studies, artistic production driven by white 

settlers has the potential to speak powerfully and directly, particularly to white settler people, and 
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to expose the ways we/they are implicated within settler colonial structures. Such undertakings 

also hold considerable potential to inadvertently (and perhaps even implicitly) substantiate the 

centrality of whiteness and the colonial frame while attempting to disquiet these conditions. 

Furthermore, if work from this perspective is understood as being totalizing, or singly 

authoritative, it risks overshadowing Indigenous thought, resistance, and experience—as well as 

the varied relationships of non-Indigenous racialized people to white settler colonialism, white 

settler self-criticism, and Indigenous solidarity. If focused only on disturbing colonial 

mythologies and revealing colonial elisions, it can also fail to attend to the potential of 

transformed futures. Yet, as settler Australian scholars Alissa Macoun and Elizabeth Strakosch 

point out, “If every settler action is framed as always already colonizing, then individuals are 

excused from anti-colonial action in the present and indigenous people are destined to be victims 

of an unstoppable colonizing state.”290 The foreclosure of non-Indigenous dissent can therefore 

be commensurate with the evasion of responsibility and the perpetuation of dis/possession as 

inevitable. Through this lens, for a white settler such as myself, it becomes untenable to retreat 

from the imperative of scrutinizing the power in which one is implicated, from the necessity of 

holding oneself and one’s communities to account, and from the obligation of taking action.  

Undertaking this work from a white settler positionality is necessary; however, it is also, 

perhaps, necessarily both flawed and fraught. This is particularly cogent in contemporary art 

contexts that privilege and promote a singular authorial voice, often even in the case of 

collaborative work. It is arguably impossible for the white settler artist to create work that speaks 

from a white settler positionality as an exercise of unsettling depremacy without recentring 

settler whiteness in some measure. Although interventions articulated through artistic production 
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hold a potential to illuminate one’s complicity, challenge embedded power relations, call into 

question valourizing mythologies, and bring people together in ways that account for and 

interrogate colonial asymmetry, for the white settler artist they also risk re-inscribing the colonial 

while trying to unseat it. For instance, if we apply Audre Lorde’s oft-repeated dictum “the 

master’s tools cannot be used to dismantle the master’s house”291 to performance art of this 

nature, we might be moved to ask whether it is possible for the masters themselves to embody 

dissent in a way that dismantles their metaphoric houses. Given the fine line between disturbing, 

and settling into, the flow of dominant culture, this is a question worth grappling with in the 

development of such work. 

As challenging and/or problematic as it may be, it is necessary for white settler people to 

take on the labour and risk of acting politically. It is crucial to do so with an understanding of 

our/their position-in-relation, of our/their “identities in politics,”292 of the ways our/their work 

dovetails with continuing conversations and debates as they are critically enacted from multiple 

perspectives and positionalities, and of the ways these factors shape our/their responsibilities. By 

stating that there are challenges and risks for the white settler subject undertaking this work, I do 

not mean to imply that doing so is in any way “heroic” or exceptional. Rather, as I will discuss 

further on in this text, I suggest that if the challenges and risks are not recognized, the white 

settler subject can cause significant and often unintended harm. Instead of serving as a 

paralyzing influence, attention to the risks of recentring, overshadowing, and dominating, and the 

careful consideration it takes not to do so, can foster a practice that is informed, self-reflexive, 

activated, relational, and accountable.  

                                                
291 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Langhorne, PA: Crossing,1984), 110. 
292 Walter Mignolo, “Decolonial Aesthetics (1),” Transnational Decolonial Institute, 2013, 
https://transnationaldecolonialinstitute.wordpress.com/decolonial-aesthetics/. 
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As is implied in my discussion of the artworks in Chapter 2, artistic strategies can be 

well-suited to cultivating forms of relationality, self-reflexivity, and activation. Questions of 

accountability are often more difficult to apprehend in this context. Nevertheless, accountability 

is a significant factor to address when one’s work is directed toward enacting unsettling 

depremacy as a practice that parallels Indigenous sovereignty and resurgence or as a contribution 

to what might expansively be understood as “decolonizing change.” This raises a number of 

questions regarding the ways white settler artistic production might demonstrate accountability 

to “Indigenous sovereignty and futurity”293 broadly speaking, as well as to local issues, 

communities, and struggles. Not the least of these questions relate to the routes through which 

such an ethic can be engendered and how accountability might be shaped in this context.  

It largely falls to the individual artist to grapple with determining whether, and to whom 

or what entity, they might be accountable. Direct avenues for accountability can be easily applied 

to modes of social practice in which the artist should be clearly accountable to the people, 

community, and/or nation with which they engage.294 The criteria for accountability with regard 

to other forms of artistic production is, more often than not, far more ambiguous. This is not to 

say that an artist working outside of social practice should be excused from considering 

accountability. On the contrary, this signals that when the artist engages with more generalized 

materials, concepts, or geographies, it is incumbent upon them to do the work necessary to 

ascertain the shape accountability takes within their practice or for a given project. As there is 

little scholarship directly pertaining to strategies for artists working “in alliance” with Indigenous 

                                                
293 Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” 35. 
294 See: Tom Keefer, “The Politics of Solidarity: Six Nations, Leadership, and the Settler Left,” 
Upping the Anti: A Journal of Theory and Action, no. 4 (2007): 107–23. Keefer points out that, 
even in the context of community and issue specificity, divisions within communities can cause 
confusion as to which leadership to follow and to whom one should be accountable. 
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struggles outside of the sphere of social practice, non-Indigenous artists undertaking such work 

may turn to solidarity activism for guidance.  

While there are often significant dissonances between activist precepts and artistic 

practice, solidarity activism can provide valuable counsel to artists with respect to accountability.  

Frameworks of solidarity activism invoke an important operational mandate of accountability, 

which, in turn, is often tied to the principle of following Indigenous leadership. Direct 

accountability to, and leadership from, the relevant communities with which one is working is, 

for good reason, seen as essential. However, generally speaking, the structure of leadership and 

accountability within activist discourse has leaned toward rigidity, and in this way does not 

easily accommodate the flexibility needed for many artistic pursuits. Although not retreating 

from the ethic of following Indigenous leadership, discourses and practices within some 

communities of alliance are increasingly identifying the complexities of this directive and 

problematizing its parameters.295  

Nuanced analyses and evolving practices advanced by white settler activists such as Tom 

Keefer and Clare Land are indicative of an arguably more flexible and responsive, yet still 

ethically based, view of what following Indigenous leadership and being accountable to 

Indigenous futurity might entail, although best practices within solidarity activism continue to be 

subject to debate. Recent scholarship suggests that non-Indigenous activists should embrace the 

agency embedded in responsibility. This approach places the onus on the “ally” to “learn what 

matters to Indigenous nations … without waiting to be taught” and to “figure out where to 

contribute … time, efforts and resources where they will be welcomed in support of Indigenous 

                                                
295 See: Keefer, “The Politics of Solidarity”; Land, Decolonizing Solidarity. 
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efforts,”296 including within one’s own communities. As I discussed in the introduction, the 

shape of accountability within my practice in general, and memoration in particular, is layered. It 

both has significant through lines and necessarily varies from project to project. When I am 

working directly with Indigenous communities, I follow the direction of those within the 

community who are designated as leaders or liaisons. However, in other areas of my practice I 

find overarching guidance through Indigenous scholarship and endeavour to hold myself 

accountable to the principles of decolonization, while ongoing relationships with Indigenous 

collaborators and other colleagues provide a relational meter of accountability. All these 

approaches are embedded in a position that foregrounds the importance of embracing the labour 

and responsibility of “learning what matters” and acting accordingly.  

The emergence of strategies that configure accountability and leadership in adaptable 

terms, while at the same time sustaining an understanding of responsibility to Indigenous 

movements, indicate an important direction toward non-Indigenous “allies” welcoming a share 

of the labour across a number of fronts. Embedding both agency and accountability into 

responsibility in this way situates responsibility as a commitment to engaging relationally in 

social change, rather than as a exercise of assuming authority, placing blame, or submitting to 

guilt. In this way, responsibility implies a resolve to both act and, importantly, to pay close 

attention to the rippling impacts of one’s actions. If adopted critically, this approach can lend 

itself well to shaping leadership, accountability, and labour in the context of a white settler–-

driven artistic practice that aims to engender relational responsibility. Nevertheless, it must also 

be recognized that exercising such agency can certainly result in both errors in judgment and 

misplaced autonomy. This leads to the question of mistakes. 

                                                
296 Battell Lowman and Barker, Settler: Identity and Colonialism, 118. 
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It is common to the point of cliché, to be told, as an ally working within a wide range of 

contexts understood as operating through Indigenous solidarity, that it is OK to make mistakes, 

and that when one makes a mistake (and one will), one should recognize it, make amends 

appropriately, learn from it, and move on, with, one would assume, new insights. While this 

sentiment may dislodge paralysis induced by the minefield of potential missteps inherent in this 

work and offer viable strategies for attending to mistakes in some cases, it is nonetheless 

troubling. Stating that it is OK to make mistakes is clearly, at least in part, an important 

recognition that mistakes will inevitably be made. However, this approach fails to highlight, or 

often even attend to, the stakes of those errors. Here, I am not referring to the havoc the ally’s 

mistakes might wreak on their reputation, particularly if mistakes are made in the public sphere. 

Rather, I suggest that this concern is far outweighed by the harm such mistakes may inflict on the 

individuals, peoples, and communities whose struggles or movements the ally is purporting to 

support. In other words, my primary question with regard to this sentiment is: At whose expense 

are we/they, as non-Indigenous people, making mistakes? This is perhaps an obvious point, yet 

the harm associated with such errors is rarely discussed when mistakes are excused as inevitable 

in the context of Indigenous solidarity. Solidarity activists often recount rebukes from the 

Indigenous people with whom they are interacting as pivotal moments in their journey of 

un/learning.297 Yet, as Audre Lorde argues, “It is not the responsibility of the oppressed to teach 

the oppressor their mistakes.”298 Mistakes of this sort may thus impose both harm and additional 

labour onto those affected.  

                                                
297 See: Chris Hiller, “Tracing the Spirals of Unsettlement,” 416. 
298 Lorde, Sister Outsider, 115. 
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The impact of mistakes is particularly cogent when, as an artist, one’s errors may be 

highly visible and, as such, may cause wide-ranging distress. Without question, art is often 

intentionally and effectively provocative, and may even cause distress within certain (often 

majority) communities. For example, for a white settler audience, provocations of unsettling 

depremacy that challenge deeply held beliefs stemming from setter colonial and race-based 

assumptions are often intended to be distinctly disturbing. When undertaking to work in what 

can be understood as alliance with Indigenous struggles, however, it is clearly important to 

consider the nuances of context and reception in order to avoid causing distress where it is not 

intended. I place a high importance on doing extensive groundwork, research, and relationship-

building so as to minimize the prospect of causing harm in this way. However, I am also aware 

that as boundaries are pushed it is possible to slip into the muddy territory of what might play out 

as mistakes. I grapple with the possibility of the works I produce causing harm and distress, 

particularly when working to dis-appropriate offensive iconography or material culture that has 

been appropriated as “Canadian.” I also recognize that when working with artistic strategies, 

while some potential transgressions may be clear, as may be their remedy, the nature of errors 

and the harm or offence they may cause can often be significantly more ambiguous. Further, as is 

compellingly demonstrated by the reception of non-Indigenous American artist Sam Durant’s 

Scaffold at dOCUMENTA(13) in Kassel, Germany in 2012, in the International Zone of The 

Hague in 2015, and at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis 2017, the same work may have 

vastly different impacts on differently situated audiences and may be well-received and lauded in 

certain contexts while being recognized as a trauma-inducing error in others.299 This would 
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suggest that when exercising responsibility in the context of the difficult knowledge inherent in 

an intentionally unsettling white settler–driven art practice, it is vital to consider not only to 

whom one is accountable, but also questions of context and reception with respect to variously 

situated audiences. 

 

Harnessing the Discordant Capacity of Art as a Disturbance to the Normative 

While the fluidity of meaning projected by contemporary art can result in errors that cause 

distress to those with whom the artist intends to act in alliance, it is often this very mutability, 

which, if enlisted with care, can productively disturb the status quo. Working through artistic 

modalities offers an opportunity to think and activate the charged terrain of difficult knowledge 

on wholly different terms. Chicano performance artist, activist, and educator Guillermo Gómez-

Peña discusses performance art, in particular, as a mode through which “contradiction, ambiguity 

and paradox” can enhance rather than dilute a call to disturb normativity.300 Just as the impact of 

performance is deepened by the presence of these attributes, artistic production in general is 

                                                                                                                                                       
Cascone, “After Outcry from Dakota Nation, the Walker Art Centre May Dismantle a 
‘Traumatizing’ Gallows Sculpture by Sam Durant,” Artnet News, May 30, 2017, 
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/walker-controversy-sam-durant-scaffold-974612; Sheila 
Dickenson, “A Seed of Healing and Change: Native Americans Respond to Sam Durant’s 
Scaffold,” Artnews, June 5, 2017, http://www.artnews.com/2017/06/05/a-seed-of-healing-and-
change-native-americans-respond-to-sam-durants-scaffold/. Also note that had the artist 
consulted and engaged with leaders and/or members of the Dakota community whose ancestors, 
known as the Dakota 38, were hanged using the Mankato gallows, which make up the core of the 
piece, not only may the distress the work eventually caused have been averted, but the work 
itself could have been inculcated with additional and profound dimensions of critical relational 
engagement. 
300 Guillermo Gómez-Peña, quoted in Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing 
Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 3. 
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strengthened by the contours of “undecidability.”301 Rather than “settling” or defraying 

uncomfortable truths and their associated feelings by making sense, art has the capacity to 

channel ambivalence, disjuncture, and dissonance as a way of both seeding and activating 

resistance to dominant orders. As artist and writer Patricia Reed suggests, “the maintenance of a 

consensual, hierarchical order rests on this shared capacity to apprehend delineated modes of 

identification, and their ‘rightful’ place,” while art “inappropriates the naturalized chain of 

understanding that buttresses consensual regimes.”302 Reed situates this disturbance as a form of 

“sensory misunderstanding” through which art can defy normalized consensus.303 Art can hold a 

space of discordance that initiates critical reflection and interrogation for the artist, the 

participants, and the viewer and audience. Furthermore, it can communicate complex questions 

and conditions in ways that refuse the compulsion for tidy, sorted packaging. Even if these 

vibrant and contemplative spaces of uncertainty can, at times, leave open the possibility of 

misinterpretation, they are vital to taking steps toward shifting the dominant settler colonial 

worldview. I am not advocating here for art that is unaccountable or irresponsibly conceived, 

articulated, and undertaken. It is crucial to be care-full and attentive to context, aesthetics, ethics, 

and constellations of reception. However, I suggest it is also crucial to engage considered 

undecidability in an effort to offer an experience that, as opposed to being didactic and thereby 

easily rebuffed, offers “the opportunity to construct … a discursive and sustained response”304 

that may incite, even in a small way, transformative potential.  

                                                
301 Jacques Derrida, Geneses, Genealogies, Genres, and Genius: The Secrets of the Archive 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 18. 
302 Reed, “Co-autonomous Ethics.” 
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304 Jessica Wyman, “Resistant Performers and Engaged/ing Public(s),” in Cronin and Robertson, 
Imagining Resistance, 108. 
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In responding, as a white settler artist-scholar, to calls for non-Indigenous engagement 

with the project of decolonization, I work to balance the potency of the “undecidability” of art 

with considerations of positionality, accountability, leadership, and the harm that can be caused 

by making mistakes, among other factors. Memoration, as both a process and product of 

research-creation, is the vehicle through which I examine and grapple with these contextual, 

ethical, theoretical, and methodological concerns. It is also a conduit through which I articulate 

and express the “findings” pursuant to these continuing inquiries and processes of un/learning. In 

attending to these and other factors on an ongoing basis, memoration demonstrates an artistic 

methodology that is sensitive to the ways differently situated subjects inhabit decolonization 

differently. Accordingly, it enlists the transformative potential of art as a form of unsettling 

depremacy that attends to the ways the white settler might fit—relationally—into these projects. 

 

Reckoning-In-Relation as the Heart of Memoration  

As I have suggested, in considering how one might “fit” as a white settler, and activating that 

position, it is vital to understand and contend with the ways one is situated with regard to a 

number of factors. To this end, an ethic of personal and relational reckoning lies at the heart of 

memoration. By invoking reckoning I intend to indicate a form of critical self-interrogation and 

self-reflection that is relational, politicized, and contextualized within the realities of historical 

and present day Canadian nation-building, one that is conscious and diligent in enacting a cycle 

of double turns.  

Decolonization calls for substantive change with regard to land and sovereignty. 

However, in order for the majority settler society to effectively contend with questions of 

Indigenous land rights and self-determination in ways that do not simply reproduce denial or 
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focus on empty recognition, or lopsided reconciliation, a “reshaping of settler consciousness and 

the deep attachments that construct Canadian identities” must occur.305 Without undertaking 

critical reckonings about our/their place(s) with respect to the settler colonial structures and 

relations that mark the present, those who have come to these lands from other lands cannot truly 

undertake the work of re-placing our-/themselves in recognition of the differential ways we/they 

are implicated in, and impacted by, the violence of historical and contemporary settler colonial 

conditions. In this sense, the non-Indigenous individual must contend with the ways we/they are 

situated and implicated in order to understand how our/their actions, attitudes, and beliefs can 

both reaffirm and cause us/them to benefit from settler colonial systems and structures. For the 

white settler in particular, a failure to re-place in this way as a route to understanding “what 

white sovereignty does to Indigenous rights”306 curtails the ability to truly see how we/they can 

embrace the labour and responsibility of contributing to change in relation. Thus critical self-

reflexive practices of reckoning that exercise double turns inward and outward in relation as 

spaces of encounter are vital to cultivating forms of unsettling depremacy that aim to parallel 

Indigenous movements in ways that are both respectful and productive.  

While the sometimes painful process of self-reflection or reckoning will not in and of 

itself change colonial structures or repatriate the land, as Leanne Simpson, Taiaike Alfred, 

Paulette Regan, Victoria Freeman, and many others suggest, such advances will arguably not be 

made without the transformation of the settler society’s mindset and priorities. Reckonings that 

recognize complicity and exert relationality constitute crucial steps in decolonizing the mind that 

is so heavily impacted by power imbalances promoted within colonial values. Although for many 
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differently situated non-Indigenous people—and perhaps particularly white settlers—this may be 

a deeply challenging process, it is not an end in itself. As Sara Ahmed argues, identifying one’s 

privilege is not the same as unlearning it.307 The failure to activate these exercises of critical 

reckoning can congeal them into self-indulgent avoidance or, perhaps worse, redemption. 

Moreover, as Yellowknives Dene scholar Glen Coulthard suggests, activation must be 

undertaken through both individual and collective means in order to “subvert the interplay 

between structure and subjectivity that sustain colonial relations.”308  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Through an excavation and articulation of my own reckonings, memoration is intended to incite 

a critical reckoning that functions on the individual and collective levels to which Coulthard 

alludes. These reckonings—my own and the audience’s and participants’—are underpinned by 

intersecting strategies that include the incorporation of performance methods, the invocation of 

counter-narratives, the stimulation of relational engagement, and the “placing” of embodied 

gestures within performative frames embedded in the everyday. Each of these elements serves to 

intensify and/or contextualize the bearing of reckoning in memoration as a productively 

unsettling call to accounts. 

In the context of memoration, embodiment, whether in the form of gestures 

communicated through performance art, in the guise of physical proximity, or in the staging of 

commonplace activities—particularly in uncommon circumstances—is highly conducive to 
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 220 

provocations of reckoning. Simply put, bodies transfer knowledge. As performance theorist 

Diana Taylor asserts, “beliefs and conventions are passed on through bodily practices and so are 

all sorts of assumptions and presuppositions.”309 It follows that if the body can reinforce 

concretized beliefs in this way, it can also be summoned to call them into question. Just as sites 

of commemoration can be transmuted into “sites of dissent”310 in the subversion of the dominant 

histories they substantiate, the body, through gestures enacted within consciously formulated 

performative frames, can problematize dominant national ideations harboured therein. Moreover, 

if the body is “a place where experience echoes, sinking deep into the bones before reverberating 

back into the world,”311 it follows that it can function as a conduit through which both the 

performer and audience, or in cases such as (official denial), both participants and viewers, are 

provoked to feel, think, reflect, and act. 

Through performative stasis the body functions as a corporeal barricade, a metaphoric 

barrier to disavowal, which, by enacting, or even inferring, physical impediment, provokes a 

pause. Within such a moment of reflection, reinforced by the spectre of the performative 

uncanny, an opening is created in which the viewer can re/consider what is being seen, their 

relationship to it, and the larger questions imbedded therein. Through movement, the body 

animates agency, summoning the possible and conveying the labour entailed in activating 

responsibilities toward transformational change. Harnessing contradiction, ambiguity, and 

paradox, performance practice, as an inherently embodied modality, can inculcate vernacular 

sites of public memory—whether iconic material culture or landscapes, reified monuments or 

uncritical celebrations, imposing architectures or the body itself—with ambivalence. In this way, 
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performance methods engage a pedagogy in which “affect mobilizes thought without attempting 

to guarantee in advance what this thought might be.”312 In memoration, the complex narrative 

underpinnings of regressive settler colonial structures and reductive national mythologies are 

thus subject to scrutiny without capitulating to a desire for closure or certainty. This puts the 

onus on the viewer, offering spaces in which they can assume the responsibility of engaging 

critically and actively in reckoning with the difficult knowledge they are implicated in and/or 

impacted by in various ways. 

 “Placing” the body further invigorates its capacity for subversion by disquieting the 

assumptive measures of spatialized ontologies. The resonance of the body in performance, as an 

interposition into everyday public spaces, such as Parliament Hill or Kingston’s City Park, and 

pseudo-public spaces, such as the Stauffer Library Building at Queen’s University, offers an 

opportunity to introduce fissures into the smooth flow of normatively scripted patterns of being, 

thinking, and interacting and inculcates reckoning with a sense of spatiality. It is within these 

everyday spheres that dominant national ideations and entrenched power dynamics are 

surreptitiously and overtly reproduced and coagulated into “narration[s] of truth”313 on a day-to-

day basis. Interrupting such spaces, whether through encounters with “anticipatory” or 

“proximate” publics,314 calls into question these daily endorsements and the tacit complicities 

through which dominant narrations are continually validated. Curator and writer Jessica Wyman 

suggests inserting less conventionally mediated forms of artistic practice such as performance art 
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into public space renders “porous” the boundaries of the “real … to create zones in which the 

social,” and I would argue the political, “cannot be separated” from “the artistic.”315 Wyman 

goes on to suggest that “artists who disrupt the social sphere assert their own subjectivities as 

members of the amorphous public, extending the possibilities not just of resistance through 

artistic means but through everyday action in the world.”316 Memoration inserts embodied 

presence into such spaces as a form of personal-public reckoning that situates me (and relevant 

members of the audience) as complicit within the dominant settler polity—the amorphous 

public—while aligning resistance enacted through artistic interventions with acts of resistance on 

the ground.  

In memoration, situating the body is not limited to incursions into public space. Its 

spatial-performative frame also intrudes into iconic landscapes, as well as the land itself. As 

another reflection of the everyday, these settings summon long-held, deeply felt, and misleading 

narratives of emplacement on the part of the dominantly positioned settler. Inserting the 

performative (white settler) body into such settings calls attention to the ways particular 

projections of land and landscape coalesce to maintain a settler colonial worldview. As 

demonstrated in Imprint, and to a lesser degree memoration #2: constituent parts, the land/scape 

also often acts as a sort of collaborator—one that is variously amenable and productively 

obstructive. Its elements, whether buffeting winds, snowstorms, or beating sun, frequently 

manifest as a tenacious foil to my performative intentions. These unpredictable and humbling 
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 223 

environmental interjections are pedagogical opportunities that project body–land relationships 

into high relief. Spatial-relational intersections embedded in memoration also shine a light on 

dynamics of power associated with particular spaces and with concepts of space and, at the same 

time, reiterate the weight of the land when reckoning with decolonization and the unsettling of 

settler desires for emplacement.  

Strategies of engagement and encounter—of activating the viewer or audience—have 

become fundamental features of memoration. In contending with the ways we interact as 

subjects-in-relation and the ways we may do so ethically, the significance of relational encounter 

cannot be underestimated. It is vital to moving reckoning, theoretically and corporeally, into a 

nodal network that rejects the primacy of the individual and problematizes colonial binaries. 

Increasingly, memoration has incorporated immersive tactics that invite the audience into the 

performance in order to propel the viewer into “engagement through participation, rather than 

mere looking.”317 Opportunities for participation—whether pre-arranged or spontaneous, 

performative or utilitarian—reiterate the imperative of both individual and collective 

responsibility. They also play a vital role in injecting a work with the “unexpected and even 

unknowable,”318 and thereby resist the imposition of an all-knowing authorial voice.  

Relational provocations speak to the ways in which an understanding of relations to and 

within collectivities helps to promote the acceptance of responsibilities arising from the 

knowledge of colonial realities.319 Further, they reflect calls for all those in settler states to take 
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the responsibility to act in alliance from their differential subject position(s).320 Yet, while 

summoning reckoning and activation within and across spheres of belonging, the relational 

activation of memoration refuses a drive toward unity and equality that overshadows the value of 

“disjunctive collectivity” 321 that is often present when engaging across complex divides. 

Addressing these conditions, memoration embraces the reality of layered histories, differential 

subjectivities, and intersectional (and sometimes incommensurable) strata of belonging and 

dis/possession, without losing sight of the material effects of colonial force in the present. 

Adopting an attitude of relationality in this way can initiate a form of “co-autonomy” that seeds a 

productive “position of tension between artist and audience,” and between differently situated 

people, as a condition of “with-ness that is both shared and divided.”322 In this way, memoration 

generates relational moments that acknowledge the multiplicity of relations within a specific 

location, as well as the lands of Turtle Island broadly, while highlighting the importance of 

“dissent, difference and contestation” in the “constant formation and reformation of our shared 

experience, our shared … space.”323  

For the dominantly positioned settler subject, discomfort may be a prominent feature of 

reckoning with the challenges to comfortable certainty that are often aroused by the idea of 

reshaping “our shared spaces.” Memoration situates discomfort as a generative marker of 

unsettling depremacy that is summoned by the prospect of relinquishing power and authority and 

encountering knowledges, worldviews, and cultures with which one is not familiar. Discomfort 

                                                
320 See: Byrd, The Transit of Empire; Snelgrove, Dhamoon, and Corntassel, “Unsettling Settler 
Colonialism. 
321 The New BC Indian Art and Welfare Society Collective, “unreconciling public art,” in Hill 
and McCall, The Land We Are, 55. 
322 Reed, “Co-Autonomous Ethics.” 
323 The New BC Indian Art and Welfare Society Collective, “unreconciling public art,” 55. 
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may also be triggered when the mythologies, narratives, and identities that majority settler 

communities hold dear are called into question or when that which the settler majority has 

strived to not-know is revealed. Indeed, these forms of difficult knowledge—described by 

scholar and educator Roger I. Simon as material that complicates received narratives, interrupts 

presuppositions, and fundamentally challenges the way individuals think about themselves and 

their interactions, particularly in relation to the “other”324—are arguably saturated with feelings 

of discomfort. Paulette Regan suggests that the process of unsettling the (white) settler self 

necessitates not only an acceptance of discomfort, but entails a dedicated “pedagogy of 

discomfort.”325 Settler Australian scholar Lisa Slater echoes the importance of this type of 

discomfort. She characterizes spaces of discomfort as “experimental spaces” in which “anxiety 

gets into our [white people’s] bodies and shakes us up; alters self-understanding and 

experience,”326 thereby disturbing “the sense of one’s own body—integrity and boundlessness—

and with it how one relates to and inhabits the world.”327 She goes on to suggest that this kind of 

discomfort “reveals the embodiment of colonialism” and, at the same time, “is also an opening 

… to a greater capacity to affect and be affected”328 toward different ways of being. Memoration 

harnesses the decidedly visceral nature of discomfort as a strategy for unseating the certainty and 

centrality of the settler imaginary through intellectual-affective and, often, relational experience.  

It is my intention for memoration to both manifest and induce discomfort in order to stir 

activation in conjunction with reckoning. In their editorial for the 2017 special issue of Settler 

                                                
324 Simon, “The Turn to Pedagogy.” 
325 Regan, Unsettling the Settler, 52. 
326 Lisa Slater, “Anxious Settler Belonging: Actualising the Potential for Making Resilient 
Postcolonial Subjects,” M/C Journal 16, no. 5 (2013), http://journal.media-
culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/705. 
327 Slater, “Anxious Settler Belonging.” 
328 Slater, “Anxious Settler Belonging.” 
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Colonial Studies, Lynne Davis, Jeff Denis, and Raven Sinclair suggest that, “rather than dwelling 

in the discomfort” of new and difficult knowledge, “unsettlement is to be a springboard to 

action.”329 While I agree that activation is an absolute necessity, I do not see discomfort and 

activation as necessarily being mutually exclusive. If discomfort is suffused with guilt or 

recentres the “feelings” of the dominant subject, it can undoubtedly be obstructive. However, the 

practice of white settlers recognizing the ongoing impact of our/their presence is not a matter of 

guilt, but rather one of responsibility. Following Regan and Slater, I suggest it is important to 

become acclimatized to feelings of discomfort when undertaking, as a white settler, to unsettle 

oneself, one’s community, and one’s nation. That is, instead of dismissing such feelings as 

something to quickly transcend, it is beneficial to allow discomfort to dwell alongside, and even 

within, activation, so as not to simply return to the certainty of the settled status quo. 

Undertaking the ongoing process of unsettling depremacy involves making peace with the 

presence of discomfort and listening carefully to its pedagogical potential. It is crucial to become 

accustomed to the discomfort arising from difficult knowledge in order to effectively contend 

with what it truly means to be subjects-in-relation in light of the structural power imbalances of 

current conditions and in envisioning the potential for change. Moreover, it is vital to recognize 

that experiences of discomfort often underline the conditions of difference and location that 

continue to be embedded in the hegemonic power relations of the settler state and society. The 

ability and commitment to accept, embrace, and ply discomfort as an unsettling state of tensile 

counterbalance is, I suggest, an essential component of unsettling. To this end, memoration aims 

                                                
329 Lynne Davis, Jeff Denis, and Raven Sinclair, “Pathways of Settler Decolonization,” Settler 
Colonial Studies, Volume 7(4) (2017): 349. 
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to harbour and project a sense of “productive discomfort”330 that, rather than being a barrier to 

activation, generates agile spaces of inquiry, resistance, dissent, and vision. Bringing 

embodiment, relationality, and site responsivity into conjunction with productive discomfort, 

memoration aims to build entry points through which the audience and participant can contend 

with their reckoning by encountering mine as an exercise of “co-autonomy,” that is, both shared 

and divided.  

 

Rec(k)onciling Complicity: A Route to Dissent, Resistance and Change By Particles  

In this chapter I have grounded my discussion of the ways memoration engages with 

appeals for critical white settler unsettling in the notion of reckoning. Critical and activated 

reckoning that is committed to addressing the ways one is implicated and is situated in relation 

both individually and collectively, is a necessary component of shifting the majority settler 

consciousness. By unseating the certainty of the settler imaginary, I suggest this form of self-

reflection-in-relation is one way dominant settlers can contribute to the foundation for 

substantive change associated with decolonization.  

From its inception I have understood memoration as a catalyst for generating politically 

and relationally grounded reckonings on individual and collective terms. It was through Imprint, 

as the inception of memoration, that I began to establish and clarify an informed and 

contextualized “critical settler voice,” an authorial stance from which I could—as a white settler 

artist—attempt to address and disrupt the settler colonial conditions and beliefs from which I 

benefit. By dredging and interrogating narratives of personal and public memory within cultural, 

                                                
330 Leah Decter, and Carla Taunton, “Addressing the Settler Problem: Strategies of Settler 
Responsibility and Decolonization,” FUSE, 2013, 38. 
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familial, and national frames of reference, my interest at that time was both to implicate myself 

and to demonstrate the activation of resistance to, or refusal of, the norms of white settler 

dominance. My reckonings, communicated through the iterations of Imprint, created openings 

through which the audience could exercise their own critical self-reflection. (official denial) 

trade value in progress built on the provocation of reckoning established in Imprint. Its dialogic 

platforms stir personal reckoning for differently positioned viewers and participants through 

encounters with strains of national denial and through modes of haptic and relational witnessing 

that engage them in a direct, embodied, and sometimes uncomfortable fashion. By accepting the 

opportunity to contend with the “official denial,” with one another in intimate and distant 

proximity, with the myriad responses, and with the genealogy and materiality of the HBC 

blankets, acts of witnessing in this work are injected with situated self-reflection-in-relation. In 

this way the viewer-participant was encouraged to reckon with their position within historical 

and contemporary (and intersectional) settler colonial contexts through physical, intellectual, and 

relational frames of reference.  

memoration #2: constituent parts sharpened the tenor of personal reckoning that was 

established in Imprint while both animating and refocusing the relational reckoning 

demonstrated in (official denial). Through a confluence of site and historical specificity and 

attention to spatial conditions and the production of knowledge, memoration #2 both called into 

question and situated my subjectivity more specifically within the context of larger sociopolitical 

systems and structures. Through the work’s layers of embodied engagement, the audience was 

enlisted in the performance itself, thus heightening their (dis)identification with my actions from 

the particularities of their experience and positionality. oh-oh Canada continued to engender 

reckoning through intimate, affective, cognitive, and corporeal encounters. Echoing memoration 
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#2, it injected reckoning into public space, public memory, and public celebrations; in this 

instance, by gifting the unsettled stories invoked by the collaborating artists’ reimagining of 

maple sugar candies. Here, as well as being entangled with collective public ideations of 

Canadian-ness, reckoning is explicitly propelled into private spaces—people’s homes and, 

indeed, their bodies through ingestion—as a re-cognition of the role played by the intimate 

everyday in the replication of colonial states of mind and of the potential to make choices in day-

to-day interactions that dis-place these ways of thinking.  

Memoration creates opportunities for affect to provoke thought and for thought to 

generate action through the individual and collective experiences of the viewer-participant as a 

form of activated reckoning. The contextualized embodiment of my reckonings projected in the 

performance works and the spatial encounters and processual embodiments of reckoning 

manifested in the relational works seek to expose affective spaces that encourage the viewer to 

rethink how they apprehend and un/consciously re/deploy the pervasive nationalist histories and 

narratives instiled in their everyday. I suggest that each of these works offers the viewer and/or 

participant a reflective and pedagogical space of encounter, and provides a portal through which 

they may undertake to rec(k)oncile their culpability, responsibilities, and agency in relation.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Memoration enlists and disturbs the myths, narrative, beliefs, identities, relationships, and 

systems that sustain the certainty of the settler imaginary and the settler colonial state. In this 

sense I see it as pushing against colonial formations. However, while I understand memoration to 

be operating in resistance to colonial systems, beliefs, and structures, I recognize the limitations 
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of this focus in a long-term projection of the arguably radical change entailed in living non-

colonial lives, being in Indigenous sovereignty, and/or setting off on a trajectory toward 

decolonization. A methodology that constructs itself only in opposition inherently invokes 

dominant orders, foregrounding them on some level even as it subverts them. However, as Leigh 

Patel contends, incisive attention to “genealogical knowledge” is a vital undergirding for the 

expansive re-imaginings necessary when “dreaming and building on wholly different terms” 

toward just futures.331 Patel’s assertion foregrounds the urgency of undertaking committed, 

deliberate, ongoing un/learning when striving to reshape beliefs and actions into those that 

eclipse colonial patterns.  

The past must be reckoned with in the present in order to envision and change what is to 

come. Yet although summoning the reified narratives of nation can be fruitful in revealing and 

disturbing colonial systems—much like enlisting the monument in the formation of counter-

commemoration or remembering otherwise—it does not constitute a fully robust strategy on its 

own. With this in mind, I suggest that while memoration responds to calls for non-Indigenous 

activation by disturbing the colonial, it is also focused on propositions that exceed the colonial. 

In this way, it is at the same time an activation of dissent and resistance that is intended to undo, 

and a relational incitement of change by particles that presses an ideological shift into realms that 

are disconnected from the colonial mindset. In re-collecting what has been done in the past with 

an understanding of how it impacts the present, memoration mobilizes reckoning as an appeal for 

the critical re-cognition of one’s place within both, while generating activated re-imaginings 

toward the otherwise possibilities of transformed futures. 

 

                                                
331 Patel, “Nationalist Narratives, Immigration, and Coloniality.” 
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Chapter 4 
 

Moving Memoration Forward: Summing Up and Looking Ahead 
 

 
 

This dissertation enlists memoration as a vehicle for enacting, scrutinizing, and theorizing 

strategies through which the white settler artist, and by extension the white settler citizen, might 

engage in unsettling the settler colonial status quo in ways that exercise responsibility, 

accountability, and an ethic of being-in-relation. As a research-creation project, my exploration 

of the imperatives, challenges, and limitations of such endeavours is undertaken through the 

reciprocal mobilization of my artistic production and its contextualized analysis within this text. 

In order to construct a coherent story of memoration’s development—one that highlights the 

factors I have come to consider as vital—I chose to include the artwork I created as part of my 

PhD research, oh-oh Canada, as well as artworks and projects that were undertaken outside of 

my doctoral studies, Imprint, (official denial) trade value in progress and memoration #2: 

constituent parts. Carrying out a retrospective reflection that stretches back to well before my 

doctoral studies has also enabled me to examine memoration from its inception and to consider 

its development in relation to the changing discourses with which it intersects.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, memoration responds to the histories, contemporary 

conditions, and ongoing structures of settler colonial and racist logics tied to Canadian nation-

building and subject formation. It is steeped in a practice of interrogating and situating the self-

in-relation through an ongoing cycle of double turns toward self and other, familiar and uncanny, 

past and future, and known and unknowable. Memoration directs theoretical and aesthetic 

provocations at disturbing the certainty of the settler imaginary through a deeply integrative 

approach to research-creation in which artistic production is informed by rigorous research and 



 232 

relationship-building. These theoretical, methodological, and critically self-interrogating 

underpinnings articulated in Chapter 1 provide a grounding substrate for memoration as a 

relational project of unsettling depremacy that works to disturb and incite the white settler 

subject. The discussion of artworks and projects spanning ten years in Chapter 2 charts the 

evolution of memoration and foregrounds some of its key features. Beginning with Imprint as a 

largely intuitive inquiry into the effects of historical transmigration and contemporary settler 

colonial presence, memoration enlists personal his/stories, national narratives, and iconic aspects 

of Canadian visual and material culture to interrogate vernacular sites of public memory and 

commemoration. Presented chronologically, the artworks discussed are increasingly informed by 

research and relationship-building with a view toward unseating white settler dominance through 

the particularities of historical, spatial, and relational interventions. Collectively, they highlight 

the ways memoration activates a double turn through encounters with remembering and 

witnessing otherwise. Chapter 3 situates memoration within the contexts it addresses, and attends 

to both the necessity and the complexity of taking on unsettlement from a white settler 

perspective. Exercising responsibility that entails agency and accountability, memoration 

negotiates tensions between the undecidability of art and tenets of Indigenous solidarity 

movements. A focus on the ways memoration charges reckoning circles back to the double turn 

engendered through unsettling depremacy as a project that disturbs colonial whiteness in 

conversation with Indigenous movements and the otherwise possibilities they propose.  

 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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As memoration is an evolving methodology, my deployment of it is necessarily fluid and my 

analysis of it is responsive to its unfolding. This dissertation focused on a foundational period of 

memoration’s development. Memoration is decidedly restless, and as such I continue to revisit, 

reexamine, and re-form it. Like the naming I invoke in Chapter 1, in regard to both my Zaida’s 

and my own subjectivity, memoration is in a state of becoming that evolves through a series of 

turns and returns. When I began to do this work in the mid 2000s, I was motivated by a vaguely 

informed and largely intuitive imperative that grew primarily out of personal experience and 

observation. In essence I was responding to a call I could not wholly articulate and was doing so 

in a context in which such actions were far from encouraged. I have made it a priority to educate 

myself as to the larger imperatives my work addresses and am ever more aware of their 

intricacies as I continue to un/learn. I am also well aware, as I have been from the beginning, of 

the problems inherent in doing this work.  

Rather than claiming moral authority or sounding my own redemption, I have tried to 

focus the unfolding story of memoration chronicled in this dissertation in a way that “does 

progressive political work”332 as a narration of ongoing and necessary commitment and 

un/certainty. I endeavour to work in ways that minimize the potential of recentring and 

reinscribing settler whiteness and the prospect of causing distress where it is not intended. I 

strive to root out the shape of accountability in the artistic contexts in which I work and speak 

only from my perspective. I am also careful to implicate myself within that which I critique and 

to call dominating forms of knowledge and assumptions of knowing into question. However, 

even as I move forward with the increasing confidence afforded by the rigorous research, deeply 

critical reflection, careful pressing of boundaries, creative assertion, and long-term relationship-

                                                
332 Land, Decolonizing Solidarity, 23. 
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building that my studies and artistic production have afforded, I continually question my 

motives, my methods, and the impact and relevance of my work. I grapple with the space I take 

up as a white settler artist who, particularly in the case of performance, must by definition step 

into the focus of the frame. I am also cognizant of the ways I occupy the privileged space of a 

scholar—particularly because I have had a circuitous route to academia. At the same time as I 

am aware of the clarity of analysis all these issues require, I continue to challenge myself to 

make artwork that enlists undecidability and the productive potential of sensory and cognitive 

misunderstanding, and that summons complex questions that may hang in the air unanswered. 

 Memoration embraces all these considerations and struggles as they accompany me in 

my imperfect attempts to exercise unsettling depremacy—to unsettle the settler certainty that has 

been so deeply inculcated into my mind, body, and spirit in every breath and step I take. In this 

way, as I have said, this is not merely a thematic pursuit. Rather it is a product of commitments 

connected to the daily life responsibilities of making contributions to rupturing the colonial. I 

continue to undertake a process of reckoning-in-relation as an ongoing project of critical 

un/learning aimed at dislodging the settler colonial and racist logics that offer certainty to the 

white settler imaginary and the knowledges it sustains. For me, this is a process of enacting a 

different way of being in this place, of exploring and implementing an ethic of walking-with 

(both together and apart) through meaningful relationships and projects that parallel Indigenous-

led movements of resurgence, Indigenization, and decolonization. It is this process, and the 

knowledge and unknowing that are entangled with it, that I endeavour to communicate through 

my research-creation practice in general and through memoration specifically.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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As I draw the reflective exercise of the textual component of this dissertation to a close, I remain 

ambivalent about naming memoration as a distinct, new, or wholly unique methodology, and I 

certainly do not intend to present it as prescriptive. It should go without saying that undertaking 

this work is not a matter of adhering to rules or uncritically adopting a set of strategies. Methods 

that are ethical and effective in one person’s hands can be damaging or meaningless in another’s, 

and for that matter a work that is evocative and productively challenging in one context can be 

harmful in another. In explicating memoration, this dissertation is not intended to proffer a list of 

features or steps to follow, or to hold this methodology above others. Instead I mean to offer 

memoration as an adaptable collection of theoretical propositions and practical tactics. By 

reflecting on and analyzing aspects of memoration, and bringing its constituents and contexts 

into focus through the artistic and textual components of my doctoral research, I hope to provide 

touchstones for those committed to tackling difficult knowledges, particularly from dominantly 

positioned subject positions. As one of the relatively few artists directly addressing and 

challenging colonial whiteness in Canada from a critical white settler perspective at the time I 

began to do this work, I did not have the benefit of the growing variety of context-specific 

examples that exist today. The challenges I experienced in grappling with how to engage with, 

and in, these difficult issues, particularly in the early stages, have had a deep influence on my 

work itself and on the ways I have moved forward. Looking back through the critical reflections 

I have carried out here has intensified my conviction that such experiences are vital to this work. 

Thus, I suggest that memoration is useful as a kind of model only through a commitment to 

undertaking the labour and risk of charting one’s own path and of carefully translating its 

properties to the particularities of one’s background, positionality, geographic location, 
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intersectional subjectivities, collectivities, relationships, modes of practice, and thematic 

affinities.  

 The analyses I have undertaken here are gleaned from my unique and informed 

perspective as the producer of the works, which is wholly different from that of the viewer, 

participant, or audience of the works, from a critic or art historian, and from yours as the reader. 

As I have argued, foregrounding the artists’ perspective, particularly in the context of academia, 

makes a vital contribution of new knowledge in theoretical and practical terms. It is my hope that 

my explication herein of memoration as a research-creation methodology and, importantly, the 

works discussed in and of themselves, inform fields, communities, and individuals who are 

striving to make change in the Canadian colonial cultural landscape specifically, and by 

extension in other settler colonial contexts. I have positioned memoration as a project of 

unsettling depremacy that has the potential to inform critical theories and strategies for (white) 

settler activation within artistic and other contexts. However, in a way similar to how one’s role 

as an ally is best determined by those with whom one purports to be working in alliance, I 

suggest it is perhaps for others to judge the ways my artistic and scholarly efforts have impact.  

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

In their discussion of witnessing at the TRC events, settler scholars Naomi Angel and Pauline 

Wakeham ask: “How must we act now that we have looked?”333 On a broader scale of “looking” 

at the truth about the histories of Turtle Island and the nation state of Canada, one might also be 

moved to ask: What responsibilities follow if we/they are truly looking, listening, reflecting, 

un/learning, and reckoning? If one considers these responsibilities and the ways we/they must act 

                                                
333 Angel and Wakeham, “Witnessing In Camera,” 117. 
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now, it is vital to turn to a question asked recently by Davis and her co-researchers: “What will 

help shift the consciousness of contemporary Canadians to a new story, where Canadians 

recognize and acknowledge themselves as occupiers of Indigenous homelands, perpetrators of 

cultural genocide and sustainers of settler colonial practices in the present?”334 As they go on to 

suggest, “decades of academic analysis reveal[s] that providing education and information is not 

sufficient”335 to incite significant change in this regard. Through the textual components and the 

artistic materials of this dissertation I have offered memoration as a pliable research-creation 

methodology that exceeds educational tactics to confront and probe the challenging question of 

how we/they must act now. In this way, I suggest it both musters and points to the decolonial 

possibilities of this new story. 

At the time of writing, my approach to memoration continues to evolve, and I continue to 

build on the knowledge and relationships that have so deeply influenced its development. Over 

the last ten or so years I have primarily focused my “critical white settler killjoy”336 attention 

toward upsetting the cherished myths, materials, and iconic figures that majority Canadians hold 

dear as the fodder of preferred public memory and the settler imaginary. Mirroring Sara 

Ahmed’s “feminist killjoy,” the critical white settler killjoy is “willing to be willful” in struggles 

for a “different ground of existence,” expressing wilfulness through “a refusal to look away from 

what has already been looked over.”337 As this wilful subject I have worked to create breaches in 

the certainty surrounding the beliefs, habits, and relations dominant icons and narratives 

                                                
334 Davis et al., “Complicated Pathways,” 399. 
335 Davis et al., “Complicated Pathways,” 399. 
336 See: Sara Ahmend, “Feminist Killjoys (and Other Willful Subjects).” The Scholar and 
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reinforce by questioning, disturbing, and dis-appropriating them in ways that are intended to be 

relational, care-full, hopeful, provocative, and layered, while remaining accessibly embedded in 

the vernacular. In doing this work I have been ever more drawn to thinking about the 

spatialization of settler colonial dominance and certainty. As demonstrated by the work 

discussed in this dissertation, memoration has contended with spatial-relational constituents of 

the settler colonial condition, including the blatant disregard among majority settler people for 

the historical and ongoing violence of Canadian nation-building and our/their place within it. My 

ongoing work moves further into examining strongly held beliefs of majority settler Canadians 

with respect to our/their emplacement on and in this land, and the sociocultural-political systems 

relating to land, property, and territory that help to perpetuate these ways of thinking.  

In recent performance works such as unbecoming and fouling (both undertaken in 2017), 

I delved into the ways forms of tourism and outdoor recreation, drawn together with notions of 

wilderness embedded in Canadian identity, are implicated in enlisting Canadians to occupy 

Indigenous lands without question as part of their everyday lives. Signalling the evolution of 

memoration as I move forward, these are part of an intensifying imperative of addressing 

questions of land more directly in order to explore the roots and workings of “fantasies of 

entitlement”338 that are endorsed systemically by the state and on a daily basis by majority 

Canadians. In examining these systems, tendencies, and conditions further through research-

creation work that is currently under development, I am compelled to address the ways we/they, 

as dominantly positioned white settler people, exercise the certainty of mobility within the lands 

known as Canada. I am committed to doing this through an ethic of critical relationship-building 

in order to extend a deep regard for the non-colonial possible and to work toward co-activating 

                                                
338 Eva Mackey, Unsettled Expectations. 18. 
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new stories of just relationality. I am increasingly motivated to inculcate directly into my 

research-creation practice forms of accountability that engage the protocols of the local nations 

in whose territories I work, live, and travel. This leads me to immerse myself in questions 

directly pertaining to the land as Canadian property, as Indigenous territory, and as a being. It 

moves me to question how we/they, as white settler citizens, might acknowledge our/their place 

in the stories that have brought us to this moment in time and geography while un/learning to 

inhabit Indigenous land and relate to Indigenous sovereignty on wholly different terms. 
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never been before 

 

As I move forward, I continue to listen carefully to what is being said, particularly by those who 

have extensive experience on the front lines of these struggles through the combination of their 

lived experience and commitment to their vocations. It goes without saying that there are 

innumerable and often conflicting views about what the future holds and how we, as diverse co-

habitants of colonially occupied lands, may get there. I will defer the final words to Abenaki 

Nation documentary filmmaker Alanis Obomsawin. In October of 2017, Obomsawin gave the 

annual Wendy Wersch Memorial Lecture339 in Winnipeg to what I read as a largely white settler 

audience. With the meticulousness of a documentarian of her venerable stature, Obomsawin 

spent close to an hour conveying stories that described the impacts of colonial invasion and 

violence on the Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island, on her Abenaki Nation, on her community, 

her family, and herself. It was an intricately interlaced account—detailed and unflinching—that 

concluded with an expression of deep emotion.  

Her talk, a story really, succinctly demonstrated the importance of foregrounding both 

the histories that are missing from the settler imaginary and the Indigenous knowledges that 

ground, and are grounded within, this place. It charged a quiet, intricate, and insistent 

indictment of the armours of ignorance, denial, innocence, and superiority that so often cloak the 

settler Canadian majority. It was a story laced with pain and agency, an education that insisted 

reckoning into the room and into the bodies and minds of those who were present. After the 

                                                
339 “The Wendy Wersch Memorial Lecture Series is an annual event celebrating the memory of 
Winnipeg artist Wendy Wersch. The lecture series builds awareness of feminist art criticism, 
activism and practice.” “Wendy Wersch Memorial Lectures,” MAWA website, 
https://mawa.ca/lectures/wendy-wersch-memorial-lectures. 
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Q&A, Obomsawin reflected on her decades of experience in various forms of public education, 

from visits to schools across the country in the 1950s and 1960s, to her most recent documentary 

(her fiftieth in so many years), which had screened at imagineNATIVE Film and Media Arts 

Festival in Toronto the night prior. She spoke passionately about the power of education and of 

the need for non-Indigenous Canadians to deeply listen to and reckon with the difficult truths 

that place us all—in incommensurably different ways—within the now of settler colonial 

dynamics. Her final words of the evening projected toward what is to come in a way that was 

deeply cognizant of the colonial violence and inequity of the past and present, yet paying close 

attention to ongoing Indigenous resurgence, incremental changes in the attitudes of mainstream 

Canadians, and where this may begin to take us all. She said: 

  

“We are going to a place we’ve never been before …  

My feeling for the future … is more profound than hopeful.” 
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