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Abstract 

This dissertation applies Rob Nixon’s argument that “arresting stories, images, and 

symbols” are required to draw attention to the slow violence of environmental degradation (Slow 

Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor 3) to an extended case study of the way in which 

narratives in various forms, media, and genres have disseminated and legitimated one Indigenous 

community’s claims about the violence wrought by uranium mining on their land. The case study 

on which the project centers is the fifty-year campaign undertaken by members of the 

community of Déline, Northwest Territories to obtain recognition of and remediation for the 

environmental, cultural, and psychological risks and damages of federally-mandated uranium 

mining on Great Bear Lake.  

Like previous scholarship on risk definition, environmental justice, and the 

environmentalism of the poor, this study draws out the ways in which conflicts over risk 

definition give rise to environmental injustice. Like some of this scholarship, it highlights the 

importance of narrative to legitimating officially discounted risk definitions. The study builds on 

existing scholarship by adding the variable of cross-cultural, multiple-media adaptation into the 

equation, arguing that adaptations can alter dominant perceptions of risk even as they alter the 

discounted risk perceptions they support. Re/mediation, the term the project coins to convey this 

process of restoring legitimacy to marginalized narratives through mediation, is thus offered as a 

problematic but ultimately effective riposte to slow violence and its attendant environmental 

injustices. This project is only the second book-length work on the case study at hand, and the 

first to analyze textual representations of it across multiple media. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Re/mediating Environmental Justice 

In the well-known essay “The Task of the Translator,” Walter Benjamin asserts that 

“storytelling is always the art of repeating stories” (90). Repeating stories, Rob Nixon has more 

recently pointed out, is essential to struggles for environmental justice. A major challenge to 

legitimating the perspectives of those suffering the fallout of environmental distribution 

conflicts, as Nixon argues in his 2010 study Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the 

Poor, is representational. In an age when images of temporally immediate and spatially 

spectacular violence proliferate in the media and “public policy is shaped primarily around 

perceived immediate need,” “arresting stories, images, and symbols” are required to draw 

attention to the delayed, dispersed, and attritional violence of environmental degradation—a 

violence “that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (Nixon 3, 2). This project applies 

Nixon’s argument for effective storytelling to an extended case study of the way in which 

narratives in various forms, media, and genres have participated in disseminating and 

legitimating one Indigenous community’s concerns about the risks and damages of uranium 

mining on their land.  

Nixon and other “environmentalism of the poor” advocates such as Ramachandra Guha 

and Joan Martinez-Alier have focused largely on environmental distribution conflicts and 

environmentalist ethos in the global south. These critics identify practices of “environmentalism” 

in the underdeveloped world in order to refute the notion that environmentalism is a “full-

stomach” or “post-materialist” phenomenon (Guha 1). While Martinez-Alier, an economist by 

training, takes pains to identify the conflicting matrices of valuation in which the poor and other 

marginalized groups can be caught, the primary emphasis of theorists of poor environmentalism 
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is on the environmentalist bent of traditional, customary, and localized land uses. This emphasis 

on environmentally-friendly conservation and subsistence practices—while usually accurate and 

almost always useful for highlighting use-value conflicts—can paint too straightforward a 

picture of oppressed environmentalist versus oppressive rabid industrialist, omitting analysis of 

the complicated benefits that entering dominant political, economic, and industrial arenas can 

afford marginalized communities. The broad focus in these works on global flows of ecological 

resources and wastes provides a wide-angle lens on structural and systemic inequalities but also 

limits the detail with which any one instance of environmental injustice can be examined. Much 

context-specific work remains to be done on the environmentalism of the Canadian “poor” and, 

in particular, on the way Canada’s capitalist and colonial systems intersect to create conflicted 

pathways to parity for Indigenous communities—opportunities based on resource extraction, for 

example, from treaty and/or traditional lands. This project begins to fill this critical gap by 

investigating the environmental injustices arising from resource extraction on Indigenous 

territory in Northern Canada, focusing on one specific case study: the fifty-year campaign 

undertaken by members of the community of Déline, Northwest Territories, to obtain recognition 

of and remediation for the environmental, cultural, and psychological damages caused by 

federally-mandated uranium mining on Great Bear Lake. 

Déline, NWT is a 565-person Sahtu Dene and Métis community on the southwest tip of 

Great Bear Lake, about six hundred kilometers northeast of Yellowknife. It is the only 

community on the enormous lake, and was settled by the traditionally nomadic Dene in the 

1950s following the construction of the Federal Day School there and the accompanying federal 

mandate that all children attend school (Blondin, When the World Was New i; Rushforth, 

“Country Food” 45; “Sahtu – Charlie Neyelle” 7:30-8:40). The community was renamed Fort 
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Franklin in the 1820s, when the area served as a staging ground for the northern expedition of 

John Franklin, but the original name D́line was restored in 1993 (“Northwest Territories”). The 

eastern shore of Great Bear Lake, approximately 265 kilometers from Déline, was the site of 

radium mining from 1932 to 1939 and uranium mining from 1942 to 1962 (see Figure 1.1). This 

area came to be called Port Radium, after the name of its largest mine. Mining first began at Port 

Radium when two prospectors, the Labine brothers, discovered radium there in 1930 and 

established a private mining enterprise under the auspices of Eldorado Mining and Refining 

Limited. Radium, then considered a miracle cancer cure selling at seventy thousand dollars a 

gram, was the mine’s primary product. The mine was shut down with the outbreak of war in 

1939, when radium was re-classified as a non-essential mineral. It was reopened in 1942 and 

soon nationalized by the Canadian government as demand for uranium, which was previously 

thought to be a valueless by-product of radium refining, suddenly spiked in the United States due 

to the uranium required to develop atomic bombs (Déline Uranium Team 9; Henningson, Somba 

Ke 10:48-11:42; H. Myers 3-4; van Wyck, Highway 13-14).1 The American government initially 

ordered sixty tons of uranium oxide for the Manhattan Project, a contract soon followed by three 

others. In total, 220 tons of uranium was supplied for the Manhattan Project by the Port Radium 

mine (Déline Uranium Team 9). In 1959 the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) did not 

renew their contracts for uranium and in 1962 the mine was shut down. Echo Bay Mines 

reopened the site in 1964 for silver mining; this mine was closed in 1975. One year later Echo 

Bay Mines reopened the main shaft at Port Radium to mine for silver. By 1982, all silver 

                                                           
1 Literature is inconsistent on the year of nationalization, with some sources placing nationalization in 1942 and 

others in 1944. Though it makes sense that the mine was re-opened in 1942 because it was being nationalized, a 
memorandum from the office of the Ontario Deputy Provincial Secretary in 1949 records that all the issued capital and 
stock of Eldorado Mining and Refining Limited were appropriated and registered to the Crown by Order-in-Council of the 
government of Canada in 1944 (see Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee 10n15). 
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reserves were depleted. The site was decommissioned, its buildings were bulldozed, and its 

waste was buried (Déline Uranium Team 10; Silke).  

Dene men from Déline were employed in mine-related capacities during each of the 

active mining periods, with most direct involvement taking place during the uranium mining of 

1942-1949, when many Dene men were hired to load ninety- to one hundred-pound bags of 

uranium ore on and off boats, barges, and trucks along the transportation route the ore followed 

from Port Radium to Waterways (and eventually to Port Hope, Ontario and other American sites 

for processing). Others worked as river boat pilots or obtained logging contracts from the mines 

to supply the mill with lumber (Gilday 110; see also Déline Uranium Team). The Déline Dene 

began to vocalize their concerns about the adverse effects of mining on their people, land, and 

culture in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when men who had worked as uranium ore transporters 

began to die of cancer, a disease previously unknown in D́line (Gilday 112). “Years of oral 

appeals” to the government to investigate these deaths went unanswered, and in the 1980s the 

chiefs of the Mackenzie Valley began writing official resolutions calling for redress (112). No 

official government response, however, was made to these assertions about the adverse effects of 

uranium mining until the mid-1990s, when a report on the amount of radioactive spillage along 

the ore transportation route was commissioned from the consulting firm SENES (see SENES 

Consultants Limited).  

During and after this time, a number of textual illustrations of Déline Dene perspectives 

on the ongoing legacy of uranium mining were produced in various forms, media, and genres. 

These include community oral histories presented digitally and in print; working papers and 

research reports created by the community under such auspices as the Déline Uranium 

Committee; newspaper articles and academic monographs; documentary films; and stage 
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performances. The great majority of these works were produced after the SENES report was 

delivered in 1994, and they reflect a growing sense of dissatisfaction on the part of people in 

Déline with an official response dismissing their anxieties and an official history silent on their 

experiences. By illuminating the cultural values on which the Déline Dene based their risk 

assessments and drawing attention to their specific concerns, these textual productions have been 

foundational to an increased public and official response to the claims of Déline residents and 

subsequently to at least a partial gain of environmental justice for the community. Newspaper 

coverage of the claims of Déline residents in the late 1990s, for example, had a demonstrable 

influence on the decision of government ministers to meet with a delegation from Déline 

regarding their concerns and on the subsequent formation of the Canada-Déline Uranium Table 

(CDUT), an innovative joint community-government body appointed in 1999 to investigate past 

cancer deaths and ongoing environmental contamination. Such rewritings of official discourse, 

all of which are based to some extent on oral reports of local observation in Déline, are the focus 

of this study. 

“Story” or “narrative” is one way to describe what has travelled through these various 

textual iterations from geographically and politically peripheral Déline to the center of North 

American creative and critical production. Another term that more obviously gestures to the 

complex webs of truth production in which these works intervene is “risk representation.” This 

project’s consideration of the way textual productions have reiterated, popularized, and 

legitimated previously-dismissed risk representations is situated within a growing critical 

discourse on the role of narrative in the definition and legitimation of risk, or what Ulrich Beck 

has called “the staging of the reality” of risk (World at Risk 10). Each work considered here is 

examined for the way it lends credence to definitions of risks and damages originally discounted 
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by what Beck calls, in an allusion to Karl Marx, “the owners of the means of definition” (33): 

those experts, scientists, and judges to which official institutions have access and laypeople 

usually do not. This project is thus an extended version of the kind of risk-narrative analysis 

Ursula Heise calls for in Sense of Place and Sense of Planet, an analysis that highlights “the 

ways risk perceptions are generated by and manifest themselves through various forms of 

representations, from documentaries and journalism to fiction and poetry” (138). It draws on 

Heise’s and Lawrence Buell’s ideas of the power various media and generic templates can lend 

risk representations while also bringing more fine-grained aspects of various works, such as 

symbolism and idiom, into a discussion of the strategies by which these narratives make risk real 

and potentially galvanize preventative or remedial action.  

Throughout my discussions of the ways particular narratives have defined and presented 

certain risks and damages I draw on the risk perception framework provided by Beck and others, 

given literary focus by critics like Heise and Buell, and applied to environmental distribution 

conflicts most notably by Nixon. It is primarily in terms of scope that my project departs from 

these scholars’ examinations of the role of narrative in staging risk. My project is both more 

specific and more wide-ranging than most: I focus on narratives collected around one single, 

drawn-out instance of environmental injustice on Indigenous land, and I seek to determine not a 

single text, writer, or medium’s ability to effect changes in perceptions of the central risks 

involved, but the cumulative impact of multiple actors and diverse narrative forms. I argue that 

representation of the slow, wide-ranging violence of environmental degradation must itself be 

slow and wide-ranging, and I offer the concept of re/mediation as a way to think about this 

process. 
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While at times I simply refer to the phenomenon of multiple mediation that depicts and 

confronts slow violence as adaptation, “re/mediation” is terminologically suggestive of the 

paradoxical process by which definitions of risk are legitimized (their delegitimized status is 

remedied) while they are transferred into another form or medium (they are re-mediated, or 

mediated again). In its original and most well-known sense, the term “remediation” evokes “the 

action of remedying or correcting something” (OED); in its application to the remedy of natural 

sites or products, the definition makes explicit the word’s sense of “restoring” a denigrated 

object to its original state. The other connotation of remediation, that of mediating again, has 

been employed extensively by Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin in their explication of 

mediation as always already re-mediation. My application of the term in this sense extends 

Bolter and Grusin’s focus on the re-mediation of artistic production (from “old” to “new” media) 

to an examination of various iterations of a core story across multiple media and various genres. 

The term re/mediation embodies a dichotomous logic similar to that identified by Bolter and 

Grusin: whereas they describe the paradoxical way new media attempt to surpass older media 

while relying on the interpretive channels these older media provide (Remediation 47, 57, 60), 

my use of “re/mediation” suggests a more basic tension between the concept of re-mediation as 

reproduction and remediation as restoration. In any re-mediation that seeks to restore or correct 

something—in this case, the D́line community’s marginalized perception of environmental 

risk—the narrative to be restored is itself changed through the process of reiteration. I use the 

slash in the term re/mediation both to mark the continuum between mediation and re-mediation 

observed by Bolter and Grusin and to underline the connection I see between the recovery of a 

marginal narrative about risk and its transformation into and through other forms. The slow-

moving and compound power of re/mediation to change perceptions of environmental risk 
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matches the attritional violence of environmental degradation itself, combating environmental 

problems spread over time and space with narratives repeated and reinterpreted across time and 

space. At a more basic level, re/mediation brings geographically remote environmental issues 

otherwise easily ignored by centres of power out of obscurity by carrying local observations and 

judgments to a wide national and international audience.  

The firmness of my belief that the attritional violence of environmental degradation must 

be combated by narrative that is itself slow, wide-ranging, and cumulative is perhaps prompted 

by my methodological approach. I treat this project as an extended textual history that applies 

John Bryant’s theory of the “fluid text” to a narrative created by multiple authors and spread 

across multiple media and genres. Following Bryant’s departure from a Greg-Bowers valuation 

of “the text finally intended by the author” (Tanselle, “Varieties” 16)2 and his insistence that 

textual “revision” also occurs in the public sphere (Bryant, “Witness” 24-28), I see policy papers, 

books, articles, films, and stage performances based on Déline oral histories as revisions or 

adaptations that, together with these oral histories, make up one broad fluid text. I conceive of 

this text as a kind of narrative ecosystem, a body of work in which different representations are 

connected to and reliant upon one another, in a conception that echoes Linda Hutcheon’s 

definition in A Theory of Adaptation (2006) of the “palimpsestuous” nature of adaptation: 

adaptations—which are neither secondary nor inferior for being chronologically second (xiii, 

6)—can either stand on their own or be read as echoes of the stories they reinterpret (xv, 6). This 

project thus reads individual works in depth while bringing them into implicit relation with all 

                                                           
2 See for example the prescriptions for textual history reconstruction laid out in Greg, “The Rationale of Copy-

Text,” Bowers, “Textual Criticism” (33) and Textual and Literary Criticism (120), and Tanselle, “The Editorial Problem of 
Final Authorial Intention.” This longstanding editorial practice of authorial intention was the approach endorsed by the 
Modern Language Association’s Center for Editions of American Authors (CEAA), later the Center for Scholarly Editions 
(CSE), and that followed by the Ottawa-based Center for Editing Early Canadian Texts (CEECT). As of 2011, the CSE no 
longer restricts scholarly editions to reconstructing the text intended by the author, noting that this is one of a number of 
possible objectives for a scholarly edition (“Guidelines” 1.2.2). The CEECT is still committed to the principle of authorial 
intention (see Edwards, “Early Canadian Literature,” and “Editing a Major Canadian Novel” 136, 137). 
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the other works considered and, often, into direct conversation with those other works. This 

coupling of close reading and adaptation-inflected approaches illuminates the specific strategies 

by which individual narratives lend weight to the risk definitions put forth by Déline residents—

as well as those strategies that fall flat or have unintended problematic consequences—while at 

the same time affirming the depth of meaning created by their “palimspestuous” intertextuality 

and the definitional power of the sheer mass of text produced. Though I often do not explicitly 

relate textual analyses to editorial and adaptation theory, these fields deeply inform my overall 

approach of re/mediation and lurk wherever re/mediation is invoked. My analysis in the first 

section of chapter five of how certain discursive frames and symbols emerged, changed, and 

became dominant throughout newspaper coverage of local concerns about uranium 

contamination is a microcosmic example of the dissertation’s tracing of the evolution of the 

larger fluid text of the Dene’s Port Radium story. The “village of widows” is the representative 

symbol that emerged from this coverage, and it is threaded throughout subsequent productions in 

various forms. The title of my study alludes to the similar narrative evolution of the term “Port 

Radium”: the name of the most productive mine on Great Bear Lake, “Port Radium” has, 

through repetition, become metonymous for all the mining that was done in the area.3 The name 

has also come to represent a story of exploitation and neglect long hidden from view in Canadian 

                                                           
3 Port Radium was by far the most productive mine, producing a total of 13.7 million pounds of uranium, 10.5 

million pounds of copper, and 37 million ounces of silver (Déline Uranium Team 9). Some of the other sites notable for the 
mining activities they supported are: Cameron Bay, about thirteen kilometers away from Port Radium, another mining area 
at which there were at one time four mines in operation; Sawmill Bay, fifty-six kilometers southwest of Port Radium, a 
staging ground for transporting supplies and ore and the location of the lumber mill which supplied girders for the mines; 
the Northern Transportation Company Limited (NTCL) camp, located at the head of Great Bear River about seven 
kilometers from Déline, which was a strategic part of the transportation route at which the barges from the mines too large 
for river use were loaded and unloaded; and Bennet Field, a traditionally well-used area just below a set of rapids 
approximately fifty-five kilometers downriver from the NTCL camp where freight from boats was unloaded onto trucks to 
bypass the dangerous waterway (Déline Uranium Team 18, 20-22). Often, these areas are either conflated into the blanket 
term “Port Radium” or simply forgotten in favour of the more well-known mine. 
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history. “Port Radium” is the result of re/mediation, and re/mediation is the story behind Port 

Radium as it is coming to be known.  

In this project I address works from a variety of forms, media, and genres in order to 

make implicit and explicit comparisons of how different representational modes shape and frame 

the story told. I approach scholarly work on the D́line Dene’s involvement with Port Radium 

and scholarly analyses of creative productions about this involvement—including literary, 

cultural, and theatrical criticism—as multi-purpose. These prior treatments inform my own 

readings, but they also act as cogs in the machine of re/mediation, working alongside mass-

media and artistic productions to retell the story told by the Déline Dene in new forms (the 

second half of chapter five provides an analysis of two scholarly works as re/mediations in 

themselves). I do not claim to provide an exhaustive study of every work ever produced on the 

topic of uranium mining on Great Bear Lake, but I do put into conversation a comprehensive 

selection of the works most important to the staging and legitimation of local, unofficial 

perspectives on the effects of uranium mining on Déline. My consideration of these works as 

constituents in a fluid text or narrative ecosystem in which each text enriches and is enriched by 

others underlines my argument for adaptation, repetition, and intertextuality as a means of 

representing and combating slow environmental violence.  

While Indigenous research methodologies are not the primary ones used in this project, 

which relies for the most part on conventional literary research methods including theoretical 

framing, close reading, and archival work, I do integrate throughout some of what Shawn Wilson 

and others identify as the “relational” methodological approaches most appropriate to research 

with and in Indigenous communities.4 Most obviously, I treat my conversations with community 

                                                           
4 Wilson’s Research is Ceremony (2008) explores some common characteristics of research conducted by 

Indigenous scholars in both Canada and Australia, arguing for the centrality of relationships and relational awareness to the 
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members as sources of knowledge at least as significant as printed and scholarly materials and 

characterized by a similar—if more obvious—subjectivity.5 I take care to situate individual 

observations and life histories within a larger cultural framework of Sahtu Dene values and 

beliefs, and chapter three is largely devoted to discerning these values and how they dictate risk 

perception in particular. As my coupling of community-based research with psychoanalytic and 

deconstructionist theory in chapter eight suggests, though, I am less invested in privileging 

Indigenous research methodologies over the traditional practices of Western academia than I am 

in taking what is useful from each approach in order to provide a multi-dimensional view of the 

issue at hand. I am reluctant to foreground Indigenous methodologies more than I have for a few 

reasons. Firstly, I am a settler scholar with much training in a Western tradition of literary and 

cultural criticism, comparatively little understanding of what it would mean to conduct a truly 

culturally appropriate literary study within the walls of the university, and a large amount of 

doubt about the possibility of doing so. This study, despite the discipline-straddling achieved by 

its examination of works in multiple forms, is carried out from and within the study of English 

Language and Literature, and predominantly employs the methodologies and theoretical 

approaches of that discipline rather than the community-based methodologies one might expect 

to dominate a project undertaken in, for example, a department of Indigenous Studies. More 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Indigenous research paradigm that emerges from this exploration. Indigenous research, Wilson argues, “is the knowing and 
respectful reinforcement that all things are related and connected” (61). Research “is ceremony” in that “The purpose of 
any ceremony is to build stronger relationships or bridge the distance between our cosmos and us,” and “The research that 
we do as Indigenous people is a ceremony that allows us a raised level of consciousness and insight into our world” (137).  

5 Margaret Elizabeth Kovach defines conversation as a foundational Indigenous research method in Indigenous 
Methodologies (2009), arguing that “conversation is a non-structured method of gathering knowledge” that differs from 
“interview” in its emphasis on dialogue (51-2). Kovach notes that conversation honours the importance of “sharing story as 
a means for knowledge” in the epistemology of the Ńhiyaw (Cree) with whom she worked (51). In Research is Ceremony 
Wilson also highlights the importance of sharing stories across generations from a Cree perspective. Story is central to 
many other Indigenous epistemologies and informs a number of tribe-specific research methods, as Anishnabek scholar 
John Borrows points out in Drawing Out Law (2010) and Sto:lo scholar Jo-Ann Archibald outlines in Indigenous 
Storywork (2008). Sharing stories across generations is of profound importance to Sahtu Dene epistemology as well (see 
chapter three), and is of particular importance in the context of preserving records of the conflict over environmental risk 
definition (see chapter eight). 
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importantly, I am wary of placing place-based, culturally embedded, and context-specific 

Indigenous research methodologies at the center of this particular project due to the evidence it 

uncovers that removals, decontextualizations, simplifications, and generalizations of the risk and 

damage assertions made by community members in Déline have played quite a positive role in 

garnering public and official responses to those assertions. It would be rather contradictory to 

conduct and disseminate my own research in tight keeping with Sahtu Dene cultural protocols 

and to prioritize my work’s meaningfulness within a Sahtu Dene epistemological and cultural 

framework when the work itself points out the strategic value of removing stories from their 

local and cultural contexts. The use value I see in such decontextualization or story movement is 

largely a function of my consideration of the issue at hand as an environmental justice issue as 

well as an Indigenous rights issue. While the neo-colonial and racialized aspects of this case of 

injustice could be analyzed on their own, it seems to me that representing this history as a 

straightforward example of colonialist oppression of an Indigenous group would misleadingly 

discount its situation within the broader patterns of resource exploitation, inadequate 

occupational safety, and waste management oversights that an environmental justice framework 

highlights. The central importance of local perspectives to environmental justice conflicts gives 

rise to a necessary but perilous process of re/mediation in which dismissed or discounted 

community perceptions of risk are legitimated even as they are altered—altered, sometimes, 

beyond easy recognition and in service of points beyond the immediate interests of the 

community. I therefore attempt throughout this study to point out both the possibilities and the 

pitfalls of narrative simplification and decontextualization; to notice what is lost as well as what 

is gained when stories are moved and removed; and to emphasize the benefits and the drawbacks 
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of integrating community in research as well as those of garnering issue-attention with work 

undertaken with little community consultation. 

An example of where I have taken a different tack than might be dictated by Indigenous 

methodologies is in my use of phrases like “the Dene Port Radium story,” “the story told by the 

D́line Dene,” or “Dene perspectives.” A methodology prizing context would be much more 

attentive to where the voice is coming from (to use Rudy Wiebe’s phrase6), noticing the ways 

different individuals tell different stories. Indeed, Indigenous Studies scholars might wince at my 

use of such overly general characterizations, concerned that these descriptors corral individual 

identities into a romantic or pre-modern sameness. As I discuss in chapter two and elsewhere, 

however, simplifications and encompassing statements that obscure individualized nuances and 

bury points of disagreement have been used strategically by the Déline Dene themselves in their 

campaign for environmental justice. My usage of terms like “the Dene story” echoes the strategic 

essentialism7 apparent in such centrally important texts as Cindy Kenny Gilday’s 2000 article “A 

Village of Widows” and the 1998 D́line Dene Band Uranium Committee’s report They Never 

Told Us These Things: in these works, phrases like “we, the Dene people,” “the Dene,” and “the 

Dene oral history” are used to represent the community as a singular body with a shared 

perception of the effects of uranium contamination, presenting a united community front against 

the airtight phalanx of corporate, scientific, and political declarations that nothing is wrong. 

                                                           
6 Wiebe’s work is concerned in general with the problem of perspective in narrating history. The widely-

anthologized story “Where is the Voice Coming From?” is perhaps Wiebe’s most succinct dramatization of the difficulty of 
uncovering an objective historical past; in it, the author/narrator is overwhelmed in his attempt to reconstruct the end of 
Almighty Voice’s life by the multiplicity of sources and their contradictory nature. Wiebe ultimately rejects the possibility 
of finding objective truth and inserts himself directly into the narrative, relinquishing a role as “spectator of 
what has happened” to “become element in what is happening” (85). 

7 “Strategic essentialism” refers to a strategy that minority groups sometimes use to present themselves. While 
strong differences may exist between members of these groups, it can be politically advantageous to adopt an essentialist 
model of group identity that simplifies the main position taken. Gayatri Spivak, a major detractor of essentialism, spoke of 
the benefits of strategic essentializing in a 1984 interview where she conceded that “In fact I must say I am an essentialist 
from time to time” and that, while it is usually important “to stand against the discourses of essentialism … strategically we 
cannot” always do so (qtd. in Ashcroft et al 65). 
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While I do not mean to paint the diverse individuals living and working in the community of 

Déline with glibly essentializing strokes, and while I do at times point out the interpretive licence 

taken to construct such a unity of perspective, I am more interested in the rhetorical power of this 

strategic essentialism than in debunking it through sustained attention to nuances of individual 

opinion within the community.  

To turn this methodological moment to a discussion of terms: I have throughout this 

study generally employed the term “risk” when referring to what might otherwise be termed 

“hazards,” “problems,” or “dangers.” The term “risk” has been a source of debate; since the 

1980s, some environmentalists have resisted the word or rejected it altogether. As Langdon 

Winner pointed out in 1986, even using the term “risk” can represent a concession to institutional 

powers. “Employing this word to talk about any situation,” he states, implies a “willingness to 

compare expected gain with possible harm.” Risk, he elaborates, connotes a situation in which 

“the source of possible injury is also a source of benefits,” while other terms such as “danger” or 

“threat” do not invoke such a cost-benefit relationship (149). Jason Corburn follows on Winner’s 

point that the interests of certain groups are disadvantaged by a discourse of risk by underlining 

that the term suggests a willing acceptance of potential negative outcomes by those who would 

experience them in return for potential gains. All too often this is not the case, and acceptable 

levels of “risk” are determined through official channels by policy-makers who will not have to 

face the negative consequences that may arise (Corburn 90; see also C. O’Neill 52). I have 

chosen to use “risk” because I think that the problematic connotations of the term have, by now, 

been made known to the extent that they are held within the term itself. That is, “risk” connotes 

the problematics of perceiving any given risk scenario or cost-benefit situation as willingly 

entered into. To indicate the retroactive nature of the Dene’s perceptions of the risks posed by 
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wartime uranium mining as well as their concerns about the ongoing consequences of these 

actions, I often discuss “damages” or “effects” in addition to “risks.”  

Conflicting definitions of risks and damages are of overriding concern in the subcategory 

of environmentalism concerned with environmental justice or “environmental racism.” This 

current of environmentalism is often conflated with the environmentalism of the poor, as its main 

goal is to point out—and remedy—the way “increased environmental impacts … [are] felt 

disproportionately by some social groups,” including visible minorities, Indigenous peoples, the 

poverty-stricken, and women (Martinez-Alier 11). This type of environmentalism is not 

primarily based on a reverence for Nature, as is conservationist environmentalism, but is more 

interested in the environment “as a source and a requirement for livelihood”; it is not as 

concerned with the rights of other species as it is with the rights of “today’s poor humans” 

(Martinez-Alier 11; see also Guha 64; Rosen 229). The strong tie between environmental justice 

and anti-racist activism arose from the 1980s realization that race was the primary determining 

factor of the placement of commercial hazardous waste facilities in the United States (Adamson 

xvi; Di Chiro 304), and the inception of the environmental justice movement is often dated to the 

1982 protests of poor residents of Warren County, North Carolina against the creation of a 

landfill there to hold PCB-contaminated soil (Martinez-Alier 172). In this case, as in many other 

occurrences of environmental injustice, what were defined by local people as serious 

environmental problems were dismissed as acceptable risks by official environmental and public 

health mechanisms, leading to a drawn-out battle over the causes and effects of locally-observed 

changes in the environment and in residents’ physical health. As Jason Corburn delineates in his 

comprehensive study of cases in which a dedicated application of local “street science” was 

necessary to gain official recognition and investigation of perceived environmental health 
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problems, official dismissals of local concerns do not only occur in instances where the locale is 

inhabited by poor, visible minority, or Indigenous peoples—those whose “witnessing authority,” 

as Nixon puts it, “is culturally discounted” (16)—but dismissal, neglect, and denial is 

disproportionately likely in such cases. My project, like Corburn’s, Nixon’s, Martinez-Alier’s, 

and others, draws out the ways in which conflicts over risk definition by parties in unequal 

relations of power give rise to environmental injustice. Like Nixon, Heise, and Buell, I highlight 

the importance of narrative to legitimating officially discounted risk definitions. I then reach 

beyond these bodies of previous scholarship by adding the variable of cross-cultural, multiple-

media adaptation into the equation, arguing that narrative re-mediation and repetition can alter 

dominant perceptions of risk and prompt more inclusive environmental assessment and 

remediation processes.  

In terms of the narrative mediations it examines, the trajectory of this project is roughly 

chronological. It also proceeds from local community productions to more removed outsider 

interventions and from more realist, experiential forms to non-realist, imaginative ones. The first 

body chapter introduces Dene oral histories about uranium mining’s adverse effects as 

experiential stories with minimal generic manipulation, in the form of print and digital oral 

histories. The following chapter engages with supporting literatures, focusing on children’s 

literature from the Great Bear Lake region as a body of work that helps illuminate the belief 

systems and values on which the Dene’s risk and damage assessments are based. This more 

explanatory chapter fills in some useful cultural context that might otherwise be lost through the 

decision to begin with oral histories concerning land use, environmental degradation, and the 

observed impacts of uranium mining. Chapter four delves in more depth into the 

incommensurability of values behind the diverging environmental risk assessments of the Dene 
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and the government, as expressed in the working papers, policy recommendations, and 

environmental assessments of both groups. I argue here that the CDUT, the joint community-

government body that concluded its five years of investigation into community concerns about 

Port Radium in 2005, was to some extent able to overcome this incommensurability through a 

two-eyed seeing approach in which adaptations made by the Dene to the linguistic and political 

playing field of the government were met by governmental concessions to a post-normal science 

reliant on oral histories and guided by local issue formation.  

Having established a basic history of the case at hand, I turn in chapter five to more 

removed interventions. This chapter first performs a media evaluation of newspaper coverage of 

the Déline conflict that presents something of an exception to Nixon’s rule about mass-media 

bias toward the spectacular; I then consider whether literary scholars might play a role similar to 

that of newspaper journalists in representing community-centered issues of environmental 

injustice. Chapter six examines how documentary films have represented the slow violence 

experienced in Déline, focusing on the difficulty of conveying delayed, invisible effects in the 

present-focused, visual medium of film and suggesting that depicting slow violence on film 

challenges traditional conceptions of filmic realism. Chapter seven explores two non-realist stage 

representations of uranium mining and its fallout in Déline: the stage play Burning Vision and 

the opera Shelter. In this chapter I discuss distantiating effects and the aesthetic of “clown” as 

politicizing modes of performance art that direct attention to the impossibilities of direct 

representation, explicitly acknowledging the fluidity and intertextuality of the Port Radium story. 

The final chapter incorporates research from my month of fieldwork in Déline and focuses on the 

archival turn in the community’s campaign for environmental justice. This chapter also acts as a 

provisional conclusion, reviewing current community perspectives on mining in the area, 
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considering the achievements of re/mediation to date, and noting the steps still to be taken in 

restoring environmental justice.  

Because this project is most interested in tracing the transformations of local claims 

through their adaptation, it is important to begin with local voices. Leading with oral histories on 

uranium mining and its effects also allows the baseline history of D́line’s Port Radium 

experience to be established by those most directly affected by it rather than by the scholarly 

discourses on ecocriticism or Indigenous social justice with which such a project could logically 

have opened. These discourses and their attention to issues of epistemological difference, the 

ethics of decontextualization, and political expediency (among others) are, however, essential to 

a fuller understanding of the narrative work this dissertation traces. Throughout the project I 

therefore circle back consistently to works mentioned earlier, adding insights provided by 

subsequently-introduced frames of reference. The essay by Gilday introduced in chapter two as a 

strategically consolidated version of oral histories claiming the negative effects of uranium 

mining, for example, is re-read in chapter three to illustrate the insights lent to such claims by 

secondary epistemological literatures like the children’s texts addressed in that chapter. 

Newspaper articles, academic studies, community reports, and other texts are similarly revisited 

throughout the project, often appearing in one instance as secondary sources and in another as 

primary objects of analysis. This tactic of return allows for more capacious readings of 

individual texts while at the same time underlining this project’s central emphasis on the 

ecosystemic way in which each adaptation lends new meaning to others—on the fluidity, that is, 

by which what comes after both furthers and inevitably alters what came before. 

The D́line Dene’s struggle for environmental justice merits sustained attention due to its 

sad typicality. The case exemplifies the official dismissal of local Indigenous concerns that 
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continues to characterize conflicts over pipelines, tar sands development, megadams, and mining 

throughout Canada, and reveals how easily events unsuited to nationalist myths of benevolence 

and pacifism have been excised from Canadian history. The contested history of this tiny 

community’s impact by uranium mining is in many ways a paradigm case for these immense 

problems, and the wide-ranging mediation of these community experiences makes it fertile 

ground for interrogation of a tremendous number of questions in literary and cultural studies. 

While I have taken advantage throughout this project of the openings offered onto such larger 

questions, I have also sought to keep in focus the local situation and the local people to whom 

perceived environmental risks are far from paradigmatic or metaphorical, but issues of urgent 

and continued concern. The re/mediation undertaken by the narratives examined in this project is 

demonstrably incomplete: as I discuss in my final chapter, some of the adverse effects of 

uranium mining on the community of Déline and the environment of Great Bear Lake are 

perhaps irremediable, and environmental and cultural remediation in the community has been 

stalled by shortfalls in funding and personnel. This does not mean, however, that re/mediation 

has failed; rather, the open-ended, repeatedly mediated character of the Dene Port Radium story 

parallels the open-ended and ongoing nature of environmental and cultural remediation in 

Déline. The narrative interventions studied in this project—and the intervention made by this 

project itself—thus play a continuing role in increasing the standing of Dene perspectives on 

problems not only past but present. 
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Figure 1.1: Map of Great Bear Lake showing the locations of Déline and Port Radium. Courtesy 
of Wikimedia Commons (“File: Great Bear Lake”).  

 



 

 

Chapter 2 

On “Originals”: Oral Histories in Mediation 

Truths of the Past 

The role played by narrative in legitimating a given risk—in portraying it as plausible and 

realistic—becomes increasingly important in the face of uncertain and difficult to quantify risks. 

In the technical science of risk (the statistical-mathematic identification and formulation of 

prognostic models of risk), “risk” is distinguished from “risk perception” as two different and 

measurable entities, risk being thought of as more objective than subjective perceptions thereof. 

“The less calculable risk becomes, however,” as Ulrich Beck points out in World at Risk (2009), 

“the more weight culturally shifting perceptions of risk acquire, with the result that the 

distinction between risk and cultural perceptions of risk becomes blurred” (12). This assertion 

about incalculability suggests that in the face of uncertainty risk itself is an indefinite and 

subjective entity, one that morphs as it is assessed by different countries, cultural groups, and 

communities.8 Beck calls instances in which the risk perceptions of different groups conflict 

“clash[es] of risk cultures” or “collision[s] of culturally different ‘risk realities’ (i.e. perceptions 

of risk)” (World at Risk 11-12). While for Beck this is primarily an issue of global politics, 

clashes of risk realities occur within nations as well, frequently giving rise to occurrences of 

social and environmental injustice when the parties whose risk perceptions are in conflict occupy 

unequal positions of power. The oppositional assessments presented by the Canadian 

government and the Déline Dene of the risks posed—and the damages caused—by the Port 

                                                           
8 Beck is situated within a trajectory of risk criticism that, as Ursula Heise outlines, has moved from psychometric 

models of risk perception that upheld a distinction between objective risk established by experts and risk perception by 
laypeople to more or less totally constructivist models that demonstrate the social and cultural influences on risk 
perception, undermining distinctions between experts and laypeople and troubling the very idea of the “objectivity” of risk. 
This constructivist approach informs the present study. Examples of research on the socio-cultural influences on risk 
perception include: Douglas and Wildavsky, Risk and Culture; Kasperson, Pidgeon, and Slovic (eds), The Social 
Amplification of Risk; Flynn, Kunreuther, and Slovic (eds), Risk, Media, and Stigma; and Wynne, “Institutional 
Mythologies and Dual Societies in the Management of Risk.” 
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Radium uranium detritus deposited in the bodies, waters, and lands of the Déline Dene illustrates 

just such a clash of risk realities. This chapter reviews the government’s long-held position that 

no danger was posed by lingering radioactive materials in and around Great Bear Lake, and then 

examines how three community oral history collections presented in various forms and using 

differing rhetorical approaches have asserted otherwise. I go on to elaborate some of the 

adaptation theory that informs this project, to draw out some of the risks inherent in translating, 

revising, and adapting oral histories, and to assert the value of such re/mediation in this particular 

case. 

The federal government’s assessment of the present and future risks posed by the Port 

Radium mine was heavily influenced by economic and political considerations. The Eldorado 

corporation operating Port Radium and other nearby mines was made a Crown corporation in 

1944, when it was contracted to supply the Manhattan Project with uranium for the development 

of atomic bombs. Mine operation was from this point on influenced not only by industrial 

expediencies but also significant political ones. Although the Canadian government likely had 

information about the increased risks of cancer posed to uranium mine workers, its statements 

and actions imply that cancer risk and other occupational hazards registered as less grave than 

the damage to Canada-U.S. relations and to the Allied War effort that could potentially arise 

from increasing safety measures and decreasing production at Port Radium. Since 1932, 

Canada’s Department of Mines had published studies on Port Radium warning about the adverse 

effects of radon on the lungs.9 Limited blood studies conducted directly on Port Radium miners 

around this time led the Department to conclude that “a hazard may exist in the breathing of air 

containing even small amounts of radon” (Nikiforuk, “Echoes” A4). William Hueper, a world 

                                                           
9 Radon is an odorless gas that migrates from uranium-rich rock and builds up in basements and mines. As Andrew 

Nikiforuk explains, “decaying particles of the gas called radon daughters attach to dust; the dust then radiates bronchial 
tissues where most lung cancers originate” (Nikiforuk, “Echoes” A4). 
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expert on lung cancers and the founding director of the environmental cancer section of the U.S. 

National Cancer Institute, concluded in 1942 from a review of three hundred years of radon data 

on European miners that cobalt mines routinely produced lung cancers that systematically killed 

more than half of all miners ten to twenty years after their employment. Hueper predicted a 

similar outcome for the workers at Great Bear Lake. Declassified American government 

documents revealed by journalist Andrew Nikiforuk10 show that the U.S. Atomic Energy 

Commission (AEC) told Hueper to keep his findings and predictions about occupational cancer 

risk among uranium miners to himself: such information, the AEC said, was “not in the public 

interest” and “represented mere conjecture” (qtd. in Nikiforuk, “Echoes” A4). Several further 

confidential 1949 memos at the AEC, which at that time bought all of Port Radium’s ore, 

confirm an intentional non-disclosure of the apparent risks associated with radon: one memo 

advised, for example, that research on these risks “should not be quoted in any published report” 

(qtd. in Nikiforuk, “Echoes” A4). In 1946, an Atomic Energy of Canada Limited (AECL) report 

on radon levels in the Port Radium mine found that “dangerous conditions were clearly 

indicated” there, as radon levels were “1000 times higher than the usually accepted tolerance” 

(Farmer 49-50).11 No health and safety measures were put in place following this report, 

however, beyond the installation of fans in the mine to assist ventilation. On this history of 

disregard for safety epidemiologist Victor E. Archer, who started the first cancer studies on 

American miners in 1954, reflects that “[t]he Canadians knew about the same things that the U.S. 

did” regarding the potential health hazards of uranium mining, but “in general tagged along with 

the Atomic Energy Commission” in burying such knowledge from public view lest it weaken 

                                                           
10 See chapter five for a discussion of the role Nikiforuk’s newspaper coverage played in influencing all coverage of 

the Port Radium issue, and in garnering a response from the federal government.  
11 This report also reveals that three radiation surveys conducted in 1945 on the facility in Port Hope, Ontario where 

the ore from Port Radium was processed found that “medical hazards at Port Hope were extremely grave, and that the 
intensity of uncontrolled radiation was far above any accepted or acceptable tolerance” (Farmer 49-50). 



 
 

24 
 

mine productivity and inflate uranium prices. Nikiforuk’s similarly damning conclusion is that, 

despite the regular updates on radon and lung cancer studies Eldorado management and the 

Canadian government received throughout the mine’s operation, no action was taken because 

“neither government nor mine owners wanted to scare miners away or implement better health 

safeguards that would force uranium prices up” (“Echoes” A4). 

Both the American and Canadian governments appear to have determined that the risks to 

guard against in connection with Port Radium mine were neither the known or suspected 

occupational health risks borne by miners and ore carriers throughout the mine’s operation nor 

the unknown future threats posed to the environment of Great Bear Lake and to the people of 

D́line by the mine’s legacy. Rather, as suggested by the AEC’s reference to “the public 

interest,” the risk of losing public and Allied support for the construction of the bomb was 

foremost in the context of wartime politics in the 1940s, and risks of “scar[ing] miners away” 

and “forc[ing] uranium prices up” became top priority in the 1950s. Choices to include or 

exclude findings of epidemiological studies, environmental impact assessments, risk-bearer 

testimonies, and other information in the public portrayal of a given risk are central to its 

definition. The government’s sustained disavowal of reports detailing the occupational health 

hazards of uranium mining thus formed a central component of their definition of the mine’s 

health risks as minimal: excluding this information from official risk assessments enabled an 

easy discrediting of local assertions that the mine posed significant risks to the physical health of 

those living and working around it.12 This discrediting of the D́line Dene’s claims continued 

into the mid-1990s, when a congeries of creative, critical, and political agents turned their 

                                                           
12 To frame this definitional shift using Langdon Winner’s risk/threat taxonomy: excluding such information meant 

that the potentially serious health and environmental threats posed by uranium mining could be easily redefined as 
acceptable risks on a cost-benefit model where “the source of possible injury”—uranium mining—was a substantial enough 
“source of benefits” to warrant its continuation (Winner 149). 
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attention to the Dene’s long-standing grievances, raising public awareness of their situation and 

galvanizing a more substantial and relevant official response.  

In terms of both chronology and genre, the most immediate assertions of the risk 

assessments made by the Déline Dene are contained in the community’s oral histories. Oral 

histories are relatively unmediated, told by individuals from recollections of their own life 

experiences and the experiences of those close to them.13 A significant number of the oral 

histories of community members who lived with the Port Radium mine and its lasting effects 

have been collected by individual and collective oral history projects made widely accessible in 

such forms as essay, book, and digital video archive. These oral histories are woven throughout 

the broad textual tapestry of policy papers, media coverage, films, and plays that subsequently 

stage Dene perspectives on mining and its legacy. Here I examine the oral histories collected in 

Cindy Kenny Gilday’s essay “A Village of Widows” (2000), the D́line Uranium Team’s 

volume Bek’éots’erazhá Nı̨dé: Yahnı̨ı̨ Sǫbak’ǝ Gogh̨ Sahtúot’ı̨n̨ Gogodı / If Only We Had 

Known: The History of Port Radium as Told by the Sahtuot’ine (2005), and the Sahtu channel of 

the Native Communications Society of the Northwest Territories (NCSNWT) digital archives 

(2009), focusing on the rhetoric by which these narratives make claims against official histories 

and the effects of genre and media on their claims-making.  

                                                           
13 A brief explanation of the way oral history differs from oral tradition may be useful here. Oral history refers, as 

oral historian Lynn Abrams defines it, to a “remembering of events and experiences within the lifetime of the narrator.” 
This kind of history is personal, experiential, and easily situated within a particular timescale. By contrast, oral tradition is 
defined as “oral messages based on previous oral messages, at least a generation old”; these are often related to very old 
history and their origins can be difficult to pinpoint due to transformations that occur in the “chain of transmission” (26). 
Oral history often overlaps with and—through this “chain of transmission”—can itself become oral tradition. Sto:lo scholar 
Jo-Ann Archibald notes that the genres of stories told by various Indigenous groups include sacred, historical, 
cultural/traditional, and personal “life experience” stories (83). These first three types of story belong to oral tradition while 
the final type is what Abrams calls oral history. In considering the effects of the D́line Dene’s dissemination of their local 
observations it is important to note that these observations are not sacred stories but life experience stories, and are thus not 
attended by the same levels of ceremony or protection. 
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Gilday’s “A Village of Widows” is the most well-known print record of the Dene Port 

Radium story. It presents “the Dene oral history of the impact of development and transportation 

of radium and uranium from Port Radium on Great Bear Lake in the Northwest Territories 

(NWT) to Fort McMurray in northern Alberta” (107-108), beginning “a few years after the 

signing of Treaty 11 in Tulita in 1921” (109). This history outlines the discovery of the “money 

rock,” the establishment of the Eldorado mine in the 1930s, and its re-establishment as a Crown 

corporation in the 1940s, when many Dene men were employed as ore carriers. It also records 

observed changes in the environment around Great Bear Lake and in the physical health of the 

Déline community and the unsatisfactory government response to concerns raised by community 

members about the causal connection of these changes to the mine. This short essay is a rich 

resource for Dene perspectives on the legacy of mining on Great Bear Lake. It provides an 

alternative history to what Peter van Wyck has called the “proxy archives” of the nuclear 

industry in Canada provided by Robert Bothwell’s corporate biographies Eldorado: Canada’s 

National Uranium Company (1984) and Nucleus: The History of Atomic Energy of Canada 

Limited (1988), works that have long functioned as “the authoritative, historical datum for 

virtually all research, journalism, activism, dispute, and land claim-related work that touches on 

this history” (van Wyck, Highway 14, 15). Both Eldorado and Nucleus celebrate the 

development of the uranium industry in Canada. Eldorado, the volume most pertinent to the 

history of the Port Radium mine, is a company history produced with the support of the Eldorado 

corporation. It is, as van Wyck observes, neither “historically inclusive … nor is it a critical 

work, nor does it consider issues of health and safety or Aboriginal involvement” (Highway 15). 

The work downplays the risks posed by nuclear energy production to physical, environmental, 

and cultural health, providing convenient support for governmental disavowals of these risks. 
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Gilday’s essay writes a very different narrative about the risks posed by the Port Radium mine 

and the damages it caused. Two of the primary techniques by which the essay stages its 

definition of these risks and damages are its insistence on its own veracity and authority and its 

selective incorporation of such parts of written, official history that support a refutation of other 

parts of that history.  

The most apparent technique by which Gilday argues for the legitimacy of the narrative 

she presents is her insistence on its “truth.” Gilday grounds her claims for the veracity of the oral 

history she presents in communal agreement on its accuracy and the authority of individual 

community members, as well as in recent developments in the legal and political acceptance of 

oral histories. The essay is prefaced by references to a 1998 United Nations report on treaty 

rights that acknowledged “the aboriginal side of the story of treaties in Canada” as described by 

oral tradition and to the 1997 decision of the Supreme Court on the Delgamuukw case, in which 

“the Supreme Court of Canada recognized the legitimacy of aboriginal oral tradition” (107). 

“Had it not been for these two events,” Gilday asserts, “I would not have told the following story 

based on the Dene oral tradition with confidence that it would be taken as the truth” (107). While 

it is somewhat unclear how Gilday is using this reference to the United Nations publication,14 her 

allusion to the landmark Supreme Court decision in Delgamuukw v. British Columbia is 

illuminating.  

                                                           
14 In the text of the essay, Gilday refers to a recent and “long-awaited” UN “report on treaty rights and aboriginal 

peoples,” which was explained to “the Treaty chiefs of Canada” in Yellowknife in 1998. Under the “References” section of 
the essay, three UN reports are cited, two of which date from 1966. The remaining document, the General 
Recommendation of the UN Committee on Elimination of Racial Discrimination Concerning Indigenous Peoples (August 
1997), seems to be the report to which Gilday refers, though she cites the recommendation as Recommendation XXII 
(No.22) rather than No.23. Two separate recommendations in this document—that State parties “Recognize and respect 
indigenous distinct culture, history, language and way of life as an enrichment of the State's cultural identity and to promote 
its preservation,” and that State parties “recognize and protect the rights of indigenous peoples to own, develop, control and 
use their communal lands, territories and resources and, where they have been deprived of their lands and territories 
traditionally owned or otherwise inhabited or used without their free and informed consent, to take steps to return those 
lands and territories”—do imply a connection between cultural history and land rights, but the report does not explicitly 
connect oral histories to land rights as Gilday seems to suggest. 
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The Delgamuukw case constituted a reconsideration of the way “truth” could be 

demonstrated in a Canadian court of law. The original case, brought by thirty-five Gitxsan and 

thirteen Wet’suwet’en hereditary chiefs in 1984, claimed unextinguished Aboriginal title and 

Aboriginal jurisdiction over portions of northwest British Columbia totalling 58,000 square 

kilometers (Hurley 4). One of the most unique aspects of the case is the use by the Gitxsan and 

Wet’suwet’en of their oral traditions, the adaawk and kungax, as evidence of occupation and 

therefore of common law or customary “ownership” of the areas contested. The plaintiffs argued 

that the adaawk and kungax—ceremonial collections of stories, songs, and histories—provided 

clear evidence of their title and rights to the disputed territory. However, the judge responsible 

for the first decision in the case, Chief Justice Allan McEachern, found these oral performances 

lacking in consistency and detail—better classified as “legends” and “mythology” than “reliable 

bases for detailed history” about land ownership and its boundaries (McEachern, Reasons 51, 75; 

McCall 309). His 1991 ruling therefore found that the jurisdiction of the plaintiffs’ post-contact 

ancestors had not been proven, that Aboriginal title existed “at the pleasure of the Crown,” and 

that, in the case of the territory under contestation, Aboriginal title had been extinguished 

(Hurley 5).  

In June 1993 the British Columbia Court of Appeal rejected McEachern’s finding of 

“blanket extinguishment” of the plaintiffs’ Aboriginal land rights and recommended negotiation 

between the parties on the scope, content, and consequences of these rights; in 1994 the Gitxsan 

and Wet’suwet’en resumed negotiations with the province of British Columbia, soon seeking 

direction from the Supreme Court (Hurley 6-7). In June 1997 the Supreme Court heard 

arguments in the case, and in December of that year the Court called for a new trial for two 

reasons, the first being purely procedural (regarding insufficient formal amendment after the 
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amalgamation of claims), and the other being the lack of contextual attention in the assessment 

of “factual evidence” in the case (Hurley 7). It is this latter aspect of the Supreme Court decision, 

which declared that trial courts must adapt the rules of evidence “so that the aboriginal 

perspective on their practices, customs and traditions and on their relationship with the land, are 

given due weight by the courts” (Chief Justice Antonio Lamer qtd. in Hurley 8; see also Persky 

76-77), that constitutes a recognition of the legitimacy of Aboriginal oral tradition in Canadian 

courts of law. 

Critics have denounced Chief Justice McEachern’s “tin ear”—the reason McEachern 

gave for declining to hear a traditional song about land use in the courtroom—as symbolic of the 

legal institution of Canada as a whole: bound up as it is in “colonial and ethnocentric 

assumptions” about truth, knowledge, and legitimacy, the Canadian court has historically been 

deaf to the oral histories of various Indigenous groups (McCall 311). In a revealing statement 

about the perspectival issues at play in his evaluation of the evidential use of oral tradition, 

however, McEachern observed that he was simply working with “a different view of what is fact 

and what is belief” than the Native plaintiffs, whose account of history seemed to him to be 

based on hearsay (“Reasons” 49). While Chief Justice Lamer and the other Supreme Court 

judges asserted with their 1997 ruling that legal rules of evidence should be adapted so that 

“what is fact” may be defined by various kinds of documentation, including oral histories, 

McEachern’s earlier statement about his views sheds light on the personal and cultural barriers 

that compound institutional impediments to accepting certain kinds of evidence. Gilday’s 

positioning of the “truth” of the Dene oral history of Port Radium against the Delgamuukw case 

draws on the legal precedent set in 1997 for the legitimacy of orally-transmitted communal and 

individual knowledge but, as discussed further below, her essay also demonstrates an awareness 
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that the reservations expressed by McEachern about the veracity of Aboriginal “myths” and 

“legends” might be shared by a wider Canadian public. 

Gilday emphasizes communal agreement and the authority of community witnesses as 

the primary bases for the truth of the oral history she presents. The narrative is portrayed as 

singular in its authority, as “the” Dene oral history of the impact of radium and uranium 

discovery, production, and transportation in and from Port Radium. Gilday justifies this claim to 

authority by explaining that “The few surviving ore carriers from the community of Deline on 

Great Bear Lake and the surviving members of families from Yellowknife and the Dogrib region 

concurred on the following story … It is also a story my father and his friends told many times 

over the years” (109). Most oral historians, such as James Bailey and Nora Marks Dauenhauer 

and Richard Dauenhauer, emphasize that “there is no single ‘correct’ version [of any given story] 

in oral literature,” but rather a series of variants, each of which represents a unique performance 

of that story (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 8; Bailey 474). The Dauenhauers assert that their 

approach of publishing these narratives “as distinct versions”—rather than combining them into 

a “more ‘generic,’ and perhaps more ‘complete,’ version”—recognizes this unique aspect of each 

performance (8). Gilday, by contrast, strategically chooses to combine multiple tellings of the 

experience of the Port Radium mine and its aftermath into a text purporting to be an 

authoritative, if not “complete,” record. Most of the stories Gilday presents are attributed to their 

tellers, though group descriptors often take the place of the names of individuals. For instance, 

Gilday says that most of the stories incorporated in this history “came from my relatives, my 

time at the Dene National Office and from other Dene men along the Mackenzie River, the 

Dogrib region and most recently from the surviving Dene elders in Deline and Tulita” (110-11); 

she also tells the stories of “The widows of the ore carriers,” who lament the deaths of their 
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husbands and their families’ subsequent economic hardships (112). The use of terms such as “my 

relatives,” “Dene men,” “Dene elders,” and “the widows” in place of the names of individuals 

supports Gilday’s positioning of the essay as a “fixed text” (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 8), a 

record that transcends the transience of individual memories and experiences, and one, therefore, 

that has the authority necessary to intervene in the one-sided written history of Port Radium.  

In addition to lending the essay authority, Gilday’s choice to present a unified or generic 

account of the Dene experience of mining on Great Bear Lake is underwritten by a culturally-

informed notion of community and collectivity. Oral history can be and often is 

autobiographical—that is, centred on the self who speaks—but the individualized “account that 

positions the subject as the author of [his or her] own destiny” is very much a Western form 

(Abrams 37). As oral historian Lynn Abrams notes, in many cultures the individual is not the 

center of life, and oral histories from such cultures are more focused on public action and 

relationships than private, interior, and intimate stories (37). Hertha Dawn Wong’s research has 

demonstrated that Native American oral, pictographic, and written autobiographical forms have 

historically tended to represent a “communal I,” a self embedded in, rather than separated from, 

community.15 Gilday’s reliance on community consensus affirms this tendency to the collective, 

as does her emphasis on the publically visible, community-wide impacts of the mine rather than 

on its psychological or emotional effects on her and on other individuals. Throughout the essay, 

references such as “it is said,” “the story goes,” and “as the elders say” reinforce the idea that 

Gilday’s narrative is a reiteration of accepted, shared stories. The essay situates itself within a 

                                                           
15 See Wong, Sending My Heart Back Across the Years: Tradition and Innovation in Native American 

Autobiography (1992). Wong’s treatment of the lineage of Native American autobiography expands conventional 
autobiographical concepts of the individualized written record to include oral and pictographic representations of life 
histories tightly bound with tribal and communal dynamics.   
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chain of storytelling, and much of the authority of its story is drawn from the accumulated 

weight of previous tellings.  

While Gilday foregrounds the importance of repeating orally transmitted stories, 

asserting that the Dene are “a people who lived and died by their words according to oral 

tradition” (109), her claims to veracity also draw on corroborating written sources. The use of 

documentary evidence in the essay, however, is selective. For instance, Gilday privileges the oral 

history of the signing of Treaty 11 in Tulita over the written treaty itself (109). She explicitly 

disavows Bothwell’s Eldorado as an outsider’s work reflective of “the Western view” and “a 

glorification of Canada’s involvement in the nuclear industry,” lauding by contrast Nikiforuk’s 

feature newspaper story “Echoes of the Atomic Age,” in which “independent current sources, 

including oral tradition” are used (114). Gilday also includes a timeline of events collected “from 

written sources” but confirmed by “Independent research and other expert opinions” (114). 

Written evidence, therefore, is used, but it is used within a skeptical framework in which its 

authority must be tested against non-written sources. Gilday’s skepticism of written sources is 

underscored by her inclusion of a story about how the D́line Dene’s lawyers told them, after a 

year of searching for evidence concerning the health hazards posed by the mine, that “In the 

mountain of papers we dug up in Ottawa this year on this issue, there is not one mention of the 

Dene” (116). Rather than completely disavowing the written record as inimical to the “truth” of 

oral histories,16 though, Gilday uses the oral history she presents to fill in such glaring gaps in the 

                                                           
16 As Nora Marks Dauenhauer and Richard Dauenhauer have noted, just as people socialized into highly literary 

traditions tend to be puzzled by or suspicious of oral tradition, some “members of traditions without widespread popular 
indigenous language literacy tend to be equally confused by and suspicious of the printed page.” “[N]on-literacy,” they 
explain, is thus “a powerful emblem of Native ethnicity for many people … [since] literacy as a concept is identified with 
colonial and non-indigenous languages and cultures, even literacy in the indigenous language may be resisted” (25-6). 
Literacy in English is a fairly recent (and still-emerging) capacity in Déline. Many of the elders interviewed for the oral 
history book and video archives discussed below mention that they spoke only Slavey until they were made to learn English 
at the Federal Day School in the 1950s, and that thereafter they still did not have a solid grasp of English or its writing 
system (see for example Déline Uranium Team 34, 92; “Sahtu—Charlie Neyelle” 7:30-8:40, 19:38-20:45). 
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written record. This positioning of the written record as incomplete (rather than inherently 

untrustworthy or oppressive) mirrors usages of written documentation in a wide range of other 

Indigenous social justice struggles. For instance, in Australia, the Commonwealth Native Title 

Act (1993) and its subsequent amendments give significant weight to oral evidence in land claim 

cases, though this act and subsequent case law also require that oral claimants prove a direct 

genealogical link with the Indigenous people who held title of the land at the declaration of 

British sovereignty. In order to meet this requirement, Australian aborigines have relied on a 

combination of documentary and oral evidence. According to Deborah Bird Rose, most of the 

evidence provided by claimants in Australian land-claims cases does not seek to “validate their 

knowledge by testing it against other [written] frames of reference”; rather, the authority of this 

knowledge is linked to “previous generations” (qtd. in Abrams 172). Bird’s insistence that 

Native claimants in Australia regard oral tradition more highly than written records and consider 

these records as only supplementary to the “truth” contained in oral tradition positions their use 

of written records as a concession to a judicial-political system that places high evidentiary value 

on written documentation. Gilday’s approach of using documentary evidence to support her 

claims—which are themselves based wholly on oral histories—makes a similar concession, 

displaying an awareness that Chief Justice McEachern’s 1991 reservations about Aboriginal 

“myths” and “legends” might still be quite widely held.17  

In concluding for the moment this discussion of the strategies Gilday uses to legitimate 

the narrative she presents, it is worth noting that her insistence on the truth of her narrative 

strongly resists the neo-Nietzschean perspectivism that characterizes popular poststructuralist 

considerations of truth as unfixed, as a shifting and amorphous concept based in context and 

                                                           
17 Issues concerning the Dene’s use of research methodologies, evidence, language, and argumentative approaches 

acceptable to Canadian institutions and publics—strategic concessions to the dominant structures against which, but also 
within which, their struggle for redress was played out—are explored further in chapter four. 
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representation.18 Rhetoric is an attempted persuasion of an audience to a given position, and 

therefore any rhetorical attempt is implicitly set against other existing or potential positions. But 

Gilday takes the rhetorical strategy of ethos to a hyperbolic degree, insisting on the credibility of 

her narrative and its sources almost to the point of producing a philosophical exploration (one 

that seeks to find the truth) rather than a rhetorical argument. The oral histories that fortify the 

essay’s “truth” become, in this usage, Aristotelian tekmeria: they are “Necessary signs,” 

indubitable proof that the author brings forward as “something as it were proved and concluded” 

(Aristotle, Art of Rhetoric 27). This insistence on a tautological truth-because-truth—a truth that 

is, as van Wyck describes, “demonstrative first, and therefore, persuasive” (Highway 141)—is, 

of course, a strategy that Gilday uses to stage a particular version of the truth. The vehemence of 

this staging serves as a reminder that to consider truth a theoretical construct risks obscuring the 

concrete effects of accepting one such construct and silencing another.  

Gilday’s essay is the most concise and narrowly-focused representation of Dene views of 

the effects of the Port Radium mining operation. The essay employs excerpted and summarized 

oral histories in an “evidential” mode (Abrams 15): oral histories are used to support the essay’s 

argument about the adverse effects of the mine. The end products of two other major community 

oral history projects—the Déline Uranium Team’s collection Bek’éots’erazhá Nı̨dé / If Only We 

Had Known and the Sahtu channel of the NCSNWT digital archive—are more exemplary of 

what Abrams calls a “reminiscence and community” model, which presents oral histories with 

little or no framing or interpretation, seeking primarily to place unheard voices on the record 

rather than use them to demonstrate an argument (15). While Gilday’s polemic strategically 

                                                           
18 See Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil, especially chapter one, sections 1, 4, and 16. I have used “neo-

Nietzschean” instead of “Nietzschean” to connote the poststructuralist adaptation (by such scholars as Foucault and 
Derrida) of Nietzsche’s earlier concepts of teleology and neutral facts and his idea of a history of concepts in which 
concepts do not have an existence separate from social and historical forces. 
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represents community perspectives on mining as unified in order to lend her narrative veracity 

and authority, these larger oral history collections provide perspectives on the past much less 

unified into the kind of truth Gilday presents. 

In “A Village of Widows” Gilday employs the “small, nimble form” (Nixon 168) of the 

essay, a form whose formal contrast with such “outsize genres of writing” as environmental 

assessments and epidemiology reports mirrors the discursive contrast of scale between local and 

official histories.19 The smallness of the essay form effectively reinforces Gilday’s insistence on 

one concrete version of the truth of the history of mining on Great Bear Lake. If Only We Had 

Known (2005), a 162-page oral history volume complete with glossy colour and sepia-tinted 

photos, takes a more capacious view of this history. This volume, published by the Déline 

Uranium Team, presents oral histories collected by the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT)20 

between 2000 and 2005. It is described in the CDUT Final Report as a “commemorative book” 

containing “the collective historical record of a crucial period in the history of the Sahtuot’ine, as 

seen through their own eyes and retold with their own voices” (13). The volume opens with a 

brief sketch of the Dene people and their history, including their transition from a nomadic 

lifestyle around Great Bear Lake to settlement in the community of Déline, their 1992 land 

claims settlement, the signing of a Self-Government Agreement in Principle in 2004, and the 

community’s ongoing implementation of self-government (Déline Uranium Team 3-4). A 

biographic sketch of the Prophet Ehtseo Louie Ayah is followed by a brief but informative 

                                                           
19 Rob Nixon outlines a similar contrast in the work of Arundhati Roy, who turned to the essay as her genre of 

choice in writing against the construction of the Sardar Sarovar Dam on India’s Narmada River. Nixon contrasts the 
smallness of her resistance essays to the “weighty, leaden genres” of World Bank feasibility reports and environmental 
impact assessments marshalled in support of construction, linking this preoccupation with the small to Roy’s novel The 
God of Small Things (Nixon 168-170, 160).  

20 The CDUT was a cooperative partnership between the community of Déline and the federal government 
assembled in 1999 to investigate the environmental and health impacts of mine sites on surrounding communities and 
explore means of site clean-up and environmental and health monitoring. See chapter four for a more comprehensive look 
at the CDUT. 



 
 

36 
 

history of the mining activities undertaken around Great Bear Lake between 1932 and 1982 (15-

22). The bulk of the text—pages 23-153—is taken up by “Saht́ Dene Stories,” oral histories 

provided by the people of Déline. Stories are organized by family unit, with each grouping of 

stories prefaced by a brief biographical sketch of the couple or family describing dates of birth 

and death, kinship relations, and one or two distinguishing features of the narrator (such as his or 

her spirituality, generosity, or skills at cooking or storytelling). The stories included here, like 

those excerpted, summarized, and referred to by Gilday, are topically focused on the history of 

mining on Great Bear Lake and perceptions of its effects. Narratives commonly describe daily 

life working around Port Radium: familiar activities like fishing, setting traps, and hunting in the 

area, and such newer mine-related pursuits as carrying ore, logging, and selling meat and 

handicrafts to miners. While these narratives are presented in much larger chunks than those 

drawn on in Gilday’s essay, they are still almost certainly excerpted, as each one fills only 

between a quarter and three-quarters of a page. Almost all of the narratives are accompanied by a 

photo of the speaker or of his or her family, and most of them also appear in North Slavey, the 

text of which is printed following the English text. At the end of the collection, an illustrated 

title-page demarcates a brief section dedicated to “Where We Are Now,” which is sub-sectioned 

into “Current Community Activities,” “Health,” “Environment,” and “Post Script.” There is no 

commentary or interpretation provided for the individual oral narratives presented; the volume 

presents views and voices heretofore unheard or disregarded rather than analyzing them. 

Framing materials such as the photos and biographical sketches that accompany each oral history 

do, however, influence the reader’s perception of the story told, primarily by framing the 

narrative—as in Gilday’s essay—as arising from the authority of personal experience. The use of 

biographical sketches also serves to highlight the individuality of each narrative, implicitly 
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highlighting the plurality of community perceptions of this history in a way that contrasts 

noticeably with Gilday’s assertion of a singular, agreed-upon version of events.  

The framing of oral history narratives with a section on the past and one on the future 

identifies the volume’s major and related preoccupations as commemoration and postmemory—

concerns that have become increasingly relevant over time, gaining urgency even in the five 

years since Gilday’s essay was produced. As developed by Marianne Hirsch, “postmemory” 

describes “the relationship that the generation after those who witnessed cultural or collective 

trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before, experiences that they ‘remember’ 

only by means of the stories, images, and behaviours among which they grew up” (106). 

Postmemory of trauma or injustice clearly depends upon re-mediation—repetition in various 

cultural forms—of the memories of those who directly experienced the traumatic events; as 

Hirsch says, postmemory’s connection to the past is not one of recall, but rather of “imaginative 

investment, projection, and creation” (107). Postmemorial repetition or re-creation is especially 

important to those who are still struggling for recognition of and redress for the continuing 

effects of indirectly-experienced trauma, which is the case for many in Déline. The postmemorial 

nature of If Only We Had Known and its related commemorative value are highlighted in 

particular by the forewords provided by the Déline Chief and Council and the CDUT. The 

foreword from Chief and Council emphasizes the importance of “remember[ing] the Saht́ot’ine 

people who worked so hard for the mine.” It points out that “Many people have passed on before 

the Canada-Deline Uranium Table began its work and so we have few people who can tell us 

about the early mining operations first hand,” but suggests that it is fortunate that “the history has 

been passed on through the generations,” and expresses the hope that the present volume “will 

aid in perserving [sic] these stories” (D́line Uranium Team iv). The foreword from the CDUT 
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similarly stresses the volume’s educational and commemorative purposes, inviting readers “to 

learn from the stories told by community members” and thereby “commemorate an important 

part of Canadian and world history” (v). The value of transmitting and repeating stories is 

reiterated throughout the oral histories in the volume; however, most of the contributors are less 

certain than the Chief and Council and the CDUT of the history that “has been passed on through 

the generations,” and even less optimistic that their uncertain memories can significantly 

intervene in the ongoing debate over the extent of the damages done by mining. 

Many of the narratives in If Only demonstrate a postmemorial relationship to mining and 

its effects, as their contributors did not directly experience work, life, and death in the shadow of 

Port Radium during their adult lives. Many contributors are aware that they can only encounter 

the mine second-hand, as memories of the memories of others. Rosie Sewi, for example, says 

“We really do not know everything that took place there [at Port Radium] but only the stories we 

heard. Our elders were the ones who experienced all these things” (Déline Uranium Team 114). 

Similarly, Merine Mackienzo prefaces her contribution by stating: “When I lived at Port Radium 

I was really young, so I don’t remember anything, but I can tell you things my mother and father 

told me about their time there” (142). Even those who lived and worked at or near various mines 

during their adult lives point to the difficulty of reconstructing their experiences without 

substantial corroboration, and to their awareness that these uncertainly-remembered “facts” form 

a shaky foundation for claims about the mine’s negative impacts. As Jimmy Bekale, who lived 

and worked at Port Radium for over twenty years, says, “It would have been good if they had 

worked on this uranium issue earlier while the people were still alive. Then they could have 

recovered all the evidence” (58).  
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van Wyck astutely observes that confusions about the past for those who directly 

experienced it arise in large part from the fact that mine-related events are remembered 

differently than they were first experienced. “Things were not remembered clearly,” he explains, 

“often because they were not experienced as significant in the first place. Things gained their 

significance only after the fact” (Highway 126), with the introduction of new knowledge about 

the dangers of uranium that cast past events in a new light. He evocatively describes this process 

as one in which “Memory itself came under siege by a knowledge that had the power to rewrite 

and resignify” (49). This kind of retroactive resignification is signalled in If Only by 

contributors’ statements that they didn’t then—but do now—know that uranium ore was 

dangerous. Sewi, for example, states that in the past “lots of people handled the ore bags” and 

“In those days we never thought about the danger of uranium.” But, she adds, “it must have been 

dangerous so now people are talking more about uranium” (D́line Uranium Team 114). Alfred 

Taniton, who worked at Bennet Field, similarly recalls that “When we worked there none of us 

were aware of any of the contamination or how radiation could affect our health … Only recently 

have we come to understand the dangerous conditions that we were working under” (129).  

Confusion about the past undermines the strength of community claims about the extent 

of damages, the need for environmental remediation and cultural revitalization programs, and the 

fairness of compensation—a difficulty highlighted in the volume’s limited framing materials. 

Under “Health,” at the end of the volume, the postmemorial nature of the history of life and work 

on and around the mine sites is flagged as one of the major obstacles to obtaining recognition of 

and compensation for the health problems that many in the community believe were caused by 

mining activities. The CDUT, the volume records, has “initiated and integrated several activities 

to investigate the current and past health problems experienced by people who lived or worked at 
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Port Radium and along the Uranium Transportation Route,” but this investigation “has posed 

many challenges,” not the least of which is the fact that most of the people who lived and worked 

in close proximity to the mines have passed away before being interviewed or undergoing a 

thorough health assessment (Déline Uranium Team 154). Because access to medical files dating 

back to the 1930s “has been almost impossible” to obtain, all recent health studies “have relied 

greatly on peoples’ personal stories and experiences and their memory of events” (154)—

memories, as the contributors suggest, not of events themselves but rather of other people’s 

memories of events. Confusion about the past is exemplified and compounded by disparities 

between the memories of memories appearing in If Only. For example, some of the contributors 

explicitly blame non-Dene mine workers and operators for being “secretive” and deliberately 

concealing information about occupational and environmental hazards; others suggest that they 

were either certainly or likely told about dangers but did not understand due to the foreignness of 

the concept or the language barrier between them and the English-speaking miners (Déline 

Uranium Team 86, 34, 92). Two of the most widely-circulated oral stories about mining activity, 

while not as explicitly contradictory as these differing interpretations of disclosure, reveal a 

similar divergence of stances toward the past.  

The first of these widely-circulated stories is the prophecy made by the medicine man 

Louie Ayah, more commonly called Ehtseo (Grandfather) Ayah.21 In the 1880s, Ayah had a 

vision of a large whole in the ground at the site that would later become Port Radium, out of 

which men were taking materials and shaping them into a long stick. This stick was dropped 

from what looked like a huge flying bird onto people who lived far away, burning and killing 

them (Blondin, When the World 78-9; Gilday 109-110; van Wyck, Highway 41). Re-circulated in 

                                                           
21 See D́line Uranium Team 6 for more on Ehtseo Ayah’s life, other prophecies and interventions, and standing in 

the community. 
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the light of new knowledge about the dangers of uranium and the uses to which the materials 

mined at Port Radium were put, this story seems to indict the Dene for disregarding its warning. 

The prophecy itself was made on the occasion of an act disregarding known danger; as van 

Wyck describes, “The Dene had always known it was bad medicine to travel in front of the area 

now known as Port Radium; it was said that loud noises came from within it. For some reason a 

group of Dene hunters had camped there, and in the morning the medicine man told them of his 

dream” (Highway 41). This story, van Wyck observes, is not only “a kind of oracular speech … 

We knew it all along,” but also one that “contains the idea of transgression—‘Why did they camp 

there to begin with?’” (181).  

The “if only we had listened to what we already knew tone” of this story (van Wyck, 

Highway 41), which locates responsibility or blame within the community, grates against the 

tone of another story that unequivocally faults the profit-driven actions of early prospectors and 

mining corporations for their literal and figurative theft of land. This story focuses on Gilbert 

Labine’s theft of a pitchblende-bearing rock from an old man named Beyonnie, and recurs 

throughout the oral histories contained in If Only. This story is foregrounded in the volume’s 

early description of Gilbert Labine, in which the secretive, exploitative nature sometimes 

ascribed by contributors to mine operators is embodied by Labine. “There was a place,” the 

description reads,  

where Beyonnie found different kind[s] of rocks so he broke a piece off to take 

with him … The white man [Labine] asked Beyonnie to give him the rock and the 

white man gave Beyonnie something in return because in those days times were 

hard. The white man knew this rock was radium, but he said to Beyonnie ‘maybe 
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it’s nothing’ and he told Beyonnie that he was just travelling through … The 

white man went back South. Later he came back and set claims in that area. (11) 

While this story’s reference to a payment received from Labine for the rock may suggest a fair 

exchange for what was an as-yet undeveloped and still relatively valueless material, Beyonnie’s 

son Victor is unambiguous in his representation of this exchange as the theft that set the stage for 

massive exploitation of traditional Dene lands. Victor Beyonnie describes how he travelled to 

Aklavik in an attempt to obtain acknowledgement of Labine’s theft and some form of 

compensation from the territorial and federal governments. “We met in Aklavik with the 

Government,” Beyonnie narrates, “and I told them my dad found a rock and then asked: ‘How 

come we are still poor?’ After that 27 of us went to Fort Smith for a meeting and I talked about 

the rock again but nothing came of the meeting, nothing” (Déline Uranium Team 25).  

Beyonnie’s attempts to obtain compensation for what has been taken represent not only 

“an actual grievance concerning ownership of the mine” (van Wyck, Highway 41), but also a 

grievance concerning the use of lands over which, at the time If Only was produced, the Déline 

Dene were strongly asserting ownership and self-government rights.22 His insistence on the lack 

of monetary compensation for materials taken from Dene lands positions the history of mining in 

the area as one of biopiracy, in which traditional knowledge and local materials were extracted 

from the community and used to create profits not fairly shared with the community (Martinez-

Alier 132-149). In Beyonnie’s depiction, the theft of the rock becomes a synecdoche for the theft 

                                                           
22 As the introduction to the Dene people in If Only describes: “Today we have existing aboriginal and treaty rights 

to our lands, waters, environment, resources, culture, religion, economy and society. In 1992 we entered into our land 
settlement with the Government of Canada. In this process, we came to select large tracts of land around the shores of Great 
Bear Lake. We recently signed our Self-Government Agreement in Principle (2004) and are working on the implementation 
of self-government” (4). On 12 March 2014, the community of D́line voted overwhelmingly to ratify the Self-Government 
Agreement, which is now referred to as the Final Self-Government Agreement (FSGA) (Bickford; “Self-Government: 
Summary”). Bill C-63, the Déline  Final Self Government Agreement Act was introduced and passed on 4 June 2015 in the 
House of Commons (see “Introduction of D́line Final Self-Government Agreement”); the work of implementing self-
government still remains. 
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of land effected through its degradation: the wealth of the earth, in terms of its ability to support 

life, was emptied out from beneath the Dene by mining ventures. In the context of oil extraction, 

Nixon has evocatively described this emptying-out process as one of “subterranean 

dispossession,” which leaves communities who have traditionally subsisted on the area “utterly 

undermined” (108). Often, this kind of dispossession is enabled by the absence of local 

inhabitants’ legal rights to the land within a “Lockeian logic of private property” (Nixon 164) 

where title trumps customary use; in the case of the Déline Dene, Treaty 11 provided no 

protection from this kind of invasion.23 In addition to harshly criticizing political and economic 

exploitation, though, Beyonnie’s focus on monetary exchange also calls the very possibility of 

fair compensation into question: would payment of any amount of money to the Dene at the 

moment of the rock’s discovery have mitigated the ravages of extraction or the subsequent 

cultural and social shocks caused by the cleavage of the community from their land? 

The theft story and the prophecy, both of which came back into circulation in D́line “at 

the very moment when the past … [was] undergoing massive revision” (van Wyck, Highway 

181), are remembered—like other past activities—with a significance they were not originally 

given. Both stories offer competing reinterpretations of the past, and the coupling of these 

competing stories casts the Dene, as van Wyck notes, as “both victim and accomplice” (Highway 

                                                           
23 Treaty 11 was, in fact, largely brought about by the government’s desire to secure lands formerly protected by 

Native title for mineral development (Coates and Morrison 40). Following the discovery of an oil well at Norman Wells by 
Imperial Oil in August 1920 that was predicted to “all but eliminate Canada’s national debt” (Coates and Morrison 15), the 
treaty process was begun in January 1921. Treaty 11 was authorized in March 1921 and signed in June of 1921. Despite the 
Dene’s maintenance that the Treaty was an agreement providing for shared use of the land, its terms are those of a land 
transaction. Within an area of approximately 620,000 square kilometres, the treaty provided for a reserve amounting to one 
square mile for each family of five, “or in that proportion for larger or smaller families.” Natives were to retain their 
hunting, fishing, and trapping rights throughout the territory covered by the treaty, except over tracts that the government 
required for mining, lumbering, settlement, trading, or other purposes. An annual payment of twenty-five dollars per chief, 
fifteen dollars per headman, and five dollars per person was a stipulation of the treaty (Coates and Morrison 18). The 
Treaty’s exception of land required by the government for development from availability for traditional use foreshadows 
the prevarication in the 1997 Delgamuukw decision that less than strict adherence to Aboriginal title is permissible when in 
the interests of “economic and regional fairness”; for example, expropriation of Aboriginal land is justified when required 
for “The development of agriculture, forestry, mining and hydroelectric power, the general economic development of the 
interior of British Columbia, ...[and] the building of infrastructure and the settlement of foreign populations” (Persky 35). 



 
 

44 
 

41). Because postmemorial re-mediations are created by those familiar less with past events than 

with the enduring images and narratives created about them, these works are self-perpetuating: 

images and narratives of history inform the production of similar images and narratives, while 

the history they describe becomes further and further removed. While memory is always affected 

to some extent by the cultural discourses that inform its recall, in the context of postmemory 

networks of images and narratives eventually come to stand, in both public and individual 

consciousness, in place of a past no longer directly recollected.24 This moment is approaching in 

Déline as the individuals who lived and worked at Port Radium increasingly pass on, leaving the 

uncertainties of these competing stories in their wake.  

The difficulties faced by the community in basing their struggle for environmental justice 

on conflicting representations rather than direct memories of events seem to be compounded by 

emotional reactions to the way the more dominant of the narratives described above— Ehtseo 

Ayah’s vision about Port Radium, often referred to as the forbidden rock prophecy—implicates 

the community in their own suffering and in that of others. Reactions not only of sadness but also 

of shame and guilt appear in some of the oral histories included in If Only, and a similar current 

runs through the responses gathered in the audio-visual oral history archive project created by the 

NCSNWT. The NCSNWT channel archives, hosted by the IsumaTV website, contain a large 

number of videotaped interviews with community members from the Denesuline, Cree, 

Gwich’in, Sahtu, Tlicho, and Dehcho regions of the Northwest Territories. These video 

interviews were created by the NCSNWT in partnership with the Digitizing the Inuit and 

Aboriginal Media Archive (DIAMA) initiative and with IsumaTV, which performed all the 

digitization, editing, reformatting, and uploading of the videos, in order to “preserv[e] 

                                                           
24 There is a clear parallel between the way memory becomes postmemory and that in which oral history enters oral 

tradition. 
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irreplaceable Inuit and Aboriginal media archives at risk of being lost” (“DIAMA”). There are 

forty-five videos listed under the Sahtu section of the NCSNWT, all of which contain valuable 

oral histories told in North Slavey. A large number of these interviews are conducted with 

community members from Déline (other Sahtu communities represented include Tulita, Norman 

Wells, Fort Good Hope, and Colville Lake; see Figure 2.1). All of the people interviewed for this 

particular archive are elderly or very elderly, though other oral history projects have been 

undertaken that record youth experiences in Déline.25  

Videos are between twenty minutes and one hour in length, and each interview follows a 

similar pattern: an interviewer who remains unseen asks general questions about the respondent’s 

history, beginning with variations on the question “Who are your parents and what was it like 

when you were growing up?” and ending with the questions “Would you like to leave a message 

for your grandchildren?” and “Is there anything else you would like to say?” before thanking the 

participant. Often participants themselves say something to indicate that they consider the 

interview over, such as “and this is the last thing I’m going to say because I don’t want it to go 

on too long” or “and that’s all I’m going to say. Thank you.” The openness of these interviews in 

terms of both topic and length is enabled by the digital medium used: while the oral histories 

solicited for inclusion in the Gilday essay and If Only must be narrowly focused as well as 

selectively excerpted, the NCSNWT channel archives can present much more sweeping 

narratives in their entirety.26 Many respondents emphasize contrasts between the past and the 

present, making observations about the diminishing tradition of living in the bush during 

                                                           
25 See the “D́line Youth” YouTube channel, curated by Mark Modeste, for youth perspectives on such topics as 

first “out on the land” experiences, finding friendship in D́line, sports in D́line, and becoming future chief.  
26 Some of the interviews appear to have been edited minimally. The places cuts have been made in production are 

indicated by a musical interlude (three notes played on a flute or other reed instrument, with a rattle in the background), 
which accompanies a fade-out and a fade-in to where the interview is resumed. It is not clear what these cuts excise from 
the interview; perhaps moments of confusion between the interviewer and interviewee, interruptions (by a visitor, for 
example), or necessary technical adjustments. It is not likely that “off-topic” sections of narrative are excised as the 
interview format is very open-ended and solicits wide-ranging responses. 
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particular seasons, the way some things are now “store-bought” that used to be grown, caught, or 

handmade, and a lack of parental discipline and communication with children today as compared 

to the speakers’ remembered childhoods. Another commonality across interviews, one that 

repeats sentiments expressed in If Only We Had Known, is the desire to preserve and pass on the 

stories being told to future generations. One of the most interesting things about this video 

archive from my perspective of a researcher looking specifically for information about mining 

activities and their effects is the almost complete absence of this topic from the narratives of 

those interviewed.  

The only mention in this extensive archive of the Port Radium mine and its effects is 

made by Paul Baton, who refers to the mine in relation to the emergent practice of selling meat 

and other things to “White people [who] came up to this land” after the “rich minerals” were 

found (“Sahtu – Paul Baton” 7:46-8:58). He does not elaborate on any other environmental or 

cultural effects the mine and its activities may have had. While it is possible that mining 

activities and their effects did not figure prominently enough in the lives of some of those 

interviewed to merit mention within a more general life history, this seems unlikely given the 

involved process of claims-making regarding the mine that was ongoing throughout their lives. 

Further, contributions to this claims-making process have been made elsewhere by many of the 

same individuals interviewed for the video archive (for example, in If Only). It is notable that 

mining is not only absent from responses to open-ended questions about life history but also 

evaded as a topic when prompted by more direct questions from the interviewer. Charlie Neyelle, 

for example, is specifically asked at the beginning of his interview to speak about how he 

“worked with Grandfather Ayah’s message”—the prophecy about the deadly materials that 

would come from Port Radium (“Sahtu – Charlie Neyelle” 0:16-0:30). Throughout his entire 
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fifty-one minute narrative Neyelle does not address this question, speaking instead about his 

family and emphasizing the value of the teachings he received from his Grandmother Baton and 

Grandfather Naedzo. This indirectness, which van Wyck describes in Highway of the Atom as a 

common response to his own questions about the mine, presents a stark contrast to the explicit 

descriptions of mining and its perceived effects provided to Gilday for “A Village of Widows” 

and collected in If Only.  

A major theme that emerges from the forty-five NCSNWT interviews—that of 

culpability or internal attribution of error—suggests that such selective provision of information 

about the mine may arise from a conflict between the dominant (re-)interpretation of the past 

represented by the prophecy story and the still deeply-felt need to secure recognition and 

recompense represented by the theft story. Cause-and-effect links between community actions 

and negative outcomes are commonly made throughout these interviews, many of which 

attribute deaths, illnesses, and environmental degradation to the actions of community members 

themselves. Rosie Grandjambe, for example, describes a childhood characterized by her family’s 

stoic endurance of hunger, exhaustion, and long hours of hard work in freezing conditions 

around Great Bear Lake; she then relates that, in those days, they stored extra meat by placing it 

in a hole in ground, but now, if they do this, the meat spoils. “Maybe [this is] because a long time 

ago,” she says, “the land was new, so fish and meat and stuff like that doesn’t spoil … everybody 

says that food didn’t spoil a long time ago.” She again emphasizes that in those days no one used 

to complain if they were hot, or cold, or tired, and suggests that today “people talk about 

everything [like that] so maybe that’s why the land is changing so much” (14:40-16:38). 

Grandjambe’s suggestion that the land changed as a consequence of the ungratefulness or 

disrespect of people in the community is echoed in Dora Vital’s assertion that, as her father 
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warned, those who are young “are not supposed to be lazy, [otherwise] once you are old, you 

will be ill” (12:20-12:52), a statement implicitly attributing the illnesses of many community 

members to their own past laziness. Mary Tetso provides the interpretation that the passing of 

many community members was due to the fact that “people used medicine against each other and 

they’ll put a hex on each other. That is how people would get sick and would get sick [sic] 

constantly and pass away” (10:50-11:50). Such attributions of negative events to internal rather 

than external forces mirror the prophecy made by Ehtseo Ayah in implicating the Dene not only 

in an original trespass—camping by the forbidden rock—but in the violence and suffering that 

followed. Intense discomfort within the community arising from the realization that they had 

unknowingly contributed to the global as well as local violence wrought by Port Radium was the 

impetus for a 1998 trip to Japan taken by a number of community members, including Cindy 

Kenny Gilday and George Blondin; on the trip, the Déline delegation visited hospitals to 

apologize to hibakusha (radiation victims) for their unwitting role in the development of the 

atomic bomb (Blow 43:12-45:35; Gilday 110; Henningson, Somba Ke 28:10-29:10; van Wyck, 

Highway 42). This expression of remorse and guilt on the part of the Dene over actions 

unwittingly taken provides a stark contrast to the failure of the Canadian government to formally 

apologize for their non-transparent and nearsighted use of Dene land and labour in atomic 

weapons production. 

In light of contributors’ attributions of negative events to habits of talking too much, 

complaining, or showing anger,27 avoidance of the topic of the mine in these interviews might be 

seen as precautionary: the elders avoid further complaints and shows of anger given the potential 

                                                           
27 In his well-known article “Native Ethics and Rules of Behaviour,” Mohawk psychologist Clare Brant identified 

several common behavioural traits among Iroquois in Ontario and Cree in Northern Quebec and Ontario that he believed 
were also applicable to other aboriginal groups. These ethics include non-interference, suppression of anger, the importance 
of sharing, and a conservation/withdrawal reaction. The Dene’s reluctance to speak about the mine may be influenced by 
similar ethics to what Brant identifies as non-interference and suppression of anger. 
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connection between such behaviours and adverse environmental and physical effects. It may be 

that the general reluctance of many to speak about the painful history of mining is only overcome 

by the widespread awareness of the importance of fact-finding attempts like the CDUT’s, which 

rely heavily on oral contributions. The other explanation for a lack of Port Radium discussion in 

these histories, of course, is that the elders interviewed here simply preferred not to talk about it. 

Both remaining silent on the mine and attributing effects that are elsewhere linked to the mine to 

the actions of community members themselves can be read as a kind of reclamation of history as 

community history: agency—even the agency to take negative action—is relocated inside rather 

than outside the community. In this light, it seems quite apposite that the lack of attention paid to 

the mine in the NCSNWT videos mirrors the lack of notice taken of Déline and its people in 

official corporate and governmental histories of the mine. 

The varied, individualized interpretations of the past that appear across the NCSNWT 

videos contrast conspicuously with the thematically focused and unified narratives put forth in If 

Only We Had Known and Gilday’s “Village.” The selective, evidential use of oral histories in 

these latter works, which are explicitly aimed at establishing links between past mining and 

ongoing environmental and cultural degradation, brackets out uncertainties and differences of 

opinion in order to stage more effective risk representations—representations that firmly define 

risks and damages and unequivocally demand their prevention and remediation. Read alongside 

the larger oral history collections, especially the open-ended NCSNWT narratives, Gilday’s 

presentation of “the” Dene oral history of the impact of radium and uranium discovery—of a 

singularly “true” version of the past—appears highly strategic. The essay’s definite and polemic 

argument not only lent weight to the Dene side of the clash of risk realities ongoing in its 
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contemporary moment, but continues to exert a strong influence on how the increasingly 

postmemorial history of mining on Great Bear Lake is perceived.  

Mediation, Translation, and Access 

I noted that stories told orally from a given storyteller’s personal experience are 

“relatively unmediated,” and by this I mean that they have undergone little outside manipulation 

in terms of genre and media. But every personal narrative is, as suggested above, internally 

mediated by memory, interpretation, and intent even before it is released through the further 

mediations of wording, translation, and media and genre-specific transformation. In the case of 

the Déline Dene’s attempts to narrativize their experiences, the most obvious mediator between 

an experience and its telling is memory, which is greatly affected by experiences occurring 

between the moment recalled and the moment of recollection that cause the teller to read new 

significance into certain aspects of the past. This acknowledgment that memory is a filter for past 

events rather than a storehouse of them is not new: speaking of written autobiography, Paul John 

Eakin provides an elegant summary of this notion when he notes that “the autobiographer’s 

access to the past is necessarily a function of his present consciousness of it … [T]he past that 

any autobiographical narrative records is first and foremost the period of the autobiographical act 

itself” (22). Similarly, oral historians accept that oral histories are subjectively filtered, 

“memories reworked in the context of the respondent’s own experience and politics” (7). As Ron 

Grele puts it in Envelopes of Sound, oral histories tell us “not just what happened but what 

people thought happened and how they have internalised and interpreted what happened” (245). 

Dene oral histories concerning the Port Radium mine clearly comprise “memories reworked,” 

interpretations of what happened in the past informed by what has happened since—an aspect of 

the story of Port Radium that van Wyck calls its “retroactivity” (Highway 126). At an even more 
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basic level, this kind of personal narrative is always already mediated by the translation of 

experience into words, in the sense of translation emphasized by Martin Heidegger in his 1942-

43 Parmenides lectures. Heidegger places emphasis on the prefix of the German term for 

translation, Übersetzung, the part of the word indicating “carrying over” or “transporting,” 

changing the sense of the word to more literally refer to an act of transportation from one place 

to another. Heidegger uses this term to discuss translation as an act of crossing over from a place 

of lethe, of concealment and forgetting, to a place of aletheia, of emergence or disclosure 

(Parmenides 10-14).28 In English, as in modern Romance languages, the word “translation” 

derives from the Latin translatio, which similarly means to carry or bring across. Viewed 

through Heidegger’s lens, personal oral narratives can be said to carry experiences out of hiding 

and into public view through the affordance of words.  

Adding to the difficulty of bringing experiences into words through a sieve of uncertain 

memory are the more literal acts of translation that have also been necessary for the Déline Dene 

to convey their concerns to a wider public. While rendering narratives into English is a 

prerequisite for their understanding by the majority of the Canadian population, this act of 

translation places additional layers of mediation between the experience and its telling—layers 

thickened by colonial history and the neo-colonial character of the government and industry 

expropriations experienced by the Dene. The dominant language spoken in Déline is North 

Slavey, an Athapaskan dialect spoken by approximately 1,167 speakers throughout the Sahtu 

region of the Northwest Territories (“North Slavey”). From my experience in Déline I would say 

that North Slavey is still the first language of almost everyone in the community, or at least 

almost everyone of Dene heritage; it is certainly the preferred language of oral communication 

                                                           
28 “Disclosure” is the closest English word for the coinage with which Heidegger translates the Greek word ἀλήϑεια 

(aletheia), translated otherwise as “truth.” 
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there, and many older people speak only Slavey. English has only come into use in Déline since 

1950, when it began to be taught in school; the influx of English-speaking miners, mine 

operators, soldiers, and support workers into Déline since the 1940s further fostered its adoption. 

The way English has been taken up in Déline as the language of reports, appeals, speeches, and 

other texts in which community members and organizations make claims about the ongoing 

adverse effects of mining provides a succinct illustration of the intertwined gains and losses, 

benefits and drawbacks that attend translation, transformation, and adaptation of oral narratives.  

As Robert Phillipson argues in Linguistic Imperialism, desires on the part of non-native 

English speakers to speak English are almost always prompted by its dominance in political, 

academic, and media communication networks: the ability to participate in these networks is a 

strong incentive for the adoption of English, while the non-inclusion of minority languages in 

these networks is a simultaneous disincentive to remaining a non-English speaker.29 Detractors 

of linguistic imperialism have pointed out the patronizing aspects of this theory, claiming that it 

discounts both the agency of “the dominated” in choosing to adopt English and the culturally-

specific uses and “local purposes” to which English may be put.30 That the choice to adopt 

English is determined by the various uses and purposes to which it can be put, however, is itself 

indicative of the greater access to channels of power afforded by English (as Phillipson means to 

point out). The D́line Dene’s strategic use of English provides a strong example of the messy 

way in which adoption of English can be at the same time over-determined and highly agential.  

                                                           
29 Phillipson writes: “The arguments in favour of English are intuitively commonsensical (international and often 

national communication, access to scientific, medical and technical ideas and training, above all modernising) but only in 
the Gramscian sense of being based on beliefs that reflect the dominant ideology. Hegemonic ideas tend to be internalized 
by the dominated, even though they are not objectively in their interest” (8). While I would not use the word “internalized” 
to describe the adoption of dominant linguistic and behavioural norms in communities like D́line, Phillipson’s point that 
such groups must adopt dominant modes in order to interact in larger arenas is a significant one.  

30 See, for example, Alan Davies’s “Ironizing the Myth of Linguicism,” especially 488, and Daniel Spichtinger’s 
The Spread of English and its Appropriation.  
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English has become an essential vehicle for conveying the anxieties felt by Déline 

residents about the legacy of mining to a wider national and international audience. A lack of 

English-language capability is pinpointed by some of the contributors to If Only as factoring into 

the Dene’s ignorance of the mine’s potential adverse environmental and physical effects: several 

people mention that they think they were told as children not to get too close to the uranium ore, 

but, as Bella Menacho mentions, “We couldn’t read or write or speak English so that made it 

hard for us. We didn’t understand anything” (Déline Uranium Team 92). More explicitly, Arsene 

Ayah says that “Some of the non-Dene told us to be careful and not to sit on the ore bags or else 

in the future some of the children might get cancer. I guess they were concerned for us but we 

didn’t really understand them because of the language barrier” (34). The “language barrier” to 

which Ayah refers here is overcome in the three oral history projects considered in this chapter, 

though in the other direction: each of these projects effectively uses English as a means to reach 

an audience beyond Déline. The translation approaches taken in these projects indicate to a great 

extent the target audience for each: in Gilday’s “Village,” the exclusive use of English targets an 

audience located primarily outside the community. The use of both North Slavey and English 

languages in both If Only We Had Known and the NCSNWT videos, by contrast, indicates 

intentions for these works to be received within the community as well as outside it. 

The community narratives excerpted by Gilday appear only in English, as do her 

interpretations of them, and no evidence is provided of any translation process. In If Only and the 

NCSNWT archive, the pre-publication translations that remain unseen in Gilday’s work are 

rendered visible through the use of dual-language text. All of the NCSNWT Sahtu interviews are 

conducted in North Slavey and each video is captioned with an English translation. As in If Only, 

no credits are given for a translator, and no paratextual materials describing methods of 
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translation are provided. It is clear from the English-language texts provided in each collection, 

though, that each pursues a different type of translation. The somewhat stilted captions of the 

NCSNWT videos exemplify a “minimal transfer” type of translation, which is described by the 

Dauenhauers (drawing on distinctions made by the Summer Institute of Linguistics [now SIL 

International] and its sister organization, Wycliffe Bible Translators) as a translation that makes 

the bare minimum of grammatical and syntactical changes to source text needed to ensure 

grammatical coherence in the target language, paying no additional attention to style 

(Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 17-18). Pursuit of this type of translation suggests that 

appreciation by English speakers outside Déline, while it is one intended outcome of publicly 

posting these videos, is not the primary objective.31 The contrast between this style of translation 

and the style applied in If Only is apparent even to those like myself who lack proficiency in the 

target language, as the English texts of each collection have obvious stylistic differences. In If 

Only We Had Known, narratives are printed first in English and then in North Slavey. That not 

all of the stories included are reiterated in North Slavey indicates that narratives without a North 

Slavey version were likely originally told in English. These choices to lead with the English 

version and to let English text stand without a Slavey counterpart—but not to let Slavey text 

stand without an English counterpart—underline the external focus of the volume: it intends to 

disseminate these stories widely to an English-speaking audience rather than retain them 

primarily for community use as with the NCSNWT interviews. If Only evinces a more “literary” 

style of translation than that undertaken for the video captions: word choices seem to have been 

                                                           
31 The videos are fairly popular, as indicated by the statistics provided for each interview on the number of times it 

has been viewed (each video in the Sahtu section has between 2100 and 2900 views), but these numbers seem to represent 
viewers already familiar with the community. A comment left in October of 2012 beneath Charlie Neyelle’s interview 
provides some evidence of viewing by those with ties to the interviewees: the anonymous comment, “miss you so much>3” 
is quite a personal response to the video, and one that even an anonymized poster might be reluctant to share with a very 
wide usership (“Sahtu - Charlie Neyelle”). 
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made with an ear to their connotation in English rather than a literal recreation of the North 

Slavey text. This translation approach is in keeping with the volume’s declared objective to raise 

public awareness of the Dene’s role in uranium development and the effects they believe this 

development has had—to bring these forgotten or hidden events back into “Canadian and world 

history” (D́line Uranium Team v).  

One of the remarkable aspects of the translations in If Only is the use of words in the 

English-language text that have no cognate in North Slavey. In the dialect spoken by the Dene, 

as the 1998 community report They Never Told Us These Things points out, “there are no words 

for radiation, radioactive contamination, or risk” (Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee 78). 

“Cancer” is another word not translatable into North Slavey, and this word consistently appears 

in English within the North Slavey texts.32 The use of terms in English translation which have no 

corresponding terms in North Slavey illustrates the Dene’s aporia surrounding the phenomena 

these English words describe, and their difficulties filling in these conceptual absences.33 The 

coincidence of the D́line Dene’s adoption of English with what van Wyck calls their attempts to 

“resignify” the past is indicative of the close parallels between the untranslatability of alien 

words into local language and the difficulty of bringing alien concepts into local understanding. 

Adoption of English in Déline was over-determined in more than one way: by its dominance in 

the Canadian media and political arenas in which the community wished to intervene, as well as 

by the absence in North Slavey of terms with which to make meaning of heretofore unheard-of 

experiences. 

                                                           
32 For example, “Hıd́ vab́ cancer ayihwhę t’́ ayh dahgh́re aǵj́ so ́ ̨nı nehwhę” is the North Slavey counterpart 

provided for “Now my dad has cancer so I really think about what caused it” (D́line Uranium Team 60). 
33 I use the term “aporia” both in the Platonic sense of an impasse, lack of passage, or difficulty, and in the 

poststructuralist sense of a linguistic deficiency—the sense that language itself is at a loss to make meaning (see Eagleton 
116; Harmon 39; Kofman 9-10, 25-27). 
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The effectiveness with which the Déline Dene have employed English in the service of a 

specific “local purpose” can, I think, be recognized without overlooking this over-determinacy or 

the neo-colonial mechanisms by which English was introduced into the community. The 

translation of North Slavey oral narratives into English is part of the larger process of 

transferring these narratives from form to form and version to version that was essential to their 

wider acceptance and subsequently to at least a partial achievement of the “local purpose” of 

environmental justice. The dual-language texts provided in If Only and the NCSNWT videos 

exemplify this shifting process, making visible the way these narratives are re-contextualized by 

their translation into English. My largely unsuccessful attempt to use these (and other) dual-

language texts to learn North Slavey34 provides a productive example of the shifting locus of 

meaning that occurs in translation, as in all instances of adaptation or re-mediation. The format 

of the subtitling in the NCSNWT videos makes it difficult for non-speakers like myself to match 

these printed English phrases to their specific North Slavey sounds: rather than phrasally-divided 

subtitles shown simultaneously with their spoken correlates, long, multi-phrase subtitles remain 

on the screen for between fifteen and twenty seconds, and the viewer must try to hear the vocal 

pauses and intonations that indicate which spoken phrases correlate to which portions of the 

caption. While a matching game identifying plausible correspondences between English and 

North Slavey is more easily played with the printed texts of If Only, non-speakers can at best 

match signs with meaning (that is, English words) to those without it (North Slavey words), 

unaware of nuances or divergences in meaning between these corresponding representations. For 

non-Slavey-speaking readers and viewers of these texts, the English version—the object of 

signification—is the primary object of interest.  

                                                           
34 The NCSNWT archive first came to my attention when it was recommended to me by linguist Keren Rice as a 

way to familiarize myself with the vocal rhythms of North Slavey (personal communication), and I thank her for the 
resource. 
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A destabilization of the idea of the original accompanies this realization about shifting 

signification, which the Dauenhauers describe as the rift between the intentions of the translator 

and the purposes of the reader. The Dauenhauers’ perception that for most readers of their own 

dual-language Tlingit and Haida texts “the impact and power of the story will not come from the 

Tlingit or Haida original, but from the English translation” holds true for most readers of the 

dual-language collections examined here. “The hard thing for the translator” in such cases, the 

Dauenhauers point out, “is to accept the translation as the ‘new original.’ The original always 

haunts the translator, but for the English reader, the translation becomes now the original” (19). 

We need to consider translation, then, as akin to the process of adaptation: like the adaptation, 

the translation draws on a prior text but also stands alone in terms of its ability to signify 

(Hutcheon 16). As Benjamin asserts in “The Task of the Translator,” translation is not a simple 

rendering of some fixed meaning into a copy, paraphrase, or reproduction; rather, it is an 

engagement with the text that makes us see it in new and different ways (77). 

The assumption that the oral histories provided in “Village of Widows,” If Only We Had 

Known, and the NCSNWT archive are direct or unmediated forms of knowledge about the 

history of Port Radium now appears untenable: these oral histories have been altered by the 

retroactive application of new knowledge, by their translation into another language, and by 

media and generic transferences. Given the impossibility of accessing the “original” oral 

histories themselves, which existed only for a brief live moment now long gone, it is less useful 

to see print and digital iterations of these narratives as lesser copies than it is to read all the 

various iterations of the Dene’s oral histories in speech, print, and audio-visual digital formats as 

interdependent versions in a broad textual history. “Version,” in addition to its conventional 

connotation of one particular account or edition, is used in editing to refer to “the different forms 
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texts assume as they move from manuscript to typescript, from serialization to first book edition, 

and across various book formats during their publication history” (“What Are Versions?”).35 

This definition, which is usually applied to different print iterations of a work, is equally 

applicable to the relationship among the different, multiple-media parts of any oral history: the 

“original” live conversation or performance, the audio or audio-visual recording of the live 

event, the print transcript of the recording, any necessary translations, and finally interpretations 

of the narrative by researchers and critics (Abrams 3, 9) are all different versions assumed by the 

same text. Each version informs the others, and because each one takes a different medium or 

generic form, each foregrounds a different element of the narrative: performance, textual content, 

or analysis. Oral history theory accepts not only that several such “versions of the original” 

coexist (Abrams 25), but also that further versions of the same “original” text exist elsewhere, 

produced by other speakers, listeners, transcribers, translators, and researchers. As James Bailey 

insists, any folksong or oral story is made up of “an open-ended series of variants,” and each 

published version records only one unique instance of the narrative (474). Bailey insists on “the 

fluidity of the oral text” in opposition to “the fixity of the written text” (474) but, as Abrams’s 

summary of the multiple-media parts of any oral history suggests, written texts and texts in other 

seemingly “fixed” formats such as audio and audio-visual recordings are also part of a fluid 

textual history. The Dauenhauers affirm this idea when they position their own editions of one-

time oral performances as print variants of the oral stories, calling them “amplification[s] in time 

and space” of the specific instance of story-telling they record (26). 

                                                           
35 This definition is taken from the website of the Modernist Versions Project, an initiative based out of the 

University of Victoria. Its goal is to explore the new interpretations of modernist texts that can be gained by digitally 
comparing or “versioning” their multiple forms (“About”). Versioning is basically a digitally-supported presentation of 
different states of a text, often with supplementary materials, that gives users a sense of the text’s genesis. 
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John Bryant’s theory of “the fluid text” illuminates this idea of the non-fixity of texts in 

the context of editing, coincidentally using the same terminology as Bailey. Bryant’s definition 

of a fluid text as “any written work that exists in multiple material versions” (“Witness” 17) 

signifies the universality of fluidity as an aspect of all textual creation.36 Bryant’s conception of 

revision as continuing after publication is readily transferable to acts of translation, and it too 

debunks the idea of an authoritative original. Post-publication revision is also an important 

aspect of adaptation theory, in which consumers become the producers of new iterations of a 

given work. In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon defines adaptation as “A creative and an 

interpretive act of appropriation/salvaging” (8-9). Significantly for this project, Hutcheon counts 

historical accounts like oral histories as “possible prior stories” that can be adapted (172). 

Adaptations, like Bryant’s fluid texts and the Dauenhauers’ new originals, derive meaning from 

intertextual relationships with previous works, but are also able to stand on their own: in 

Hutcheon’s oxymoronic formulation, an adaptation “is its own palimpsestic thing” (9). To 

Bryant’s notion of revision as both a pre- and post-publication phenomenon, Hutcheon adds the 

useful idea of a continuum of “copying-fidelity” (167), which distinguishes approaches to post-

publication adaptation. At the close end of this continuum are transcriptions and translations; on 

the far end are “expansions,” “spin-offs,” and works that offer “overt and critical commentary” 

on a prior work, including academic criticism and reviews, sequels, and prequels (171). Bryant 

and Hutcheon’s theorizations about intertextuality among texts are underwritten by Jay David 

Bolter and Richard Grusin’s broader theory of re-mediation: any medium that mediates, they 

argue, is already a re-medium that re-mediates; every new mode of storytelling is understandable 

only through its reference to existing modes (Remediation 14-15, 47, 57). 

                                                           
36 In “From Text to Work,” Jerome McGann discusses a similar notion of the “fluid reality” of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s poems, an aspect also pointed out by J.C.C. Mays in his critical edition of Coleridge’s Poetical Works (see 
McGann paras. 7-12). 
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Bolter and Grusin’s idea that “all mediation is remediation” (“Remediation” 345)37 and 

Bryant and Hutcheon’s identification of the way new textual versions, like new media, both echo 

and surpass older ones open up fruitful avenues for consideration of how different “versions” 

within the “fluid text” of works representing Dene experiences of Port Radium interact. How, for 

example, does a print essay both refer to and eclipse an oral narrative? How does an audio-visual 

archive do so? How does a given oral narrative both refer to, and replace or compete with, 

previous ones? And what happens as we move through increasing orders of re-mediation, taking 

into account the wide range of versions created by outside adaptors drawing on multiple prior 

texts—for example, a stage play influenced by oral narratives, films, and media coverage? While 

ultimately I argue that re-mediation has been essential to the remediation or recovery of the 

Dene’s perspectives on Port Radium and to subsequent remedial action, there are also 

complications to a process of re/mediation like this one, in which such a variety of producing and 

consuming agents across such a spectrum of subject positions have participated. In re-mediating 

narratives which speak to trauma and injustice, adaptors must balance multiple and sometimes 

competing objectives including, among others: to maintain fidelity to a given story as told at its 

source (the issue of “copying-fidelity”); to construct arresting narratives and images that bring 

awareness to the issues the story represents; to connect these issues with larger structural 

problems; and to create work that reflects well on the film producer, playwright, or academic 

credited as its author.38 The contradictory impulse to re-create or re-tell a story while honouring 

its original is even more important to re/mediation than to Bolter and Grusin-esque re-mediation: 

                                                           
37 Bolter and Grusin, along with N. Katherine Hayles (see Hayles’s “Print is Flat, Code is Deep”), use “remediation” 

to connote the transference of a narrative, image, or concept from one medium to another (for example, the transference of 
landscape representation from oil paintings to online photography). I prefer to use the hyphenated “re-mediation” when 
describing transformations between media, in order to signal the media emphasis of the term and to differentiate it from 
“remediation” as restoration or correction. As previously noted, my use of “re/mediation” is meant to highlight the 
interconnectedness of re-mediation and remediation. 

38 These multiple objectives and obligations are discussed further in chapter five, with particular attention to the 
obligations of humanities scholars researching community-based environmental justice issues.  
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while new media which look past their precursors also rely on them to provide frameworks of 

understanding, in acts of re-mediation dealing with personal or group trauma the shadow of the 

“original” falls much more heavily. The contradictory desire to bear witness to or honour 

narratives of injustice by moving them into new forms has been a recent topic of debate in 

certain areas of translation studies. At the 2013 “Translating the Holocaust” conference in 

Dublin, Ireland, for instance, translator Peter Davies challenged his colleagues in Holocaust 

Studies to treat translation less as a matter of carrying meaning to a new context and more (along 

Benjaminian lines) as a matter of creating new meaning. His repeated recourse to fields outside 

Holocaust Studies which already acknowledge the newness of narratives created by translation, 

such as cinematic and literary theories of adaptation, was indicative of the heightened importance 

assigned to textual ownership and authenticity in fields focused on personal narratives of trauma 

and suffering. Reconciling the unavoidable alteration of meaning that accompanies translation 

with a desire to “witness to” the suffering of others has been a central anxiety in translating 

Holocaust narratives due to the potential political and ethical dangers of devaluing the original 

by the very act of translating it.  

The idea that artistic and critical productions can witness to trauma and suffering only if 

they remain loyal to the perspectives of those whose trauma is represented arises from concerns 

about appropriation and use, about committing a kind of humanities biopiracy in which stories 

and experiences are mined for their usefulness to the researcher with little to no benefit to their 

sources. Inherent in the “shifting intentions” that Bryant observes as characteristic of revision 

(“Witness and Access” 24; Fluid Text 8-9) is the risk of eclipsing, replacing, and dismissing the 

intentions of the prior work—in this case, the oral narrative of an individual who experienced 

traumatic injustice—with the intentions of the adaptor, or what Bryant calls the cultural 
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“reviser.” In undertaking a project of post-publication revision or adaptation, Bryant points out, 

revisers “presume in some way to ‘speak for’ the author” while at the same time “they speak … 

for themselves, and to and for new markets and/or different audiences” (Fluid Text 110). This 

layering of authorial intentions can be visualized through Hutcheon’s description of the 

adaptation as palimpsestic: it is not only the plot, themes, and symbols of the adapted text that 

underlie those of its adaptation, but the original authorial intentions for the adapted text also 

reside beneath the intentions of the adaptor. When the risk of submerging or obscuring the intent 

of an adapted oral history is realized at its worst, adaptations can empty their precursors of all 

context-specific meaning and reduce them to little more than what Craig Womack, in regards to 

removing trickster tales from tribe-specific contexts, calls “children’s stories, nice stuff that 

presents white people with images of themselves, all mixed together in a highly palatable pan-

tribal stew” (62). A further risk attending adaptation or revision of oral histories is that of losing 

the performative aspects that shape these works: as the Dauenhauers and Sophie McCall have 

pointed out, things like gestures, facial expression, vocal tone and timbre, and other performative 

aspects inevitably “ge[t] lost” when oral performances are translated into print or audio 

recordings (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 6-7; McCall 309).39 Movement away from live oral 

performance, as Jo-Ann Archibald points out, also means that physical or spatial protocols and 

ceremonies formative to the narrative’s reception are left behind: stories about plants or 

landmarks traditionally told in the places they describe, for example, are given different 

meanings when read in a book in a library, just as sacred stories that were originally part of a 

                                                           
39 McCall’s discussion of the decontextualization of oral tradition in the Delgamuukw case points out the way oral 

traditions were not understood in the setting of the courtroom. She also describes the multiple layers of courtroom 
mediation, from testimony to live translation to shorthand transcription to excerpted re-telling on cross-examination, that 
moved the story further and further from its original performance context (309).  
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longhouse’s physical syntax of greeting, seating, smoking, and speaking signify differently when 

recited as part of an educational presentation or policy meeting (Archibald 73-4, 71-2).  

Knowledge of the physical aspects of a given oral performance—the visual and aural 

gestures of the storyteller, the place the story was originally told, and the ceremonies and 

protocols that surround it—can be likened to knowledge of the adapted text: those who know the 

oral history in its prior form can readily perceive how it underwrites the adaptation, while those 

without such knowledge experience the re-mediated text, to use the Dauenhauers’ term, as a 

“new original.” Sto:lo elder Wapaskan describes this difference by noting that some can only 

hear the “surface” of a story, while those with deeper cultural knowledge and training can 

perceive more deeply-layered meanings within it (qtd. in Archibald 84). The contextual shifts 

that accompany adaptation, then, include significant shifts in the relationship between producer 

and audience—in the intersubjectivities that inform the experience of the story. Intersubjective 

shifts are especially relevant in the context of adapting oral histories as these histories, which are 

often altered on the fly to suit the needs of a given audience, date, or place, are thought to have a 

particular “magic and power” arising from “the interpersonal interaction between the storyteller 

and listeners” (Archibald 149). “Intersubjectivity,” at its most basic, names this interpersonal 

interaction,40 and the term provides a useful framework for defining how a given oral history is 

determined by the relations between teller and audience. Intersubjectivity takes into account 

immediate elements of interaction like physical perceptions, verbal rapport, and the match or 

mismatch of an audience’s expectations with the story the teller wishes to give (Abrams 61), as 

                                                           
40 One of the first proponents of this concept was Edmund Husserl, who in “Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie” 

(1913) and other works uses compound words including Wechselverständnis and Wechselverständingung to describe this 
relationship. These two compounds include the noun Wechsel, meaning change or exchange, and variations of the verb 
verstehen, to understand: they connote an understanding (or partial understanding) arising from an exchange between or 
among people. These compounds are often translated in English as “mutual understanding.” See for example W.R. Boyce 
Gibson’s 1931 translation Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, 149-150. 
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well as larger cultural and social understandings and expectations. In each of the works above, 

intersubjectivities among tellers and audiences—or contributors and interviewers—include 

shared cultural knowledge. Cindy Kenny Gilday, a member of the Déline Dene band who grew 

up in Déline and was involved in its political activities for many years, has a very different 

relationship with the community members from whom she solicited perspectives on mining than 

would an outside researcher seeking similar responses. While the interviewers for the volume If 

Only and the NCSNWT archive are not identified by name, they are referred to familiarly by the 

respondents.41 In all three instances, it seems, the individuals who solicited the oral histories 

included in these collections were members of the community with kinship ties and familiar 

relationships to the contributors. The most apparent change in intersubjectivity that accompanies 

the re-mediation of these oral histories into print and digital media, then, is that understandings 

between the interviewer and the interviewee do not translate into understandings between the 

interviewee’s printed or recorded words and the audience of outsiders the essay, book, and 

digital archive are able to reach. As the Dauenhauers note, any transformation of an oral 

performance into printed form runs this risk: “when the story is read by a person outside the 

culture of the storyteller,” they observe, “the cultural context is lost. Information and 

assumptions shared by the tradition-bearer and original audience may no longer be shared” (7). 

The print and digital records of Gilday’s essay, If Only, and the NCSNWT archive do 

unavoidably remove the oral stories they contain from a particular instance of meaning-making 

between community members with shared knowledge, moving them into a new signifying 

                                                           
41 In Madeline Bayha’s contribution to If Only, she refers to “Your grandfather, Joe Bayha…” (49), indicating the 

interviewer’s kinship to her family (Joe Bayha is Madeline’s late husband) and acknowledging the interviewer’s at least 
partial prior knowledge of the family history Madeline Bayha is telling. Harry Bekale similarly indicates that the 
interviewer is familiar with the experiences he relates when he mentions, in a narrative about his past work at Cameron 
Bay, “As you aware we didn’t live in town” (55). At the end of her interview for the NCSNWT archive, Marie Therese 
Kenny’s manner becomes very casual: she thanks the interviewer, calling her “daughter”; the translated captions end and 
the video fades out after this sign-off, though the two laugh and continue talking (40:57-41:16). 
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relationship. The intersubjective relationship at hand in these records is no longer that of one 

community member conversing live with another on a particular topic; it becomes, instead, an 

intersubjectivity involving the text and its viewer or reader. This reader-response relationship is 

analogous to but very different from the personal intersubjective relationship out of which the 

text arises (aspects of which remain identifiable within the text). In this new reader-text 

relationship, as in any audience-adaptation experience, new meanings are created that are not 

necessarily “secondary” for being second or inferior for lacking the shared understandings that 

informed the original exchange. As McCall asserts, decontextualization does not always result in 

the kind of discrediting apparent in Judge McEachern’s appraisals of the adaawk and kungax; 

rather, “distance between interlocutors can become a creative space of indeterminacy … 

Connections and disconnections happen as tellers, listeners, translators, and readers who have 

varying degrees of intimacy with the material mediate, and meditate upon, the ‘wealth’ of 

possible meanings that the storytelling interaction creates” (324). In other words, shifting 

intentions, contexts, and intersubjectivities create a wealth of new originals. Appreciating the 

new meanings created by re-mediation of oral stories not only increases the political and cultural 

value of what might otherwise be judged inferior copies or de-cultured removals, but also avoids 

a romanticizing binary framework in which orality, live performance, and Indigenous language 

are perceived as “pure” and writing, print matter and other recordings, and translation are 

“tainted” aspects of “postcontact” Indigeneity (Womack 66).42 

Concern over the interrelated issues of witnessing and intersubjectivity inform an 

emerging debate about how digital archives for Indigenous histories, stories, and traditional 

                                                           
42 Womack explicitly decries the view that translation devalues Native American literatures, remarking on the ways 

this view informs the set of linked “pure versus tainted” binaries about Indigeneity prevalent in Native Studies. The 
complete set of binaries Womack delineates is: oral tradition/writing; performance/print; original language/translation; 
precontact/postcontact; Indian religion/Christian Indians; and Indian culture/Indian politics; the first term is the privileged 
one in each set (66). 
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knowledges can be created ethically and effectively. While Julie Cruikshank positively describes 

the way oral narratives take on a “social life” through re-mediation in print forms which 

subsequently inform further oral tellings and print forms (98, 104, 105-107), her optimism is 

tempered by fears about new technologies that allow digital archivists to “reduce indigenous 

knowledge to databases” (116). The disparity between Cruikshank’s regard for print and digital 

media seems to be related to her reservations about issues of copyright, access, and inappropriate 

use. Despite restrictions on archives, she warns, archived materials such as oral histories “may 

eventually be available to anonymous researchers to use in ways over which the original narrator 

has no control” (115). As Cruikshank’s reference to CD-ROMs as a harbinger of unrestricted 

access reveals, there is a wide gap between the digital capabilities emergent at the time this piece 

was published (in the conference proceedings of the Conference on Editorial Problems held in 

Toronto in 1996) and the advanced state of digital archiving technologies today. Now, digital 

initiatives like Indigitization and Mukurtu43 are committed to developing guidelines for the 

digitization of Indigenous materials and to providing appropriate digital platforms on which to 

present them. Both of these projects engage with problems of access and use: the Indigitization 

toolkit advises its partners on how the intellectual property of First Nations communities can be 

regulated through a combination of legal and digital restrictions (“Copyright, Intellectual 

Property, and Access”), while Mukurtu’s cultural protocols system, which provides a range of 

restriction options designed to allow the user “to determine fine-grained levels of access to your 

digital heritage materials based on your cultural needs” (“Cultural Protocols”), is at the core of 
                                                           
43 Indigitization is a British Columbia initiative run by the University of British Columbia’s Irving K. Barber 

Learning Center, Museum of Anthropology, School of Library, Archival, and Information Studies, and First Nations House 
of Learning in partnership with the First Nations Technology Council, the Namgis First Nation and the Heiltsuk First 
Nation. Its mandate is to “assist the partner communities in developing their processes and policies for a digitization project 
… [and] develop a toolkit that can be published and made available to other First Nations Communities wishing to engage 
in digitization” (“Project Summary”). Mukurtu is a more broadly applicable digital platform, created by California software 
developers in order to “empower communities to manage, share and exchange their digital heritage in culturally relevant 
and ethically-minded ways” (“Mission”).  
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its platform’s appeal. Mukurtu’s restrictions can range from open to all, to restricted access by 

country, gender, clan or kin group, or to particular individuals (such as chiefs), granting the kind 

of accessibility based on “cultural copyright” that Michael Ames suggested should be an archival 

consideration as early as 1992.44  

Such developments allow for significant levels of community control over community 

knowledge, and are particularly important in the context of sacred stories traditionally disclosed 

to a limited number of persons with particular cultural knowledges. In the case of the Déline 

Dene’s observations about the adverse effects of mining on their community and environment, 

however, such restriction is less relevant: the life experience stories that form the foundation of 

the Dene’s claims are not sacred, and protecting them is of far less benefit to their standing than 

revealing and disseminating them as widely as possible. In this particular case, the availability of 

personal oral histories to artistic, critical, and news-media audiences resulted in adaptations that 

ultimately allowed these histories to survive and thrive, even while subjecting them to the losses 

entailed by decontextualization. While the risk that the Déline Dene’s stories might be eclipsed 

by re-mediated forms that are always removed, often generalized, and sometimes radically 

altered is very real, overall the narratives that re-present and represent the Port Radium stories 

told by Déline residents have served as “amplifications,” to use the Dauenhauers’ term: they 

have expanded the presence of these stories over time, through space, and across publics beyond 

Déline, elaborating and intensifying their meaning and power. Throughout this study, I engage 

with the problematic and difficult aspects of translating, transforming, and transporting the 

stories of the Déline Dene. I hope, however, to demonstrate that the process of mediating and re-

                                                           
44 See Ames, “Cultural Copyright and the Politics of Documents that Move and Speak.” In the context of Sto:lo 

storytelling, Archibald also discusses the importance of respecting “cultural copyright” of stories “owned” by a certain 
individual, family, or clan (110, 122, 159n5). She notes the importance of restricting access to sacred stories to those with 
the training and authority to understand them (83, 84), though she points out that this latter consideration is complicated by 
the fact that such people are becoming more and more scarce (78). 
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mediating the D́line Dene’s stories of uranium mining and its effects was instrumental in 

bringing their perspectives out of a realm of political and social lethe and into one of aletheia—

both in the sense of Heidegger’s translation of the word and in the sense of the more obvious 

connotation emphasized by Gilday: “truth.” 
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Figure 2.1: Map showing communities in the Sahtu region of the Northwest Territories (“Photo: 
Map of Sahtu”). 
 

 

 



 

 

Chapter 3 

A Short Detour: Children’s Literature, Values, and Risk Definition 

Discerning Values 

The risk and damage assessments of uranium mining contained in the oral histories of 

Déline residents were for many years denied the status of truth, put down to the irrational fears of 

local laypeople and overridden by the decisions and definitions of experts and government 

agencies. The mismatch between the values informing local and official risk assessments of 

uranium mining coupled with the power imbalance between local people and government 

agencies resulted in the imposition of an alien and unacceptable evaluation of risk on the Déline 

Dene—one that, as outlined above, disregarded the potential physical, cultural, and ecological 

degradation of the Dene people and their land.45 The challenge of the Dene in seeking 

environmental justice has been to convey the nature of the injustice done to their people by the 

imposition of this official assessment of risk. 

It is not an overstatement to say that all of the narratives created in support of the Déline 

Dene’s struggle for environmental justice—all the versions, that is, within the fluid text of the 

Dene Port Radium story—are to some extent underwritten by the worldview in which the Dene’s 

perceptions of environmental injustice are grounded. This chapter takes a detour of sorts from 

the trajectory of story movement introduced in chapter two to examine a body of work that 

provides useful insights into this worldview. The children’s books I focus on here are accessible 

adaptations of oral tradition that illuminate the values and belief systems out of which the Dene’s 

                                                           
45 Ulrich Beck’s theory of the “relations of definition,” modelled on Marx’s relations of production, neatly illustrates 

the problem at hand here: there are, Beck explains, “owners of the means of definition … such as scientists, judges, and the 
media” and laypersons “bereft of the means of definition … [and] subjected to the power of definition and decision of 
experts and judges” (World at Risk 33). When the laypersons on whom such definitions are imposed hold worldviews and 
value systems different than those of the owners of the means of definition, the risk tolerance and risk management policies 
enacted are often unfit and unjust. 
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risk assessments are born. These works do not directly engage with the story of Port Radium; 

rather, they support literature calling for redress and reparation of the mine’s legacy by 

elaborating a conceptual framework in which to understand such calls. While avoiding the 

assumption that a compassionate outsider can glean all there is to know about Sahtu Dene values 

and belief systems from reading a handful of children’s books, I cautiously suggest that these 

texts enable a readier public acceptance of the risk and damage assessments made by the Déline 

Dene by making the epistemological and political foundations in which these assessments are 

grounded accessible to non-Dene audiences. The first part of this chapter reads four children’s 

works from the Sahtu and neighbouring South Slave region for the epistemological foundations 

they convey, and the second part applies these insights to a (re-)reading of Cindy Kenny Gilday’s 

“A Village of Widows.” The clarity and relative simplicity with which children’s works convey 

complex Dene philosophies, distilling them to their most basic formulas for pedagogical 

efficacy, finds significant echoes in Gilday’s strategically simplified and generalized emphasis 

on the spiritually-inflected environmentalism of the Dene.  

Children’s literature is a diverse and growing literary form among authors from the Great 

Bear Lake region, and one that deserves increased critical attention. The texts considered in this 

chapter, George Blondin’s Medicine Power, Raymond Taniton’s At the Heart of It / Dene dzo 

t’áré (2011) and Richard Van Camp’s A Man Called Raven (1997) and What’s the Most 

Beautiful Thing You Know About Horses? (1998) are multiply “cross-written”: they are intended 

primarily for Dene and Dogrib46 children, but can double as an important cultural guide for non-

                                                           
46 The Dogrib or Tłı ch̨ people inhabit the South Slave region of the Northwest Territories, which borders the Sahtu 

region to the south. They speak an Athapaskan dialect closely related to Slavey, are partially covered by the same treaty 
(Treaty 11—other parts of this area are covered by Treaty 8), and parts of their oral tradition, such as the stories of Edzo 
and Akaitcho’s peace, are shared with the Sahtu Dene (see Helm et al). Dogrib writer Richard Van Camp wrote the 
foreword to Blondin’s most recent book, Trail of the Spirit, and in it he describes how meeting Blondin in Yellowknife in 
1990 “inspired [him] over the years to blaze [his] own trail with [his] writing” (Trail 1).  
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Indigenous children and adults alike.47 Although the definition of children’s literature is an 

embattled one and one that, as Angeline O’Neill points out, has been too readily applied to 

Indigenous oral tradition (2), there are a number of formal characteristics generally accepted as 

common to works for younger audiences. Medicine Power, At the Heart of It, A Man Called 

Raven, and What’s the Most Beautiful Thing You Know About Horses? all employ several of 

these. In each book, illustrations or photos are dominant, usually taking up more space than the 

text and sharing the burden of signification; fonts are large and easy to read and the texts are 

composed in straightforward and simple language; short summaries explain the main ideas of a 

story or history; and key concepts and phrases are emphasized through repetition.48 The 

simplicity of these works presents the “adult reader of another culture” with a new set of 

normative laws, expectations, and values (A. O’Neill 2, 3). The directness with which these 

books declare the importance of two major and related aspects of Dene and Dogrib 

epistemology, interconnectivity and knowledge transfer, makes them especially rich resources 

for those seeking insight into the values and belief systems behind the risk assessments this study 

explores. 

George Blondin, a long-time resident of Déline and other communities in the Sahtu and 

the “designated storyteller” in his family (Thomas), was a prolific recorder of Dene stories from 

                                                           
47 The term “cross-writing” was introduced in 1997 by the editors of Children’s Literature, Mitzi Myers and Ulrich 

Knoepflmacher, who define cross-writing as “a dialogic mix of older and younger voices” within the narrative of the text. 
This integration of child and adult voices, they explain, creates “a colloquy between past and present selves” (vii), 
activating a “traffic” between adults and children (viii). Since this explication, it has not been clear to what extent cross-
writing resides within the text—as in a narratively simplistic and highly illustrated child-friendly text that also makes 
allusions only adults will understand—and to what extent it is defined by a text’s reception—as in the reading of fairy tales 
and fantasy by children and adults alike. Critics have tended to focus on the former (see for example M. Myers, “Canonical 
Orphans,” Rodier, “Cross-Writing, Music, and Radial Identity,” and Talley, “Susan Cooper’s Dawn of Fear”), but in my 
mind appeal to multiple audiences is the main criterion for defining a text as “cross-written.” The two, of course, inform 
one another. 

48 See Nodelman and Reimer 203-207 on the features of simplicity, repetition, and pictorial representation as 
definitive elements of children’s works. The case for illustration as a central feature of children’s books is usefully 
historicized by Anne Lundin, who discusses the elevation of children’s books “from utilitarian fare to objects of art” in both 
England and North America during the “Aestheticist” period of the 1880s, and the subsequent emphasis placed on pictorial 
representation in children’s literature (“Victorian Horizons” 36-40).   
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the region. Each of his books presents a wealth of stories that have been important to the Sahtu 

Dene people, either as heard and retold by Blondin or as told by others and recorded by him. 

Blondin’s major works—When the World Was New (1990), Medicine Power (1996), Yamoria 

the Lawmaker (1997), and Trail of the Spirit (2006)—all illuminate the beliefs, values, history, 

and lifestyle of the Dene. Here, I focus in particular on the way the children’s book Medicine 

Power, like other children’s works from the Great Bear Lake region, both textually distils and 

formally enacts the beliefs in interconnectivity and the importance of knowledge transfer 

prevalent in Blondin’s lengthier collections. Medicine Power is a remarkable work that stands in 

contrast, in many ways, to Blondin’s adult collections. This hybrid text straddles the generic 

categories of children’s literature, language-learning tools, and oral tradition. While the overlap 

among stories in Blondin’s collections indicates the extent to which these stories appeal to both 

adult and child readerships, Medicine Power is his only work directed obviously at children. This 

choice of target audience is apparent through the dominance of vibrant, sometimes full-page 

illustrations and the brief five- or six-sentence summaries of each story that precede the full text. 

Blondin’s introduction, too, affirms that “The purpose of this book is to provide schools and 

students with knowledge about the past so that Dene students can learn this as part of their 

education.” The text is presented in English, Dogrib, and North Slavey in three adjacent 

columns, making it accessible to language groups dominant throughout the NWT as well as 

outside it and giving it added use as a language-learning tool. Produced one year before Yamoria, 

the text presages the multi-regional collaboration apparent in that book’s collection of stories 

from multiple areas:49 North Slavey translator Dora Grandjambe is from Déline, while Dogrib 

translators Violet Mackenzie and Philip Rabesca are from Rae Lakes. Albertan Wally Wolfe’s 

                                                           
49 Yamoria represents an extension of Blondin’s story-collecting beyond the Sahtu region, and many of the stories it 

presents are attributed to individual tellers from across the NWT, from the Behcho Ko (Rae), Hatl’o (Hay River), 
Tthebachaghe (Fort Smith), Deninu (Fort Resolution), and Deh Cho (Mackenzie Valley) areas. 
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contribution of dynamic comic book-style illustrations to Medicine Power also foreshadows the 

kind of cross-cultural adaptation process at work in more capacious “illustrations” of the Port 

Radium story by documentary filmmakers and playwrights outside the community.50 Medicine 

Power’s obvious foregrounding of its collaborative production is a departure from the single-

author representation of When the World Was New, in which editor and storytellers are 

acknowledged only in the foreword, emphasizing Blondin’s role as recorder or collector.51 Its 

collaborative form underlines the relationship between two central tenets of Dene belief 

conveyed within it: the interconnectivity of people with each other, the land, and nonhuman life 

forms; and the importance of collective knowledge and intergenerational knowledge transfer. 

Ecosystemic, interconnected perceptions of the world underwrite and are evoked by 

nearly every story included in Blondin’s collections. His collections’ recurring tropes of people 

quickly traversing immense stretches of land, of prophecies and their outcomes, and of weather 

patterns and animal behaviour changing in response to people’s requests underline a Dene belief 

that connections inhere among all life forms and reach beyond spatial, temporal, and species 

boundaries. One of the most dominant themes highlighting such interconnectivity among life 

forms in Blondin’s work is that of species crossing and cross-species communication. Cross-

species communication appears most often in Blondin’s writing in the context of animal 

medicine power: medicine men and women call on the spirits of their respective animals to help 

them, their families, and their communities in times of need. Seagull medicine, for example, is 

                                                           
50 Such works are the topics of chapters six and seven. 
51 Interestingly, Trail of the Spirit reverts to the single-author attribution used in When the World Was New, 

acknowledging its editors only in the one-paragraph acknowledgments section written by Ted Blondin (who is not himself 
credited for any editorial work) and printing stories without any attributions to their individual tellers. Sophie McCall raises 
a valid point about the merits of foregrounding collaboration in “What the Map Cuts Up,” drawing out differences between 
the hidden collaborative process between Wendy Wickwire and Harry Robinson in Write it on Your Heart and the explicit 
collaborative authorship of Life Lived Like a Story, the result of Julie Cruikshank’s work with a group of women in the 
Yukon. McCall asserts that Wickwire’s emphasis on recording divorces Robinson’s stories from the interactive process of 
their telling; by contrast, she finds Life Lived Like a Story more reflective of the two-way act of recording oral narrative. 
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called on to direct hunters to caribou herds, to infuse saliva with healing properties, and to 

identify sicknesses or curses; swan medicine is also used to identify illnesses or curses; and bear 

medicine, possessed by the bear rather than a person, can be accessed by boiling bear bladder 

into a cure-all for physical ailments. Some types of animal medicine power provide a person with 

the ability to transition between different states, inhabiting the forms of humans, animals, and 

other life forms—for example, rocks or the crust of the snow—interchangeably. One complex 

example of such transmogrification is the story of the Wolf Woman, a lonely woman who gives 

birth to wolf pups and then turns into a rock (Yamoria 181-2). The most common trope of 

human-animal communication and transformation in Blondin’s work, however, involves caribou.  

One of Blondin’s many caribou-transformation stories appears in Medicine Power under 

the title “Cheely from K’́hbamı́ T́́” (40-49). The story describes a man named Cheely from 

the K’́hbamı́ T́́ (Colville Lake) area who was reincarnated from a caribou and is still able to 

communicate with caribou. Because of his gift, Cheely is able to contact the caribou leaders and 

ask them to make themselves available to the Dene to kill for food, which they do. At first such 

requests are only made during particularly difficult times of the year, and then, on his deathbed, 

Cheely asks the caribou to promise to return to the area every year at the same time so that the 

Dene will be able to rely on their meat forever.52 Like the other stories in Medicine Power, this 

narrative is evocatively illustrated with Wolfe’s dynamic, comics-like sketches. An illustration of 

two caribou circling Cheely’s grave (see Figure 3.1) is placed at the end of the story, indicating 

that the return of the caribou extends past the end of Cheely’s life and beyond the end of the 

story.  

                                                           
52 For other versions of this story and for other instances of human-caribou communication and animorphism in 

Blondin’s collections, see When 70-71, 75-77, 111-12; Yamoria 116, 120-22. 
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“Cheely from K’́hbamı́ T́́” neither humanizes caribou nor depicts them as purely 

instrumental to humans but defines humans and caribou as different parts of one ecosystem in 

which the actions of one party affect the others. There is an important distinction between the 

way animals have most often been used in Western forms of literature and the way they appear 

in this and other of Blondin’s species-crossing stories. Animal figures are prevalent in Western 

children’s literature, where they are usually anthropomorphized into either cognates of or moral 

and emotional exemplars for child characters.53 In contrast to the way this approach finds value 

in nonhuman life only through assigning it human qualities, the transmogrification and 

transspecies communication of the Cheely story position animals as essential components in a 

network that encompasses humans as well as other nonhuman life forms. Blondin affirms this 

networked view in his commentary on a group of animal stories in Yamoria where he explains 

that, while human-animal species crossings and communication “seem impossible,” human 

beings are constituted at the most basic level of “pure spirit” which can be transferred into other 

forms (40). He reminds his readers that “everything in the universe is connected, just like a string 

of beads,” and that humans can “tug on those beads to get an[other] energy form to help us” 

(Yamoria 49). The fact that this caribou reincarnation story appears not only in the child-focused 

Medicine Power but in various forms throughout When the World Was New, Yamoria, and Trail 

of the Spirit indicates another important difference between the use of the animal figures in 

Blondin’s children’s book and their primary use in Western contexts. In many instances in which 

                                                           
53 Memorable children’s stories in which animal characters are assigned human traits and made to navigate human 

situations include: Sarah Trimmer’s Fabulous Histories (1786), Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty (1877), Rudyard Kipling’s 
The Jungle Book (1894), Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows (1908), and E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web (1952). 
Sewell’s book echoes the attempts of much earlier animal stories like The Dog of Knowledge; or, Memoirs of Bob the 
Spotted Terrier and Memoirs of Dick the Little Poney (both 1801, by the same anonymous author) to raise awareness about 
animal rights through the somewhat contradictory technique of humanizing (and thus de-animalizing) their animal subjects. 
While the Canadian animal story, as developed by Charles G.D. Roberts and Ernest Thompson Seton, did seek to describe 
animals in the wild without anthropomorphizing them, the genre’s focus on “animal psychology” similarly ends up 
attributing human qualities to animals. 
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animals appear in non-Indigenous children’s literature, animals are merely tools by which an 

unrelated value held by adult society (for example, obedience or teamwork) is inculcated; they 

are part of the didactic means, rather than the didactic ends. In Medicine Power, by contrast, the 

Cheely story illustrates relationships among humans and animals that are valued by adult society 

and therefore important to pass on to younger generations. In other words, animals in most 

Western narratives are used to illustrate something about humans, while in this and other Dene 

stories, animals illustrate something about animals.  

Medicine Power provides a concentrated distillation of a range of Dene stories, and each 

of its five stories is repeated in Blondin’s longer texts. The first story, “Yamoria” (1-11), 

describes the medicine-power birth of a strong and respected medicine man and his crusade with 

his brother Yamohgá to make people throughout the Canadian Northwest use their medicine 

power only for good.54 The Yamoria story is significant for its straightforward and detailed 

presentation of the laws given by Yamoria to the Dene. These laws are explained as guidelines 

imposed on wayward people to help them live better and longer lives. In Medicine Power they 

are presented in a clear itemized list, as follows:  

Law #1: You must share with others.  

Law #2: Do not run around when elders are eating. 

Law #3: Love each other as much as possible.  

Law #4: Do not harm people with your actions.  

Law #5: Be polite. Do not use words which hurt people.  

                                                           
54 This narrative is elaborated in When the World Was New by a series of stories about Yamoria, and some of the 

travels of Yamoria’s brother are also detailed (When 30-39, 41-44). In Yamoria the Lawmaker, Yamoria’s travels and 
encounters are similarly expressed in more detail than offered in Medicine Power (Yamoria 78-87). In both Yamoria and 
Trail of the Spirit, the laws set forth by Yamoria are clearly listed; in When there is only an allusion to them when Blondin 
describes how “Yamoria set out laws to guide people and help them” (32). 



 
 

78 
 

Law #6: When children start to talk, parents are to teach them to be good citizens, 

to love one another, and to use medicine power only to help people.  

Law #7: Elders should gather each day to teach the laws. Elders must tell stories 

about the past each day because stories shape behaviour and attitudes. (8-10)55  

These clearly-itemized laws present the most definitive and obvious instructional element of the 

text. The proscriptions about sharing with and loving one another and refraining from harming 

others outline how to live in recognition of the people’s connectedness with each other, and the 

final proscription for elders highlights the importance of the temporal connectivity maintained 

through oral knowledge transfer. The incorporation of Blondin’s versions of the laws and the 

story of Yamoria into elementary school curricula in the Northwest Territories and Northern 

prairie provinces indicates the ongoing relevance not only of story in general but of Blondin’s 

texts in particular to the education of Dene children. A unit on spirituality taught throughout the 

Northwest Territories to children from kindergarten to grade six, for example, includes When the 

World Was New as a tool for teaching students about Yamoria’s laws as well as about spiritual 

powers, the living forces of the land, and bear and beaver behaviours (“Thematic Units” 5, 9, 13, 

70, 74). A poster produced by students as part of a similar unit taught at La Loche Community 

School in La Loche, Saskatchewan prominently displays Yamoria’s nine laws, precisely as 

outlined by Blondin in Yamoria the Lawmaker (see Figure 3.2).56 

                                                           
55 Law #1 includes “many branches” attached to the central tenet of sharing, including sharing big game and fish; 

helping elders, the sick, and others in need of aid; sharing sorrows with the bereaved, looking after orphans, and helping 
widows and their children; and helping travellers away from home. The basis of Law #2 is illuminated somewhat by a story 
included in When the World Was New about an old man who could not control his “swallow medicine” and sometimes 
accidentally swallowed the spirit of a child when trying to eat. Another medicine man who discovered that many children 
were dying due to the old man’s unfocused medicine “set this law: ‘Children should be still at meal times. It could happen 
that someone has swallow medicine, and if he cannot control it, the child’s spirit could be lost’” (When 75). 

56 In Yamoria the Lawmaker, nine laws are given: six of these—share what you have, help each other; be respectful 
of elders; love each other as much as possible; be polite and do not harm people with words or actions; and elders are to 
pass on teachings and stories—correspond to laws #1-5 and #7 as given in Medicine Power; three additional laws provided 
here are “Sleep at night and work during the day,” “Young girls and boys should behave respectfully [to each other],” and 
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Like Blondin’s Medicine Power, Raymond Taniton’s At the Heart of It and Richard Van 

Camp’s A Man Called Raven and What’s the Most Beautiful Thing You Know About Horses? 

emphasize the interconnectivity of all life forms in the present, while their appeals to children 

demonstrate how highly the Dene value intergenerational knowledge transfer and how important 

children are to the process. At the Heart of It, like Medicine Power, is a collaborative production 

created by visual artists, translators, editors, and storytellers from inside and outside Déline. The 

book is an instalment of the The Land is Our Storybook series co-written by Northern Ontarian 

Mindy Willett with storytellers from each of the official language groups of the Northwest 

Territories. Like others in this series, Taniton’s book is brightly illustrated with colour 

photographs taken by Yellowknife photographer Tessa McIntosh. In the text, descriptive sections 

on the Taniton family, Déline and its history, the Sahtu region, and important leaders in the 

community are followed by a short section on spirituality and a longer one on stories and the 

land. In each of these sections, an epigraphic statement highlights the importance of the topic 

through repetition of the phrase “at the heart of it”: in the section on family, the epigraph reads 

“A strong healthy family is at the heart of it”; in the following section “A connected community 

is at the heart of it”; and in the last section “The land is at the heart of it all” (Taniton 3, 4, 23). 

The repetition of this phrase serves to group the items named into a list that, like Blondin’s list of 

laws, distils and clearly defines important Dene values. Repetition is a central feature of 

children’s literature because it is such an effective teaching tool, and Taniton’s use of phrasal 

repetition in his listing of Dene values provides a microcosmic example of the way the repetition 

of stories embodying these values is central to their transmission across generations. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

“Be happy at all times” (Yamoria 71-72). In Blondin’s most recent account of medicine power, Trail of the Spirit, some of 
the laws are divided into separate statements to create thirteen laws (26-7). 
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The final section in At the Heart of It, which is crowned with the statement “The land is 

at the heart of it all,” evolves seamlessly out of the previous section on stories. Both stories 

included in this section are creation-type stories that explain the deep history of landmarks and 

the importance of the land and natural elements. Both of them, “Saht́ k’aowe” and “Tudze” 

(“The Lake is the Boss” and “Waterheart”) are, more specifically, about Great Bear Lake as the 

common sustainer of all life forms. “Saht́ k’aowe” explains the shape of Gorabe, a rocky island 

in the lake, as the result of an encounter between a wolf who used to prevent people from 

canoeing past the island and a young girl whose stare turned the wolf to stone. The story ends 

with the proscription that “To make sure you have a safe passage you should pay the water to 

show respect because the lake is the boss” (18).57 “Tudze” describes the center of the lake as “a 

great power” around which swims an enormous fish, the source of all the other fish in the lake. 

“[T]he lake is the boss,” Taniton repeats at the end of this story; “We need to protect the lake” 

(21). These stories include the same elements of transmogrification that permeate Blondin’s 

stories. The transformations depicted here—wolf to rock, water to human heart, human heart to 

fish, one big fish to many little fish—illustrate the boundary-transcending way that, as Taniton 

says, “all life is connected” (21), and emphasize the way all life relies on the water. Taniton’s 

explanation of the primacy of Great Bear Lake to Dene culture helps non-Dene audiences 

understand that threats to the water, such as those posed by uranium tailings, are a threat to basic 

Dene beliefs as well as lifeways. The great influence such stories have on everyday life on the 

lake is highlighted by Ken Caine, whose unpublished dissertation describes the insistence of 

Déline elders that traditional lake management techniques informed by this idea of the 

                                                           
57 While the implication in this story seems to be that one must pay the water only or particularly when travelling 

through the section of the lake near Gorabe, it is expected that one pay the water—that is, throw some money into the water 
to thank the lake in advance for all it gives you—upon one’s first use of the lake, no matter which area (Fletcher, fieldnote 
30 June 2014). 



 
 

81 
 

Waterheart be brought into the Great Bear Lake Watershed Management plan created in 2005 

(see Caine, especially chapter six).  

Dogrib writer Richard Van Camp’s collaborative works with Cree artist George 

Littlechild similarly affirm the connections that exist between humans, animals, and other life 

forms and natural elements,58 while simultaneously underscoring a deep commitment to 

knowledge transfer. In Van Camp’s beautifully-illustrated A Man Called Raven, two boys who 

entertain themselves by injuring a raven are suddenly confronted by a huge man. This man 

follows the boys home and tells them a story about a man who turned into a raven and now 

watches over the people, turning back into a man when people need to be reminded of something 

in particular. The animorphism in this story is presented as a reminder to young readers—whose 

surrogates are the two boys in the text—about the reality and importance of human-animal 

relationships. The text formally signals the importance of passing on stories through its use of the 

frame narrative around the raven-man’s story, which depicts his teaching as a mise-en-abyme 

reflecting the author’s own work of repeating and passing on stories. That the text itself, like the 

raven-man’s story, is only one in an open-ended series of retellings is further emphasized by Van 

Camp’s preface, where he credits Fort Smith elder Rosa Mecredi with teaching him how to 

respect ravens by telling him stories about bad luck befalling people who abused them. A similar 

meta-fictional gesture to oral tradition is made in Van Camp and Littlechild’s What’s the Most 

Beautiful Thing You Know About Horses?, in which the first-person narrator brings the reader on 

a mission to fill a boring, below-40° day with stories about horses. Like Raven this story situates 

itself within a long oral tradition about horses, though unlike Raven the collective knowledge 

presented in Horses includes young people’s more personal views—for instance, that horses can 

                                                           
58 Animism is perhaps even more essential to Dogrib than to Dene epistemology. The name from which “Dogrib” is 

adapted, “Tłı ch̨ Done” or “Dog-Flank People,” refers to their belief that they descended from a supernatural dog-man (see 
Helm et al). 
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run sideways and that they have “cool” hair. Like Blondin and Taniton’s children’s books, Van 

Camp’s texts both illuminate the importance of, and enact, knowledge transfer; like Blondin and 

Taniton, too, Van Camp’s treatment of human/nonhuman relationships demonstrates a kind of 

pan-animist belief in a spirit or—to use Blondin’s words—a “pure energy” common to all life 

forms.  

The child-accessible format of all three authors’ books makes them similarly accessible 

to non-Dene and non-Dogrib readers. Taniton’s choice, for example, to include certain items in a 

definitive list of what is “at the heart” of Dene culture not only reiterates the importance of these 

values to Dene children but clearly identifies them for readers unacquainted with Dene culture. 

The significance of these children’s books to cultural non-initiates is a function of the way such 

texts reveal cultural and historical ideologies in a more easily understandable (and therefore 

more obvious) way than works designed primarily or solely for adults. As Peter Musgrave 

writes, “Since children’s literature is didactic, it must by definition be a repository, in a literate 

society almost the quintessential source, of the values that parents and others hope to teach to the 

next generation” (17).59 Works of children’s literature from around Great Bear Lake provide 

those interested in Dene culture just such a “repository” of the values considered most important 

to pass on to future generations. Musgrave’s reference to “literate society” is a reminder of the 

complex negotiations involved in bringing oral tradition into print; once in print, though, 

children’s works like those of Blondin, Taniton, and Van Camp serve significant multiple uses: 

they are at once records of the values and beliefs held by (adult) Dene society, tools for 

                                                           
59 Peter Hollindale provides a detailed analysis of the kinds of ideology that coalesce in children’s books and 

directed questions for how to identify them in his well-known article “Ideology and the Children’s Book” (1988). In 
Ideologies of Identity in Adolescent Fiction, Robyn McCallum examines the way identity is produced in dialogue with the 
ideological discourses embedded in and re-created by children’s literature. For an examination more inflected by the 
linguistic turn, see John Stephens’s Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction. 
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instructing Dene children how to live by these values, teaching tools for Slavey and Dogrib 

language learners, and entry points for adult outsiders wishing to understand Dene ways of life.  

Defining Risks 

The complex philosophies these children’s texts distil can by no means be understood in 

their entirety by non-Dene audiences simply through reading these texts. However, in the context 

of the D́line Dene’s struggle for environmental justice such children’s literature does offer non-

Dene readers a helpful framework for better understanding the urgency behind the Dene’s claims 

about the related environmental, cultural, and social consequences of government-mandated 

uranium mining on Great Bear Lake. Children’s literature from this region acts in this context as 

a dictionary of sorts, as an aide for not only reading but effectively translating the claims made 

by the Dene concerning the long-term impacts of mining. Even the surface acquaintance with the 

Dene epistemological tenets of connectivity and knowledge transfer offered by these works 

deepens, for example, a non-Dene reading of Gilday’s “Village of Widows.” In this essay, 

Gilday describes the effects of the mine largely in terms of cultural and spiritual disruptions, and 

her descriptions of the damages caused by the mine reflect the tenets of Dene belief described 

above. She tries to explain how the Dene’s belief in the interdependence of all life forms on each 

other and the land has been riven by the mine’s reconfiguration of land and natural elements as 

deadly, and to convey the radical threat to intergenerational transfers of practical skills and 

traditional teachings posed by the loss of male elders. Throughout the essay, Gilday makes 

explanatory references to Dene beliefs and ways of life, implicitly and sometimes explicitly 

pinning her judgments of the mine to such statements. The Dene belief in the land as a common 

sustainer of all life forms is evoked by Gilday’s description of Dene life before the establishment 

of the first mine, when the Dene “had a subsistence economy based on a clean environment that 
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sustained all forms of life,” and by her direct explication that “Dene believe that if you care for 

the earth and [her] life forms, she can provide for your life and your people” (108). Gilday 

demonstrates that, beyond its degradation of the material instrumentality of the land to Dene 

subsistence, the mine disrupts and destabilizes the ecosystemic worldview arising from this 

subsistence lifestyle. “[L]ike most Native Americans,” she asserts, “[Dene] culture, spirit, and 

their very beings are intimately linked with the well being of Mother Earth.” It is this intimate 

connection “that has been compromised by uranium mining contamination in the North by 

Canada’s own crown corporation, Eldorado” (117). 

Gilday also draws out the socio-cultural implications of the many cancer deaths of men in 

the village, explaining that missing links in the patrilineal chain entail a loss of traditional 

knowledge that both arises from and provides instruction for life on the land. Knowledge 

production in Dene society is closely related to on-the-land experience; as cultural anthropologist 

Scott Rushforth points out, the Sahtu Dene’s very conception of knowledge as experiential, non-

authoritative, and collective emanates from their lifestyle of subsistence on the land and its 

nonhuman life forms. “The seasonal and cyclical distribution of resources insures that 

Sahtugot’tine must appropriate resources from various sites in any given year and through the 

years,” he notes. “Hence, various men assume greater or lesser authority depending on their 

primary knowledge of the relevant locations and of the productive techniques and strategies 

involved in the various forms of hunting, fishing, and trapping” (“Legitimation” 492). Since each 

individual’s primary knowledge is limited, knowledge and authority are distributed throughout 

the community. Rushforth’s maintenance in 1992 that the social practices of collectivization and 

equality that emerged from the Dene’s semi-nomadic hunter-gatherer way of life persist “despite 

[their] intersection with capitalism” (489) is somewhat deflated by the clear causal relationship 
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Gilday delineates throughout her essay between industrial development, cancer death, and the 

loss of experiential knowledge in the community. Gilday’s image of “one of the few remaining 

old men in the village” engaged in the “cultural pursuit[s]” of netfishing, ptarmigan-hunting, and 

rabbit-snaring (108) contrasts starkly with the picture she paints of D́line’s “dysfunctional” 

young men, who are without grandfathers to “pass down spiritual teachings and values” to them, 

without uncles to “correct the[ir] behaviour,” and without fathers to “train [them] to assume 

obligations and responsibility for the survival of the tribe” (113). The loss of nearly a generation 

of men, Gilday suggests, threatens not only the development of practical subsistence skills, but 

also the continuity of social mores and spiritual values that arise from their exercise.  

Increased knowledge of the centrality of interconnected, communal knowledge 

production to Dene epistemology—knowledge offered by the children’s texts discussed above—

allows the non-Dene reader to perceive in Gilday’s protests the risks posed to Dene epistemology 

itself: without the input of male elders with particular experiential knowledges, the present 

collective knowledge of the community is impoverished, as is the knowledge transmitted to 

subsequent generations. Awareness of the collective way knowledge is produced in Dene society 

also enables recognition of just how inappropriate the government’s imposition of external, top-

down definitions of the risks and benefits of the mine was. In the collectivized, experiential, and 

land-based mode of knowledge production practiced by the Dene, the distinctions between 

experts and laypeople that enable the control of truth or definition in Western culture are absent. 

Beck’s description of an unbalanced relations of definition, in which the owners of the means of 

definition impose their truths on those without these means, does not seem to apply within Dene 

culture. The government’s imposition of its ownership of the means of definition in a theatre 
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where such definitional inequality was alien is in itself threatening to the social systems arising 

from traditional, collectively-ratified knowledge.60 

Gilday’s use of what Joan Martinez-Alier calls “idioms … alien to the market,” including 

respect for sacredness and defence of cultural identity, insists on a non-economic and in many 

ways non-quantifiable valuation of land underwritten by the Dene’s “non-instrumental respect 

for other forms of life apart from humans” (Martinez-Alier 207). Her choice to frame the risks 

and damages of uranium mining in terms of their disruptions of Dene lifestyles, culture, and 

belief systems contains an implicit critique of judging resource development purely in terms of 

economic benefit, and her linkage of the Dene’s subsistence economy with a “clean environment 

that sustained all forms of life” positions the Dene’s land use as environmentally responsible in 

contrast to the self-interested, extractive, and exploitative use of Dene land and labour by 

government and industry. While in Western society economic development often comes at the 

expense of the environment (Martinez-Alier 17), Gilday insists that for the Dene “the 

environment and the economy are one and the same—one cannot be without the other” (116). 

Her recourse to spirituality undermines the centrality of economic concerns to definitions of the 

costs and benefits of resource extraction. It also works to invert the existing hierarchy of 

environmental approaches in which the environmental conceptions and policies of “the 

government people” (Gilday 108) supersede the environmental concerns of local Indigenous 

groups: spirituality is invoked here to depict such groups as inherently more environmentally 

conscious, and therefore more capable of land and resource stewardship, than the government. 

Because of its dual destabilization of these official stances, the spiritual idiom has been 

instrumental in Indigenous bids for resource sovereignty around the globe, and has been 

                                                           
60 Attempts to incorporate Dene traditions of collectively producing knowledge into the usually expert-driven 

science of assessing, remediating, and monitoring the environment of Great Bear Lake are discussed in the next chapter. 
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especially prominent in mining conflicts in the United States.61 The effectiveness of the spiritual 

idiom results partially from its reliance on long-standing Western ideas about what Kent Redford 

calls the “ecologically noble savage,” a stereotype based on the colonial assumption that pre-

contact Indigenous people lived in perfect harmony with the environment. “Those who subscribe 

to this view,” Paul Nadasdy explains, “cast indigenous people as original conservationists, age-

old stewards of the environment whose ecological wisdom and spiritual connections to the land 

can serve as an inspiration for those in industrial society who seek a new, more sustainable 

relationship with the environment” (292). As Nadasdy observes, both mainstream 

conservationists and more radical ecocentrists have held up Indigenous peoples as models of 

their respective approaches to environmentalism. Prominent historical figures in the 

conservationist stream of American environmentalism62 including Ernest Thompson Seton 

(naturalist and founder of the Boy Scouts of America), George Bird Grinnell (editor of Forest 

and Stream and one of the founders of both the Audubon Society and the Boone and Crockett 

Club), Robert Marshall (founder of the American Wilderness Society), and even the more 

utilitarian conservationist Gifford Pinchot (first Chief of the United States Forest Service) 

positioned their efforts as recreating the “original” and “sustainable” modes of interacting with 

nature practiced by Indigenous groups (Nadasdy 298; Fox 350; Krech 19-20; Guha 77; Miller 

                                                           
61 For a comprehensive study of global Indigenous resistance movements against oil and mining corporations, see 

Gedicks, Resource Rebels. 
62 Ramachandra Guha describes the three major strains of American environmentalism as agrarianism, wilderness 

thinking, and scientific industrialism, all of which are responses to increasing industrialization (74-82). Agrarianism 
privileges subsistence agriculture and rejects both hunter-gatherer and industrial societies; wilderness thinking or 
conservationism, a “firmly planted” American approach, privileges nature and encourages its creation and appreciation in 
the form of parks and conservation areas; and scientific industrialism seeks to “tame industrialism and temper its excess, 
not turn our back on it” (79). Guha draws attention to the disconnect between agrarianism and conservationism in areas 
with subsistence economies through an illuminating discussion of the way Tiger conservations in Africa have dispossessed 
and displaced indigenous populations (133-36). 
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377-78).63 More radical environmentalists such as Henry Thoreau and John Muir also invoked 

Indigenous peoples as figureheads for their ecocentric approaches to nature, explicitly comparing 

their conceptions of nature to the animist attitudes evinced by “Indian wisdom” (Nadasdy 298; 

Oelschlaeger 139-70; Muir 235-36). While mainstream environmentalists hold up the ecological 

Indian as part of a call for sustainability-maximizing alterations to existing systems, radical 

environmentalists use the ecological Indian as a more “subversive figure,” an image of pre-

industrial harmony that points the way to an almost anti-human environmental revolution 

(Nadasdy 299).  

Both of these uses of the image of the ecologically-aware indigene are rooted in “the 

myth of the noble savage” (Redford), and both are attempts to use the “symbolic capital” 

(Nadasdy 300) of this myth to legitimize the political positions of environmentalists. As with the 

older stereotype of the noble savage, assumptions of ecological nobility can confine Indigenous 

peoples to a nostalgic and Edenic past and reduce a diversity of Indigenous beliefs, values, social 

relations, and practices to a one-dimensional caricature. Critiques of political usages of the image 

of an eco-revolutionary indigene embody a Spivakian resistance to the tendency of radical 

political movements to romanticize marginal figures—to claim these figures as potentially 

destabilizing of dominant discourses from which they have been excluded. As Spivak asserts in 

A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, such essentialist expectations can corral these “others” within 

the very discourses they are meant to overturn, repeating the basic epistemic violence of 

colonialism by viewing non-Western others as instrumental only within these discourses (2200). 

However, as Nadasdy points out, one of the most glaring weaknesses in standard critiques of the 

                                                           
63 Typical of this primitivist approach are Pinchot’s explanation of Algonquin family hunting territories as 

demonstrative of “Conservation practice at its best” (qtd. in Fox 350) and Robert Marshall’s depiction of pre-contact 
America as one giant wilderness where “over billions of acres the aboriginal wanderers still spun out their peripatetic 
careers, the wild animals still browsed in unmolested meadows and the forests still grew and moldered and grew again 
precisely as they had done for interminable centuries” (qtd. in Guha 77). 
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ecologically noble savage stereotype is a non-acknowledgment of the extensive use made by 

Indigenous people themselves of this image. “To view the ecologically noble Indian stereotype 

as an unmitigated evil for Indian people,” he explains, “is to ignore the very real clout that its use 

gives them in certain political contexts … By invoking the image, environmentalists and 

indigenous people alike tap into the image’s rhetorical power, enabling them in some instances 

to galvanize broad—even worldwide—support for particular local struggles” (312). Gilday’s use 

of the spiritual idiom can be read as just such a use of the rhetorical power of this image, one that 

positions the Dene’s deep connection to the land and its life forms against Euro-Canadian 

political and industrial resourcism. Her essay draws on Dene beliefs regarding the ecosystemic 

relationship of humans, the land, and nonhuman life forms not only to argue for the 

appropriateness of Dene land management strategies over those imposed by the government but 

also to explain how the Dene define the extent of the damages and ongoing risks of mining. The 

simplifications and generalizations about Dene spirituality evident in Gilday’s statements about 

the values of “most Native Americans” and what “the Dene believe” echo, with a different aim, 

the simplicity of the children’s texts discussed above. The pedagogical strategies of 

simplification, distillation, and repetition used in these works reappear as political strategies in 

Gilday’s essay, where repeated and unsubtle definitions of Dene values posit a politically 

effective opposition of “the Dene” to “the government people”—more specifically, of the 

ecologically-sensitive, far-seeing Dene to the self-interested and short-sighted government 

people.  

Gilday’s strategic references to Indigenous spirituality have been echoed in numerous 

statements made by First Nations groups in Canada whose lands are threatened by increasing 

development. A recent article by Angela Sterrit on the planned extension of the Jackpine Mine in 
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Northern Alberta, for example, notes a similar attempt on the part of the Athabascan Chipewyan 

First Nation (ACFN) to convey to the public what the mine expansion’s destruction of an 

estimated 185,872 hectares of wetlands in the area would mean to their way of life. In an attempt 

to explain why she opposes the expansion, ACFN member Alice Rigney tells Sterrit: “My 

granny used to say everything has life, everything connects and I believe in that. That is my 

church they are destroying, and it really hurts me to see them ripping Mother Earth’s heart out 

and extracting what they want … They say oil is development and progress. But, for me, it’s not. 

It’s destruction.” Speaking of the Athabasca River, which runs North-South directly through the 

area under development, Rigney says “That river is our lifeline and has been for thousands of 

years. It has always sustained us with fish, food, water and travel … If they destroy that, what 

will become of us? Are we going to become refugees on our own land?” (qtd. in Sterrit). Like 

Gilday’s descriptions of the way traditional uses of areas like Bennet Field—“a spiritual 

gathering ground where some of [the Dene’s] ancient ancestors were buried” (111)—were 

brought to an end by industrial activities rendering the area “contaminated and radioactive” 

(113), Rigney’s characterization of specific places as essential to Athabascan Chipewyan 

survival and identity underlines the cultural and spiritual risks of environmental degradation and 

resource depletion.  

In a formulation that highlights the narrowness of prevalent conceptions of dispossession 

and displacement as involving forced migration, Nixon has called the homelessness resulting 

from such resource removal “stationary displacement.” He observes that the “vernacular 

landscapes” integral to the socio-environmental dynamics of a given community are often 

written over by the “official landscapes” of governments, NGOs, and corporations, which 

“typically discount spiritualized vernacular landscapes, severing webs of accumulated cultural 
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meaning and treating the landscape as if it were uninhabited by the living, the unborn, and the 

animate deceased” (17). This type of over-writing causes stationary displacement: “the loss of 

land and resources beneath [people], a loss that leaves communities stranded in a place stripped 

of the very characteristics that made it inhabitable”; one is “moved out of one’s living knowledge 

as one’s place loses its life-sustaining features” (19). This is a striking description of the fate to 

which Rigney alludes with her use of the phrase “refugees on our own land.” Nixon’s coupling 

of “living knowledge” with the “life-sustaining features” of a particular place gestures toward the 

inextricability of belief systems and social practices from the land, an inextricable relationship 

evident in Dene epistemology. It also underlines the intertwined threats posed to First Nations’ 

traditional and spiritual connections to specific places, and to the legal rights extended to those 

places, by the environmental fallout of “development” on Indigenous lands. 

Like their spiritual connections to particular areas, Catherine O’Neill makes clear, 

“various tribes’ aboriginal and treaty-based claims to fish and other resources are tied to specific 

places” (39). Even if the “webs of accumulated cultural meaning” established over generations in 

a particular place could be re-established elsewhere, under the treaty system the legal protections 

that flow from these claims cannot be. Environmental degradation of specific treaty-bound lands, 

therefore, compromises the exercise of Indigenous sovereignty and self-government that land 

and resource management entails, and renders treaty-assured rights of land use nominal rather 

than practicable. In other words, “a threat to the health of resources” on treatied land “constitutes 

an encroachment on a tribe’s political autonomy” (50). In Gilday’s essay, the threat posed by 

mining to the health of resources around Great Bear Lake is figured as an encroachment on the 

Treaty 11 Dene’s land use rights through a nested story about the signing of the treaty. As 

previously noted, Gilday privileges the Dene oral history of the treaty, relating the story as told 
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to her by “One of the few surviving [male] elders in D́line,” a traditional chief from Tulita who 

has “The story of the Treaty in 1921 … etched into his memory” (108). She emphasizes the Dene 

interpretation of the treaty as enshrining the rights of the Dene to continue using the land as they 

always have and as promising government compensation, in both money and services, for the use 

of Dene lands by “white people coming from the south” (109). While it is not a connection made 

explicit within her testimony, repeated descriptions following the story of Treaty 11 of the 

pollution and contamination encountered by the Dene at previously resource-rich sites, such as 

caribou stopping-places and fishing areas, denounce the government’s guarantee of land use 

rights to the Dene as hypocritical: with the nationalization of Port Radium a mere twenty years 

after the signing of Treaty 11, the hunting, fishing, and trapping rights assured by the Crown 

through this treaty were negated by the environmental contaminants of a Crown mining 

corporation.  

O’Neill also argues that both Indigenous treaty rights and cultural practices are 

discounted by risk evaluation models and risk management strategies created by non-Indigenous 

policy makers and predicated on settler values. While Beck has pointed to the inability of local, 

experiential knowledge to define risks that are increasingly transnational or planetary in scope 

(Risk Society 96), O’Neill emphasizes that, without thorough consultation with local 

stakeholders, “official” assessments of environmental risk informed by the more removed 

knowledges of various experts can be drastically inappropriate to the local context in which these 

risks are most acutely felt. Official risk assessments made at a remove from the Indigenous 

communities who disproportionately bear those risks, she asserts, contribute to environmental 

injustice not only along political lines, but on cultural, spiritual, social, and economic grounds as 

well (C. O’Neill 52). O’Neill rails in particular against the way an increasing proclivity for risk 
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avoidance over risk reduction policies64 in North America places the onus of risk management on 

Indigenous peoples, who are often given a difficult choice between relinquishing cultural 

practices rooted in contaminated areas and resources or risking contraction of serious diseases. In 

the risk avoidance examples O’Neill discusses, fishing and tall grass prohibitions that ask 

inhabitants of contaminated areas to refrain from eating more than a very small number of fish 

per month or to avoid coming into contact with certain long grasses evince a Eurocentric 

disregard for the values of the risk-bearers. Unlike dominant society assessors who might view 

fishing and basket-weaving as dispensable, local risk-bearers may place a large amount of 

cultural, social, and economic importance on these practices. This kind of sloughing-off of risk 

management responsibilities onto those already disproportionately affected by the risks at hand is 

obvious in the default risk avoidance policy pursued in Déline. In this instance, a lack of risk 

reduction through occupational safety measures and industry regulation of pollutants at the site 

of mine production resulted in such long-term local risk avoidance measures as avoiding spiritual 

gathering grounds, refraining from hunting caribou in certain areas, throwing away oil-coated 

fish, and straining oily water or avoiding drinking water altogether.65 The Dene’s concern for 

their physical health has, in the absence of contemporaneous risk reduction or effective after-the-

fact remediation measures, led to an extreme and uncertain kind of risk avoidance that Gilday 

describes as the Dene’s “living in fear of their food source and their land and waters” (113). As 

is obvious from the repeated stress placed on the importance of the land and local animals to 

                                                           
64 Risk avoidance is a late-stage intervention that requires risk-bearers to avoid exposure to already-present 

environmental contaminants; risk reduction is an attempt to limit the release of contaminants into the environment in the 
first place (C. O’Neill 5-6). 

65 The image of the oil-coated fish and water that were present for decades after the establishment of the mine is 
repeated throughout the oral history collection If Only We Had Known, where a number of contributors note their 
continuing reservations about the health of the water, land, and animals around Great Bear Lake. 
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Dene culture and epistemology in the children’s texts discussed above, this default risk 

management approach is extremely destructive for those who must implement it. 

The imposition of inappropriate outside risk assessments on Indigenous peoples that 

O’Neill decries is a prime example of the kind of over-writing of domestic or vernacular 

landscapes by official ones described by Nixon. The role of re/mediation is, in many ways, to 

write the vernacular landscape back over the imposed narrative. Writing back primarily takes the 

form of interventions like Gilday’s essay, other pointed oral histories such as If Only We Had 

Known, policy papers, and other creative and critical works directly promoting the Dene 

perspective on uranium mining and its legacy. These interventions ask their audiences to 

measure the costs and benefits of historical mining efforts not only or even primarily by the 

economic and political yardstick used by the government, but rather through the values of the 

people who continue to be affected by the legacy of these efforts. The social, cultural, and 

epistemological insights offered by Dene children’s literature support this process of re-writing 

by explaining, in simple and accessible terms, what it is that must be written back over the 

imposed landscapes of government and industry. Such secondary literatures offer an explanation 

of Dene beliefs and practices that go some way toward alerting non-Dene audiences to the 

lifeways nearly hidden under the imprint of industrial development and its environmental fallout.  

A striking visual example of the kind of layered writing-back that re/mediation pursues 

can be seen in the work of Brian Jungen, a Dane-Zaa artist based in Vancouver. Jungen’s work 

re-creates “traditional” West Coast First Nations objects such as masks, totem poles, and tipis 

using contemporary commodities. His 1999 Prototype for New Understanding series (see Figure 

3.3), which presents a variety of red, black, and white masks built from Nike Air Jordan shoes 

and human hair, innovatively presents insights about the exoticization and commodification of 
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Aboriginal art, the museum removal of Northwest Coast Aboriginal artifacts from living practice 

in specific places, and the material connection between the labour of Third World Nike factory 

workers and that of Native artists in Canada. Jungen’s sculpture Nicotine, a 2007 piece recently 

displayed at the National Art Gallery as part of a large international Indigenous art exhibit, 

especially illustrates the complexities of layered landscape. In this piece (see Figure 3.4), shapes 

evocative of moccasin beadwork adorn a common red gasoline can. This sculpture’s imposition 

of First Nations beadwork symbols over a material representation of oil and gas culture can be 

read as a re-writing of a vernacular or local culture over that imposed by transnational oil 

companies. As with the sneaker-masks, however, the sculpture is not so straightforward: 

Jungen’s adornment of the gas can with embellishments common to clothing draws attention to 

the physical comforts gas and oil development can bring, while his choice to depict the shapes of 

“poisonous, addictive plants” in this embroidery (Jungen qtd. in Stauble) challenges the long-

term sustainability of such development, simultaneously drawing awareness to issues of 

substance abuse that, the sculpture suggests, are related to these changes.  

Rather than make direct value judgments, Jungen’s sculptures reveal how different 

traditions, cultures, and modes of production are layered onto and over one another and the 

complex ways they interact and intersect. The palimpsestic nature of his work mirrors the 

layered and allusive character of the narratives told by and about the Dene’s history with mining, 

providing a visual illustration of the incorporative rather than strictly oppositional nature of the 

re/mediation process. In their attempts to gain redress and recognition for their claims about the 

effects of mining on Great Bear Lake, the Déline Dene have not simply written Dene beliefs, 

values systems, and risk assessments over opposing ones; like Jungen’s art pieces, their 

narratives strategically access and adapt materials common to non-Indigenous lifestyles and 
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belief systems, using languages, rhetorical strategies, and methodological approaches easily 

understandable by the public and appropriate to dominant legal and political venues. In the 

following chapter I explore how such adaptations were not only made by the Dene but answered 

by the federal government as part of the joint government-community investigation that finally 

turned sustained official attention to the environmental injustice ongoing in Déline. 
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Figure 3.1: Illustration by Wally Wolfe for the story “Cheely from K’́hbamı́ T́́” in George 
Blondin’s Medicine Power (49). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: “Dene Laws / Dënë Yati Nëdhë” poster displayed in La Loche Community School, 
La Loche, Saskatchewan, November 2013. Photo credit Dan MacDonald. 
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Figure 3.3: Brian Jungen, Prototype for New Understanding #5, 1999. Photo courtesy of 
Catriona Jeffries. 
 
 

 

Figure 3.4: Brian Jungen, Nicotine, 2007. Sculpture displayed at Sakahán: International 
Indigenous Art, National Art Gallery (Ottawa), 17 May-2 September 2013. Photo courtesy of the 
National Art Gallery of Canada. 



 

 

Chapter 4 

Moving Forward Together? Community-Government Dialogue 

See(k)ing Convergence 

As suggested by chapter two’s discussion of local uses of English by non-English 

speakers, the question of whether usages of dominant-society languages, disciplinary 

approaches, and institutions by marginalized groups are agential or over-determined has been a 

subject of some controversy. Epistemological differences underwrite the misalignment of theory 

and practice that characterizes the experiences of many Indigenous groups in Canada with risk 

avoidance policies (see C. O’Neill 5-6, 52), a retributive rather than restorative justice system 

(see Patricia Monture-Angus, Thunder in My Soul), and other centralized systems built on 

colonial values. Such misalignments are clearly at the heart of structural injustice. How 

environmental and social injustices can be redressed using the systems from which they arose, 

however—how the master’s house might be dismantled using the master’s tools, to use Audre 

Lorde’s formulation—is less clear.  

One approach to the problem of how epistemological differences give rise to 

institutionalized injustice has been to emphasize the radical nature of alterity and the subsequent 

need for respect and caution. This approach was recently illustrated by Daniel Coleman in a talk 

at Queen’s University (in February 2014) in which he underlined the importance of respecting 

the divide between one’s own knowledge and another’s and resisting the compunction to agree 

or understand—to “recognize the gap in ways of knowing before we rush to close it over with 

coercive assurances that we all mean the same thing” (70), as he phrases it in the print version of 

his discussion appearing in English Studies in Canada a month later. In both talk and article, 

Coleman argues that Catherine Parr Traill’s famous “history-blanking statement” in The 

Backwoods of Canada (1836) that there are no ancestral legacies in this country (Traill 128) is 
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less a statement of individual racism than a symptomatic expression of a Eurocentric system of 

ideas that “remains active and current in our own minds almost two centuries later” (Coleman, 

“Grappling” 66). Coleman explores this system of ideas by contrasting the different 

understandings of respect held by Traill and by her neighbour, Nishnaabe writer George Copway 

(Kahgegagahbowh), as microcosms of the radically divergent worldviews of each. Ultimately 

Coleman suggests that, even if Copway and Traill had met during their shared time at Rice Lake, 

they would not have understood one another due to their different epistemological frameworks, 

beliefs, and expectations—their conversation, to paraphrase the title of Coleman’s essay, could 

never have taken place. This supposition, and Coleman’s use of it to insist upon the maintenance 

of ethical space between cultures, is informed by a critical discourse on alterity that emphasizes 

the impossibility of fully knowing “the stranger” or “the other.” The basic premise of such 

alterity-focused approaches—that what we know is based on the particular system of knowledge 

we have and that systems of knowledge differ among people and groups—is an important 

recognition, and is not under fire here. I do want to caution, however, against the incomplete and 

potentially crippling conclusion that differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

epistemologies are, for us as for Traill and Copway, inviolable and unapproachable.  

While Coleman remains philosophical or abstract in his consideration of the difficulty of 

seeing from an “other” perspective, his emphasis on difference, divergence, unknowability, and 

impossibility seems to rule out any potential for practical bridge-building between 

epistemological frameworks. This position ignores the basic reality that Indigenous groups and 

individuals must and do navigate the colonial systems in place today in Canada—that is, there is 

epistemology-straddling at work here and now that should be acknowledged. It further discounts 

the fact that colonial systems and institutions are not static, and are changed in sometimes radical 
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ways by their encounters with groups holding different values and beliefs. While respectful 

maintenance of difference in epistemological encounters is theoretically laudable and ethical, 

especially when attended by a major power imbalance, such a strategy can fail spectacularly in 

the face of time-sensitive, high-stakes exigencies. Urgent, action-seeking encounters between 

Indigenous groups and Euro-Canadian governmental and institutional agents proliferate today in 

such arenas as public health, law, education, and environmental policy. In these scenarios, the 

gap between knowledge systems, values, and beliefs must necessarily be bridged in order to 

produce action in the form of policy and infrastructure changes, compensation, and 

environmental remediation. I do not mean to imply that urgency negates the need for 

acknowledgement and respect of divergent positions and beliefs; rather, urgency necessitates a 

practical and active application of such respect, in the form of always partial and tentative 

rapprochements. Seeking such convergence as will produce necessary action is, to my mind, a 

more tangible and therefore more significant way to honour divergent subject positions and 

epistemologies than asserting their separateness. 

This chapter draws out the potentially dangerous implications of depicting different 

worldviews or perspectives as essential, static, and irreconcilable, and offers an investigation of 

the never-quite-even ways in which perspectives can be shared by parties in unequal relations of 

power. In the first section of the chapter I use the conceit of sight to bring together a number of 

critical explorations of divergent epistemology, arguing that it is much more useful to explore 

how perspective-sharing is shaped by power inequalities than to deny the basic possibility of 

sharing another’s perspective. I go on to investigate the partial perspective-sharing apparent in 

the government response to the claims of the Déline Dene regarding uranium contamination. 

Firstly, I delineate some of the rhetorical and political strategies by which local perceptions of 
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contamination and its effects were effectively vocalized within a centralized governmental 

policy-making process previously deaf to them. I then demonstrate the remarkable alterations 

such effective communication wrought to the federal government’s approach to issue assessment 

and remediation through a close look at the participatory and community-based methods of the 

Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT). 

As my repeated references above to shared perspectives might indicate, my approach 

here echoes and is influenced by the early stance of feminist and posthumanist critic Donna 

Haraway against the paralyzing relativism that too often results from the recognition that we can 

never fully know what another knows. In “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in 

Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Haraway uses the metaphor of sight to 

underline the impossibility of knowing things fully: the unique positioning of every seeing eye, 

she points out, occasions a multiplicity of sights. Rather than allowing this realization to sink us 

in a morass of constructivism and relativism, however, she advocates adopting a “partial 

perspective” as a step toward producing objective knowledge—the kind of knowledge from 

which action can proceed. Through her insistence on the partiality and situatedness of 

knowledge, Haraway redefines objectivity as a type of knowledge that is “about particular and 

specific embodiment and definitely not about the false vision promising transcendence of all 

limits and responsibility” (582-83). Elsewhere, Haraway uses the more obviously posthumanist 

concept of companion species, including cyborgs and dogs, to create a concrete image of the 

partiality of perspective. In her “Manifesto for Cyborgs” the concept of embodiment as 

“significant prosthesis” (“Situated Knowledges” 588)—that is, as an attachment that creates 

signification—is expanded to encompass machine and animal embodiments. The image of the 

cyborg is used as “a way out” of species-related dualisms, one that leads to “lived social and 
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bodily realities in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines, 

not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints” (2275). Here too the 

notion of seeing is central, and Haraway makes explicit the difficulty and contradiction involved 

in trying to “see from both perspectives at once” and to make “dominations and possibilities 

unimaginable from the other vantage point” (2275) imaginable from that vantage point.  

In these works Haraway is writing against the stifling effects of two dominant ways of 

defining knowledge: totalization, the application of certain transcendent truths regardless of local 

or historical contingencies; and relativism, the assertion that knowledge and truth are so radically 

contingent upon historical, local, and individual specificity that no one perspective can meet 

another. While the spread of postmodern skepticism has done much to unseat totalizing or 

universalizing approaches,66 excessive relativism is, as Haraway underlines, just as damaging to 

the pursuit of useful and usable knowledge. “Relativism,” she writes, “is the perfect mirror twin 

of totalization in the ideologies of objectivity”; she concludes, returning to the metaphor of sight, 

that “both make it impossible to see well.” The alternative she offers to this unappealing binary 

between totalization and uncritical relativism is “partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustaining 

the possibility of webs of connections called solidarity in politics and shared conversations in 

epistemology” (“Situated Knowledges” 584).  

Haraway’s description of connections among epistemologies as “shared conversations” 

returns us neatly to Coleman’s assertion about the historical impossibility of such conversations. 

The partial perspectives Haraway advocates are the shared conversations that characterize what 

Willie Ermine calls “the ethical space.” Ermine, from whom Coleman draws his description of 

“the ethical space of engagement,” argues in his article of that title that the space between people 

                                                           
66 See for example Jean-François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition (1979), in which he sounds the death knell of 

all the teleological metanarratives characteristic of modernity and suggests that, in postmodernity, truth and certainty have 
been replaced by a plurality of competing interpretations. 
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is inhabited by an “unseen level of thought and feeling” through which each person interprets the 

other (194-5). Ermine posits that this space must be acknowledged, and that (presumably due to 

this acknowledgement) this space can become one of engagement, a hypothetical “neutral zone 

between entities or cultures … [that] offers a venue to step out of our allegiances, to detach from 

the cages of our mental worlds and assume a position where human-to-human dialogue can 

occur” (195, 202). While Ermine’s description of the ethical space acknowledges that it is 

located between people and thus, in a sense, separates them, he interprets the ethical space as 

primarily a productive rather than a preventive gap, as a “meeting place” and a “theatre for cross-

cultural conversation” (202). Like Haraway, Ermine imagines that dialogue can occur between, 

and despite, and in recognition of divergent perspectives. But Coleman’s use of this term—and 

especially the body language by which, in his talk, he depicted standing on one side of a divide 

and remaining at arm’s length from the other—evoked a space of inviolability, a distance one 

can never fully cross and of which one should be continuously cognizant. This is why Coleman’s 

suggestion that “noticing the gap” between Traill and Copway’s respective conceptual worlds 

“has the potential to open up ethical space” (“Grappling” 67) seems to mix metaphors: the gap 

represents the division between epistemologies that Coleman emphasizes, while the ethical space 

refers to the meeting place of epistemologies that Ermine imagines. Coleman’s position that 

“There is merit in imagining even an impossible conversation, because paying attention to why it 

was impossible, noticing the gap between the two conceptual worlds, and observing what made 

them incomprehensible to one another has the potential to open up ethical space” (67) does not 

push far enough toward the idea of engaged dialogue that Ermine’s image of ethical space 

suggests, leaving us with the minimally instructive exercise of recognizing the “impossibility” 

and “incomprehensibility” of such a dialogue. 
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Coleman’s insistence on recognizing and respectfully maintaining the space between 

cultures and epistemologies, rather than exploring where they meet or converse, is not new. Such 

caution is characteristic of a Levinasian interpretation of alterity that emphasizes the 

impossibility of fully knowing another. Coleman’s acknowledgement of the gap or space 

between as a strategy for avoiding violence against the other recalls, in particular, the work of 

postcolonial feminist scholars such as Sara Ahmed and Gayatri Spivak, whose concepts of 

“modes of encounter” and “sanctioned ignorance” are cited by Coleman in describing the 

impediments to even a hypothetical dialogue between Traill and Copway (Coleman, “Grappling” 

66-7n5, 84n30). Both Ahmed and Spivak question the ability of institutionalized narratives to 

present coherent views of marginalized subjects without appropriating or assimilating them into 

dominant modes of knowledge. Ahmed, the more polemical of the two (Spivak at least considers 

the possibility that an outsider might in some way help the subaltern speak67), seems to lurk 

behind Coleman’s caution against “assurances that we all mean the same thing.” Her arguments 

in “Who Knows? Knowing Strangers and Strangerness” about the impossibility of knowing the 

stranger and the destructive nature of attempts to do so—the way ethnographic study, for 

example, destroys the stranger and “recreates the stranger as a spectre of itself” (52)—certainly 

point to the same maintenance of respectful distance between knowledges upon which 

Coleman’s piece insists. This line of argumentation, however, is so extensible that it threatens to 

stymie any impulse to learn something new; to read Ahmed seriously is to feel queasy about 

                                                           
67 In chapter three of A Critique of Postcolonial Reason Spivak, in self-deconstruction mode, considers how her own 

work might be an example of documentary or linguistic destruction of the reality of the other, observing that her translation 
of “the immense problem of the consciousness of the woman as subaltern … in[to] a sentence”—“White men are saving 
brown women from brown men”—transforms the reality of this problem “into the object of a simple semiosis” (2204). She 
also, however, considers that critical mediation might be a way of letting the subaltern speak, referring specifically to 
Abena Busia’s judgment that Spivak has let a particular “subaltern” woman speak by representing her life to a new 
generation of scholars and readers (Busia 102-3). While this consideration tempers the essay’s exploration of mediation as 
destructive, Spivak also notes that her unearthing of a subaltern attempt to speak is not the same as the subaltern actually 
speaking (2207). 
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assimilating or appropriating (and therefore destroying) any idea or practice from its realm of 

inviolable otherness.68 This stifling insistence on difference and divergence is what Haraway 

sought to avoid back in 1988 when she advocated for recognition of partial perspectives, 

stressing that no eye can see from the position of another but that part of the line of sight can be 

shared.  

Haraway’s sight conceit is echoed in a number of other recent theories of knowledge and 

knowing. Her depiction of the impossibility of seeing wholly from multiple perspectives at once 

and the possibility of seeing from them partially, for example, is mirrored in the concept of 

parallax. Parallax, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, describes the “Difference or 

change in the apparent position of direction of an object as seen from two different points”; it is 

most commonly used in astronomy to describe the differing perceptions of the position of a 

given celestial object as seen from various points on earth. An object lesson useful for 

explicating parallax is to hold your thumb up in front of your face, just off your nose, and focus 

on it while winking first one eye and then the other: your thumb will appear to be moving from 

side to side. Parallax lends itself to figurative use as it concretizes the subjectivity and relativism 

of perception. Some of the implications of parallax for knowing institutional and cultural objects 

have been elaborated by Slavoj Žižek in The Parallax View (2006). Žižek describes parallax as 

the illusion created by “putting two incompatible phenomena on the same level,” an illusion 

similar to Kant’s “transcendental illusion” of putting two mutually unintelligible concepts into 

the same language (4). Incompatible phenomena, Žižek maintains, can only be grasped “in a 

kind of parallax view, [a] constantly shifting perspective between two points between which no 

                                                           
68 While her insistence on radical alterity is unsatisfying in itself, Ahmed’s corresponding advocacy of an 

“ethnography of failure”—an ethnography in which the scholar learns “to know precisely what she can and cannot know” 
(63)—provides some more fruitful (though not fully fleshed-out) ideas about how to ethically represent the experiences of 
others. See chapters seven and eight for a more extended discussion of the ethics and effectiveness of failed representation. 
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synthesis or mediation is possible” (4). The two views are to Žižek like two sides of a Moebius 

strip, connected but never intersecting. The “parallax gap” that separates the two phenomena is 

analogous, as one would expect with Žižek, to the Lacanian gap in in the psyche which separates 

one from oneself.69  

As suggested by his statement that “no synthesis or mediation is possible,” Žižek’s 

various and often brilliant applications of the concept of parallax come to rest in the same 

alterity-respecting rut as Coleman and Ahmed’s explorations of epistemic otherness. Throughout 

his three-part investigation of the existence of parallax gaps in the realms of philosophy, science, 

and politics, Žižek maintains an insistence on the irreconcilability of phenomena separated by 

parallax gaps. He uses Kant’s transcendental turn to reject the “ontological closure” of the 

(Hegelian-Marxist) dialectic: Kant’s concept of the “transcendental,” Žižek asserts, designates 

more the space of the gap itself than any reconciliation of “either of the two positive terms 

between which the gap is gaping” (21). Žižek rather denigratingly describes the classic 

dialectical “‘synthesis’ of the two dimensions” as “always reli[ant] on a certain salto mortale, or 

‘leap of faith’” (21). This formulation reiterates the definitional problem of the space between: is 

it a divisive gap, or a synthesizing space? Are phenomena incompatible, or reconcilable? In cases 

of political urgency, as I suggest above, perspectival leaps of faith are often necessary. 

Examining the determinants, drawbacks, and successes of such leaps—the extent to which 

leapers are really pushed, for example, or the stability with which a leap is landed—is to my 

mind considerably more productive than what Fredric Jameson identifies in his review of The 

                                                           
69 For Lacan’s well-known theorization of the méconnaissance that prompts the formation of identity, see “The 

Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience.” Lacan maintains that the 
original misrecognition of the self’s reflection as the imago of the self enables the formation of identity “in a fictional 
direction, which will always remain irreducible for the individual alone, or rather, which will only rejoin the coming-into-
being (le devenir) of the subject asymptotically, whatever the success of the dialectical synthesis by which he must resolve 
as I his discordance with his own reality” (1286). Lacan’s use of the terms “irreducible” and “asymptotically” connote his 
conception of the inviolability of this internal gap, which is the dominant characteristic Žižek attributes to parallax. 
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Parallax View as Žižek’s encouragement that we simply “perpetuate the tension and the 

incommensurability” of the parallax gap in the name of “productive thinking” (8). As with 

Coleman’s exploration, this tension of incommensurability is all Žižek leaves us with; the 

possibility of crossing the parallax gap and the inequalities and misinterpretations that might 

attend doing so are left aside. In his hundred-page-long discussion of political parallaxes, Žižek 

does not once positively consider the possibility of such crossing.  

This derision of convergence in Žižek’s theorization overlooks a central aspect of 

parallax. While Žižek emphasizes the idea of a plurality of sites (and sights) of subjectivity in 

service of his point that different perspectives cannot meet one another, parallax in its most 

technical sense brings multiple viewpoints together to create a shared image. In astronomy, for 

instance, the difference between two perception points of a planet or star is used to triangulate an 

objective measurement of the placement of that object (“Parallax”). To return to the winking 

lesson, one could say that Žižek emphasizes the one-eye-closed, one-eye-open condition, 

avoiding the basic possibility of fixing on an object with both eyes open.70 This narrow 

conception of parallax illustrates the incompleteness and insufficiency of an entrenched 

relativism that preaches maintenance of the gap as an ethical practice. The fact that convergence 

is so central to the use-based, technical concept of parallax lends weight to my argument that 

perspectival intersection is necessary to action and essential in the face of urgency. It also brings 

us back to Haraway’s advocacy of partial shared sight in the service of useful knowledge. In 

                                                           
70 As Jameson notes, Žižek’s theorizations are themselves parallexical, not tending toward any clear conclusions and 

not reducible to “philosophical systemisation” but, in fact, premised on “the impossibility” of it. The effectiveness of this 
stance is interesting to consider in relation to my insistence on the convergence aspect of parallax. What Žižek is resisting is 
a fundamental tenet of classical philosophy: the aim at convergence in argumentation. As John O’Neill explains, in 
philosophy and rhetoric as well as in science “Plurality in belief is not the aim of reasoned argument”; rather, argument 
always aims at a convergence of belief reached through rational discussion (93). Because argumentation in itself indicates 
the desire to persuade, Žižek’s rhetorical avoidance of it (as O’Neill writes in reference to poststructuralists in general) is 
somewhat infelicitous—the point of his writing the book is to bring others over to his view about, ironically, the 
impossibility of convergent views. 
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contrast to the vague optimism offered by Žižek’s insistence on the productivity of the gap 

between perspectives, Haraway’s theory of partial perspectives offers a concrete and usable 

alternative to totalizing and relativist stances toward knowing.  

Haraway’s theory is not faultless, however, and at its apex—as represented by the 

Companion Species Manifesto (2003)—the important question of power dynamics and the 

unequal sharing of sight between the powerful and the powerless is problematically elided. In 

this book, Haraway draws on the work of Marilyn Strathern to emphasize that she is still looking 

for the “partial connections” that are “necessary in getting on together” (25). The difficulty with 

Haraway’s formulation of partial connection here lies with her choice of dog-human 

relationships, specifically those cultivated through agility training and competition, to illustrate 

such connection. Haraway’s insistence that reciprocal communication and “rights of access” 

inhere in dog-human relationships characterized by possession and property (53-4) is less than 

convincing; as Rebecca Cassidy writes, “[t]he idea that training relationships can be mutually 

gratifying, and even ethical, is opposed by many who would argue that the training relationship 

is always hierarchical and patriarchal” (327). The power imbalance arising from centuries of 

domestication and ownership cannot be overcome simply by asserting the reciprocity of the 

relationship. More importantly, the idea that a piece of property and its owner have certain rights 

and obligations to one another (an idea redolent of the thing-person concept in thing theory71) is 

                                                           
71 “Thing theory” broadly describes the interdisciplinary theoretical consideration of the significance of particular 

“things” (as opposed to less-distinct “objects”) in culture or in literature and other art forms. Bill Brown’s special issue of 
Critical Inquiry on thing theory (2001) is a great place to begin to understand the theory’s different dimensions. “Thing-
persons” are described at some length in Maurice Godelier’s The Enigma of the Gift, where, in a passage particularly 
relevant to Haraway’s characterization of pet ownership, he explains that “belief in the soul of things not only amplifies and 
glorifies a universe comprised of personal relations. It effects a metamorphosis…. the belief in thing-persons produces a 
general metamorphosis of reality and an inversion in the way one thinks the real relations involved. Objects are transformed 
into subjects and subjects into objects” (106). What Haraway is suggesting in The Companion Species Manifesto is this 
kind of transformation of an object or piece of property (in this case, the pet) into a subject. A similar object-subject 
transformation is advocated by Bruno Latour in “Morality and Technology: The End of the Means,” in which his basic 
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insufficient to an exploration of how equally-shared partial perspectives between dominant and 

marginalized groups can arise.  

Another concept of divergent/convergent sights and knowledges, that of “two-eyed 

seeing,” is helpful for addressing this issue of power imbalance in the context most relevant to 

this chapter. Two-eyed seeing emphasizes the benefits of partial parallexical convergence 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives while remaining sensitive to the centuries-

old power dynamics that affect how we see. This concept, alternately called “integrative science” 

and “ecological ḿtissage,” has recently risen in popularity as both a heuristic device and a 

methodological framework, primarily within education and particularly as a guide for teaching 

environmental and scientific concepts.72 Participants at the 2013 Symposium on Indigenous 

Research at Queen’s, the theme of which was “Honouring the Kaswentha,”73 outlined the benefit 

of the two-eyed seeing approach to such political and environmental issues as cultural 

anthropology and water sustainability (Baillie and Jourdain; Hoggarth, Lawless, and Marshall). 

In describing two-eyed seeing more broadly as a way of life, many underscored the positionality 

of the two seeing eyes, often using the parable of the boat and the canoe. In his presentation on 

art and artifacts, for instance, Bryan Bowers analyzed a large oil painting of a tall-ship sailing 

alongside a small canoe both in terms of this image’s visual symbolism of the Kahswentha—two 

nations sailing side by side, as symbolized in the Kahswentha’s purple rows—and in terms of the 

impossibility of sitting in both boats at the same time. Bowers explained that the impossibility of 

inhabiting both spaces is partly mitigated by the possibility of seeing part of the other’s course as 
                                                                                                                                                                                           

premise is that subjecthood is not possessed solely by the actor wielding an object, but that the object or tool actively 
dictates the possible actions taken by the holder.   

72 For more comprehensive overviews of two-eyed seeing approaches both in general and in specific domains, see 
Gregory Cajete, Native Science, Greg Lowan, “Ecological Ḿtissage,” and the entire Fall 2009 issue of Green Teacher, 
which is devoted to “Two-Eyed Seeing: Integrative Science.” 

73 The Kahswentha is the Kanien’keha word for the two-row wampum originally created around 1613 by the Dutch 
and the Haudenosaunee. The Kahswentha both visually depicts the agreement of the parties to exist alongside one another 
as sovereign nations joined by friendship, peace, and respect, and embodies the record of this agreement. 
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the two vessels travel side-by-side. But he cautioned that the boat, depicted in the painting as 

much larger than the canoe, often alters the canoe’s course through its disruption of the water. 

This explication highlights the problem central to this chapter: how do we truly see with both 

eyes when one eye conditions the sight of the other?  

This problem of power cannot be neglected in an examination of how official 

governmental and local Indigenous perspectives are triangulated. Arrival at any triangulated, 

partially-shared perspective through such “unequal structuring,” as Haraway puts it in her earlier 

article, involves “taking risks” (“Situated Knowledges” 595). But while each party to such 

attempted convergence risks the coherence of its own perspective in order to signify in the 

other’s system, the risks involved are disproportionate. In the case of attempted convergence of 

belief between the Déline Dene and the government, it is the Dene, and not Ottawa-based federal 

employees, who suffer the ongoing negative effects of environmental degradation and attendant 

cultural deterioration while they work to persuade officials of the reality and seriousness of these 

very effects. The onus of cross-system signification is on the Dene’s—and not the 

government’s—behalf, not only because it is the Dene who feel the urgency of these material 

consequences but also because the dominant political and social systems in which they must 

intervene are relatively foreign to them and intimately familiar to their interlocutors. In her 

description of such encounters between official and local knowledges, Spivak, drawing on the 

Foucauldian sense of “episteme,” calls the skewing of marginal perspectives by and toward the 

power center “epistemic violence.” The clearest examples Spivak offers to describe this type of 

violence—the British superimposition of a “binary vision” over the existing “polymorphous 

structure of legal performance” in India and the colonial creation of an elite Indian “buffer 

group” to mediate “between the people and the great macro-structural dominant groups” (2198, 
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2201)—suggest that epistemic violence is not only the forcible replacement of one structure of 

knowledge with another but the layering of a particular knowledge system over another. Spivak’s 

demand (again drawing on Foucault) “that the subtext of the palimpsestic narrative of 

imperialism be recognized as ‘subjugated knowledge’” (Spivak 2197; Foucault, 

Power/Knowledge 82) evokes an image of the submersion of certain knowledges under others 

that presages Rob Nixon’s later description of the way official landscapes are superimposed on 

vernacular ones. With these images of subjugated knowledges or landscapes, both authors paint 

pictures in which the subjugated trace is still identifiable. Re/mediating this trace—filling it in 

and making it visible—depends, as I intimated at the end of chapter three, on engagement with 

and utilization of the imposed landscape or narrative. While the possibility of seeing 

marginalized perspectives through a dominant lens seems discounted by Spivak’s emphasis on 

the violence of the lens, as it is in Coleman and Žižek’s emphases on the gap that is gaping, the 

remainder of this chapter attempts a more cautiously positive view of seeing-across or seeing-

beneath informed by concepts of partial perspective and non-Žižekian parallax. The possibilities 

as well as pitfalls of unearthing subjugated traces with subjugating discourses are examined 

through a consideration of some of the rhetorical and methodological ways both the Dene and 

the Canadian government have attempted to reach across the gap and create grounds for “moving 

forward together,” as the title of a film about the Canada-Déline Uranium Table puts it.  

Values Vehicles 

As should by now be clear, the Déline Dene approach the problem of uranium 

contamination as one of not only environmental but also social, cultural, and political injustice, 

as Dene cultural and social structures are bound inextricably to the land and the nonhuman life 

forms that share it. The incommensurability between the social, cultural, and political values the 
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Dene place on a healthy environment and the monetary values to which their lands and resources 

are reduced by the government is summarized by George Blondin in his introduction to Yamoria 

the Lawmaker. “I can sum up the attitude of my ancestors,” Blondin writes, “by using the words 

of a Dene elder who said, ‘If I can see the land, I know I’ll be okay. Everything comes from the 

land.’” By contrast, Blondin continues, “The newcomers said, ‘We see the land, now how can we 

get rich off it?’” (vi). Such incommensurability of values is one of the central aspects of 

ecological economics, a field that attempts to “take Nature into account” (Martinez-Alier vii). 

“Incommensurability” refers to “the absence of a common unit of measurement across plural 

values,” meaning that different values are not accurately expressible in, for example, monetary 

terms (217). Joan Martinez-Alier, an ecological economist, provides a helpful illustration of 

incommensurable values in action in an environmental context. Different habitats, Martinez-

Alier notes, are valued differently based on the criteria used: rent production, aesthetics, 

biodiversity, spiritual relevance, and so forth (27-8). He uses the hypothetical situation of a 

decision to be made regarding the location of a large garbage dump near: (A) a publicly owned 

wetland; (B) an old agricultural area filled with orchards and abandoned manor homes; or (C) an 

urban tenement. These areas have different values depending on whether their value as 

landscape, value as habitat, or value in monetary terms is foregrounded (27-8). Value, it should 

be noted, is closely related to risk perception, in that the type of risk perceived hinges on the 

mode in which each area is valued. Building on Martinez-Alier’s example, we can see that if 

value as landscape is foregrounded, place B is the most valuable; correspondingly, the risk of 

disrupting the area’s aesthetic appeal would be the main criterion for a decision against locating 

a garbage dump nearby. If value as habitat is foregrounded, place A is most valuable, and the 

risk of disturbing and displacing different species would be the main deterrent to locating a 
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garbage dump here. If value as revenue source is foregrounded, place C is most valuable, and the 

risk of losing revenue from potential tenants who might not want to live next to a garbage dump 

is the major argument against locating the dump here.  

What often occurs, as is the case with the Dene-government conflict regarding land on 

the shores of Great Bear Lake, is that an area is simultaneously assigned a high value within two 

conflicting systems of valuation. In this case, the value ascribed by the Dene to these lands arises 

out of traditional and spiritual connections as well as from the area’s material subsistence value. 

Dene perceptions of risks surrounding uranium mining therefore center on the threat posed to 

these traditional, spiritual, and subsistence values. The government’s criteria for valuing this area 

are primarily monetary, and the risks in this context are primarily the loss of revenue, job 

creation, and national development as a global industrial power that could arise from restricting 

or halting mining. The nationalization of the mine, as mentioned at the beginning of chapter two, 

was also prompted by political values assigned to the act of providing the United States with war 

effort materials, bringing into play the additional risk of weakening political alliances if mine 

production were constrained. These two systems of use-value—traditional/customary and 

monetary/industrial—are mutually exclusive: the exploitation of the monetary value of the area 

impedes continued traditional and spiritual uses of the land, while continued customary use of 

the land precludes its development as a revenue source. These oppositional values are separated 

by what Žižek might call a parallax gap, one that crystallizes the larger cultural, economic, 

social, and political gulf between the Dene and the government. Although these different values 

cannot really be reduced to a shared measurement that would allow for comparability, however, 

successful attempts have been made by the Dene and their supporters to translate their 

perceptions of values and damages into terms understandable to the government.  
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One of the most common ways of conveying non-monetary environmental values has 

been, paradoxically, to represent these values as monetized figures: environmental services and 

losses, such as the natural cycling of nutrients like nitrogen and phosphorus, can be assigned a 

“plausible money value” based on the cost of achieving this cycling through alternative, human-

made technologies (Martinez-Alier 27). During the Mackenzie Valley pipeline debate—an 

earlier, very public instance of divergent environmental and economic valuations between the 

Sahtu Dene and the government—the Dene’s protests against the pipeline were primarily 

expressed via translations of the values they placed on land into monetary terms. A number of 

the statements made to the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry (or Berger Inquiry),74 including 

both protests from Indigenous stakeholders and expert opinions on environmental impacts and 

aboriginal rights, were collected by Mel Watkins into the volume Dene Nation: The Colony 

Within (1977). In his contribution to this volume, titled “Country Food,” Scott Rushforth 

attempts to cross the gap between monetary and non-monetary valuation of the lands in question 

by representing the value of the Dene’s land to them in terms of the imputed monetary costs of 

subsisting on purchased rather than “country” food. Rushforth provides a comprehensive table 

detailing the replacement value in dollars of food obtained by the Dene “through traditional 

subsistence activities” between June 1974 and May 1975 (“Country Food” 40-41). He 

establishes that between $200,000 and $250,000 in country food and fur was harvested by the 

Dene in this period, and further asserts that the cash capital Dene men invest in hunting and 

                                                           
74 This 1974-1977 inquiry, led by Justice Thomas Berger, investigated land rights issues around applications made 

by both Canadian Arctic Gas and Foothills Pipe Lines Limited to construct a pipeline that would transport gas discovered in 
Prudhoe Bay, Alaska across the Mackenzie Delta and down the Mackenzie River to markets in the south. The proposed 
pipeline would run through lands traditionally occupied principally by Dene people, as well as Inuit groups; the Dene, at 
this time, did not have any legal title to the area, though a caveat or notice of prior interest in the lands under consideration 
was successfully filed in 1973 by the chiefs of the Mackenzie Valley bands (Sutton 149). After hearing statements from 
both relevant experts and Northern community stakeholders, Justice Berger recommended that no pipeline be built in the 
Mackenzie Valley for at least ten years, citing the damage to local environments and people that would result from the 
establishment of infrastructure around the pipeline (see Northern Frontier, especially xiv).  
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trapping, which he calculates at $1,800 or more per season (for traps, clothing, snowshoes, guns, 

tent, stove, bedroll, snowmobile or dogs, and so forth), is a significant “index of the importance 

to [the Dene] of a bush-oriented life” (33).  

Representing non-monetary elements as monetary values allows these elements to enter 

into cost-benefit analysis, the central economic model of political decision-making: without 

comparable figures, cost-benefit analysis cannot begin to define what is being gained and what 

lost in a given scenario. Monetization of environmental elements, however, poses a number of 

methodological problems, including the difficulty of reconciling different temporal and spatial 

scales. As Giuseppe Munda, Peter Nijkamp, and Piet Rietveld point out, “compared to ecology, 

economics is mainly analysing short-term and medium-term effects,” and “the spatial scale of 

many ecological variables is sometimes very small, whereas the scale of many economic 

variables is rather big” (100).75 Trying to accurately compare “information of a ‘mixed’ type”—

that is, qualitative along with quantitative measurements—also poses a number of problems 

(100).76  There are also, of course, more personal and philosophical objections to treating all 

                                                           
75 This spatial opposition seems incomplete. As I note in chapter two, the spatial scale of ecological problems is also 

often very large; in the case at hand, uranium mining in one environment, Canada’s NWT, effected immense changes in 
others, including the New Mexico desert and Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As Nixon observes throughout Slow Violence and 
the Environmentalism of the Poor, the spatial as well as temporal scope of ecological problems is an impediment to its 
effective representation. 

76 Munda, a professor of Natural Resource Economics and Decision Theory, is a proponent of multi-criteria 
evaluation, which attempts to take into account both quantitative and qualitative criteria for evaluating a particular decision. 
Multicriteria evaluation models represent costs and benefits in percentages or “membership degrees” of a potential 
maximum fulfillment of a given criterion, in order to illustrate the ways a potential course of action is valued according to 
various conflicting interests and make the “trade-offs” at hand more obvious (Munda et al 98, 101). See Figure 4.1 for a 
table in which the values of three different transportation systems are measured using multiple criteria.  

While multicriteria methods are useful for their ability to compare monetary and non-monetary values 
approximately, this approach does not take into account the importance or weight of each criterion. For example, in the 
table provided in Figure 4.1 the impacts on landscape of both the proposed road and highway are expressed as 0.2, or 
“bad,” while a railway’s impact is expressed as “moderate,” or 0.6. The criterion of impact on landscape, however, is not 
ranked, discounting the possibility that if impact on landscape were the most important measurement criterion a “bad” or 
0.2 value here could rule out any further discussion of the proposed system. Each criterion appears to factor equally into the 
decision-making process. A model that does account for the relative importance of different elements in the context of just 
decision-making is John Rawls’s “lexical priority” model. In this model, criteria are ranked in an order of priority, and only 
when fulfilment of the highest priority has been satisfied is the next considered. Lexical ordering entails that the option that 
is best in the category of greatest priority should be chosen (see J. O’Neill 112; Rawls 42-3). 
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goods as if they have a price. As John O’Neill notes, many people are not willing to put a price 

on certain things; when asked in surveys what price they might be willing to put on 

environmental elements such as clean water or air, many refuse to give a price, or name the price 

as “infinite” (120). This reluctance to price the priceless indicates a hesitancy to bring certain 

elements into a cash nexus in which anything can be bought and sold. Though his essay attempts 

to convey land values in monetary terms, Rushforth echoes O’Neill in his concluding cautions 

that “land and a bush-oriented way of life mean much more to the Bear Lake people than can be 

expressed in Western dollar terms.” When one measures traditional land-use activities in dollars 

only, he explains, “one misses or obscures many of the ‘subjective preferences’ or values which 

the people associate with such activities,” not least of which is the fact that these activities “were 

learned by [the Déline Dene] from their ancestors and are considered by them to be constants in 

their cultural tradition” (“Country Food” 45). These cultural values cannot be represented in 

monetary terms and the attempt to do so, as O’Neill suggests, risks reducing essential elements 

to purchasable objects.  

The perception that the environment is purchasable constitutes a major impediment to 

adopting precautionary or risk-reduction approaches. If an environmental disaster like uranium 

contamination can be resolved relatively cheaply through funding for cursory site clean-up 

and/or monetary compensation to suffering groups, the incentive for governments and 

corporations to prevent further similar incidents will be minimal (Martinez-Alier 249). Not only 

is it true that “money cannot undo the suffering and deaths” caused by pollution and 

contamination (Martinez-Alier 189), but the very logic of compensation for environmental 

damages is flawed. As John O’Neill points out, the logic of compensation depends on the 

existence of alternative goods that one can buy to replace what has been lost; however, in the 
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case of losses of basic environmental resources such as topsoil, clean air, and clean water, “it is 

not clear what the substituted goods are supposed to be.” It is nonsensical, he asserts, “to point to 

a nominal compensation sum in the absence of arguments to show that goods to be substituted 

will exist” (58). When the loss of such basic environmental resources also constitutes the loss of 

culture and tradition, remediation consisting only of monetary compensation is not only illogical, 

but tragically insufficient.  

For these and other reasons, more recent literature on the Dene experience with resource 

extraction leaves aside the monetization strategy pursued by allied experts in protesting the 

Mackenzie Valley pipeline to insist instead that Dene lands are priceless, valued beyond 

measure. Although “the unwillingness or inability of authorities to understand messages encoded 

in terms other than those of the dominant economic discourse” (Rappaport qtd. in Martinez-Alier 

150) often prompts marginal groups to use the monetization strategy, “poor people,” Martinez-

Alier insists, “have a better chance of defending their interests in a non-economic terrain” (viii). 

This is why ecological distribution conflicts are so often fought using idioms alien to the market 

economy, including idioms of sacredness and spirituality, the defence of cultural identity, and 

indigenous territorial rights. A further non-economic idiom pursued by the Dene in land claim 

and resource sovereignty arguments from the Berger Inquiry to the present day is that of 

universal human rights and democratic process. This kind of appeal is a rhetorical strategy that 

emphasizes sameness rather than difference in terms of both form and content: it uses language 

foundational to government processes to insist that the rights of the Dene are the same as—while 

still distinct from—those of the Canadian public at large.  

In Watkins’s Dene Nation, human rights and democracy are foregrounded throughout, 

and are at times used explicitly to appeal to a broad non-Dene audience. The cover copy of the 
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volume states that the Berger Inquiry statements and supporting essays collected within “reflect 

the Dene nation’s fundamental perception that their struggle is for the most universal of human 

rights, the right to be a self-determining people,” and “reveal the profound issues of human rights 

from which pipeline protest ultimately derives.” The phrase “most universal of human rights” is 

repeated in the preface (xi), and the Dene right to land use and self-government is figured as a 

“human right” throughout the text. The statement to the Inquiry made by Phillip Blake in Fort 

McPherson insists that the pipeline proposals portend violations not only of human rights, but 

also of national democratic processes: “if we lived in any kind of a democratic system,” he 

asserts, “there would be no further talk of the Arctic Gas pipeline. The will of the people has 

been made very clear.” Blake directly addresses Justice Berger and “all people of southern 

Canada,” calling on his audience “to respect and support [the Dene] in [their] efforts to re-

establish democracy and democratic decision-making” (9). This emphasis on the Dene’s struggle 

as one for universal human rights and for the triumph of democratic decision-making aligns the 

desires of the Dene with the declared aims of Canadian society at large, as defined by 

constitutional rights. The cover copy of Dene Nation explicitly states that, far from being an 

isolated concern of remote, northern, Indigenous communities, the Mackenzie Valley pipeline 

and protests against it are issues central to “Canada’s future as a compassionate democracy”; the 

book is therefore touted as “essential reading for all concerned with [this future].”  

Cindy Kenny Gilday’s “Village of Widows” essay, like Watkins’s volume, characterizes 

the violation of Dene lands by the government as a violation of human rights. The case of the 

contamination of Great Bear Lake lands by Port Radium, she claims, “is self-evident in speaking 

to human rights issues [concerning] the environment and the economy in Canada’s North” (108); 

more specifically, the story “speaks volumes about human rights violations as identified in the 
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1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights” (117). “If Canada’s signature is to mean anything on the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights,” she challenges, “then the government must redress this historic 

and outstanding injustice to the Dene and the Village of Widows” (117). The publication of 

Gilday’s essay in the human rights collection Peace, Justice, and Freedom: Human Rights 

Challenges for the New Millennium positions the Dene’s struggle as comparable with such other 

instances of environmental injustice documented in the collection as the exploitation of the 

Ogoni in Nigeria by Shell and the Nigerian government, a history described by Owens Wiwa 

(brother of executed Ogoni leader Ken Saro-Wiwa). Presentation in the volume of these kinds of 

injustices alongside issues of freedom of speech, racial discrimination, sexual rights and 

freedoms, and weapons of mass destruction places environmental justice issues themselves on 

par with some of the major human rights concerns of history, bringing community activists like 

Gilday and Saro-Wiwa into an echelon of high-profile global human rights advocates including 

Desmond Tutu.  

As noted in the previous chapter, Gilday also relies heavily on idioms of spirituality and 

indigenous territorial rights to make her argument for redress. In her essay, as in the Watkins 

volume, the insistence on sameness produced by appeals to universal human rights and 

democracy is held in tension with the insistence on difference produced by explications of the 

Dene’s unique culture, spirituality, and legally-protected territorial rights. The tension in 

presenting an argument for recognition of cultural distinctness through the discourse of equal 

treatment in some ways echoes the paradox of the monetization strategy, which explains 

incommensurable values by making them approximately commensurate. The tensions in both 

arguments prompt realizations about why one element must be explained through the more 
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dominant, familiar, or acceptable element. The argument for equality through recognition of 

difference also targets a cornerstone of the Canadian constitution, Section Fifteen of the Charter 

of Rights and Freedoms, which upholds substantive equality. That is, it attempts to ensure that 

every individual in Canada is treated the same formally, before and under the law, but also to 

prevent certain groups and individuals from suffering adverse effects from a sweeping 

application of the law. What the Dene emphasize with this line of argument is that environmental 

justice is an issue of substantive equality: while no direct difference among groups is drawn by 

Canadian laws about where a corporation might build a dump or establish a mine, remote 

Indigenous communities are disproportionately affected by such developments.77 Moreover, this 

emphasis on democracy highlights a conflict of interpretations with which environmental justice 

movements must almost always engage: while democracy is interpreted as an equal-opportunity 

system in which all are free to pursue their respective aims, it is also a system that attempts to 

ensure equal protection for all from curtailment of these freedoms by another’s exercise of them. 

“Development” stems from the freedom aspect of democracy, while the rhetoric of “human 

rights” is linked to the protection dimension. In cases of environmental injustice, development 

becomes a free exercise of rights that tramples the rights of others. Noam Chomsky points to this 

ambivalence in democratic ideals when he reflects on the United States’s participation in the 

Suharto massacre in Indonesia in 196578 that, because the Indonesian Communist Party—“The 

only mass-based political force in Indonesia”—was impeding the development aims of  

                                                           
77 This inequality is compounded by the fact that the “witnessing authority” of poor and racialized people is, as 

Nixon points out, often “culturally discounted” compared to that of the white urban middle-class (16).  
78 General Suharto came to power in Indonesia in 1965 by overthrowing the Sukarno government and putting down 

the popular Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) in a massacre of at least 50,000 people. Investigative reporter Kathy 
Kadane (among others) has revealed that US diplomats and CIA officials not only accepted but facilitated this slaughter by 
providing the Indonesian army with lists of members of the PKI (see Gedicks 92). Al Gedicks outlines the connections 
between Suharto’s American support in 1965, Suharto’s subsequent granting of permissions to the New Orleans-based 
company Freeport McMoRan to develop West Papuan resources at Grasberg in 1967, and his eventual incorporation of 
West Papua into Indonesia as “Irian Jaya” in 1967 (92-3). 
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privileged sectors of the West, “its destruction was hailed as a great achievement, in no way 

inconsistent with the fabled yearning for democracy that guides our every thought, in fact, a 

necessary step towards achieving the blessings of democracy” (21). The Dene’s appeals similarly 

suggest that the damages caused by mining constitute an abuse of the human rights protected by 

democracy in pursuit of the opportunities promised by democracy. These appeals also implicitly 

critique the hypocrisy of committing such abuses as part of the ostensible battle for democracy 

that was WWII. 

As Donna Lee Van Cott has pointed out, one of the most important factors to the success 

of Indigenous environmental movements is that the demands of these groups be “framed in terms 

of existing international norms” and expressed by “internationally famous and charismatic 

leaders” (30). While the Dene have not garnered the support of “internationally famous” leaders, 

their efforts to frame the debate in terms of existing international and national norms have been 

substantial and effective. These rhetorical attempts to extend their perspectives into new 

frameworks of understanding recalls Haraway’s concept of the “significant prosthesis” of 

embodied perspective: extending Haraway’s use somewhat, we can read the Dene’s monetary 

quantifications and appeals to democratic process as rhetorical “prostheses” that enable 

signification. 

It is no coincidence that the cross-over strategies discussed thus far have originated with 

the Déline Dene and are part of their struggle to be heard. As noted above, it is the Dene who 

suffer the negative effects of environmental degradation and attendant cultural deterioration until 

they can persuade government officials of the reality and seriousness of these effects, and it is 

the Dene who must make themselves understood within the dominant political system in order to 

prompt political action. This is often the case with Indigenous environmentalism: it is the burden 
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of the Indigenous stakeholders who are suffering to make their grievances known “in a way that 

w[ill] mobilize key constituencies to take concerted action” (Gedicks 99). It is also usually the 

case that the ways these grievances can be effectively presented are dictated by an imposed 

colonial system. Describing the way environmental justice activists in Ecuador fought Texaco in 

the New York law courts, Martinez-Alier bluntly notes that, in such encounters, “The weaker 

party must quickly come to understand the aliens’ system of justice” (110). In Watkins’s volume 

on the Dene stance against the Mackenzie Valley pipeline, Peter Puxley protests this imposition 

of systems and definitions on the Dene, noting that “the essence of the colonial relationship may 

be understood in those situations where one individual is forced to relate to another on terms 

unilaterally defined by the other” (108). Drawing on Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 

Puxley says that due to this “imposition of definitions” the Dene, as the colonized, have lost their 

right to “name the world”; he uses the examples of the Dene’s and the government’s different 

perceptions of “progress” and “land claims” to describe the way the Dene are forced to operate 

under terms imposed by the government (116). Marlene Brant-Castellano, former Co-Director of 

Research for the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, similarly laments the way that, not 

only in land claims matters but in all Aboriginal-government discussions, “the dice are always 

loaded because the government has the laws, the government makes the laws, and the Indians are 

making ‘claims’ against that—along the terms defined by government” (personal interview).79   

The risk run by Indigenous groups who need to engage in dialogue “along the terms 

defined by government” is spelled out by Julie Cruikshank in her description of the quandary in 

which the Yukon First Nation found itself when trying to implement joint management of certain 

                                                           
79 I spoke to Brant-Castellano a number of times throughout 2013-14 with Dr. Jill Scott, of the department of 

Literatures, Languages, and Cultures at Queen’s University, as part of a project about Haudenosaunee women’s leadership 
of cultural revitalization initiatives. Part of this research appeared as “In Conversation: Indigenous Cultural Revitalization 
and Ongoing Journeys of Reconciliation” in the Canadian Journal of Native Studies 34.2 (2014): 223-237. 
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programs after Bill C-33 (the Yukon First Nations Land Claims Settlement Act) and Bill C-34 

(the Yukon First Nations Self Government Act) were passed in 1995. On the one hand, 

Cruikshank notes,  

Bureaucratic jargon restricts the range of ways of talking about these issues and 

narrows available strategies of discourse. If [Indigenous people] agree to work 

within frameworks spelled out in these agreements in order to advance their 

negotiating position, as they must, they risk losing control of the dialogue. If, on 

the other hand, [Indigenous groups] insist on using their own categories and 

telling their own stories, they may not be understood. (110) 

While Cruikshank is not endorsing the “available strategies of discourse” and “frameworks” 

confronting Indigenous groups, her phrase “as they must” is telling of the extent to which these 

discursive systems are entrenched and to which they must be engaged by those wishing to be 

heard. Rejections of this entrenched colonial system such as Puxley’s serve as important 

reminders that the system is stacked against some groups and that the burden of compromise 

with this system is disproportionately shouldered by those outside it. But the D́line Dene’s use 

of idioms, arguments, and approaches understandable to the government and to the greater public 

represents more than the acceptance of imposed definitions that Puxley decries. Through these 

approaches, the Dene have—over time and with difficulty—been able to make their concerns 

heard within the current system, gaining repeated government-sponsored investigations into their 

claims. More importantly, their effective translation of their concerns and the values that 

underwrite them into “strategies of discourse” and “frameworks” acceptable to and easily 

understood by the federal bureaucracy prompted changes to the system, including the pursuit of 
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post-normal science and community-centered issue formation, that greatly enhanced its ability to 

recognize and respond meaningfully to their concerns.  

Methodological Metamorphosis 

The gap-crossings essayed in the rhetorical moves described above are echoed in the 

methodological movement toward integration apparent in the grey literature produced by both 

the Déline Dene and the government on mining contamination and remediation on Great Bear 

Lake. Early government-sponsored investigations of the risks posed by radioactive contaminants 

in and surrounding Great Bear Lake, while indicating at least a basic acknowledgment of the 

legitimacy of their claims, were seen by the Déline Dene as divorced from their experience and 

inattentive to their specific concerns. The move to post-normal and co-productive models of 

inquiry galvanized by the articulation of these anxieties in the 1998 community report They 

Never Told Us These Things, however, resulted in mutual agreement on and support for a 

number of steps for active intervention in areas important to the Déline community.   

One of the first pieces of scientific literature produced on the issue of radioactive 

contaminants in and around Great Bear Lake is Heather Myers’s 1982 Uranium Mining, a report 

prepared for the Native Women’s Association of the Northwest Territories and for the Canadian 

Arctic Resources Committee. Myers sets out to examine “the factors underlying” concerns raised 

by the Dene during debate in the Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories in the spring 

of 1981 “regarding the environmental fate of the pollutants associated with Port Radium tailings 

and the possible effects that these may have on the health of local inhabitants” (4-5), using a 

water analysis as the primary means of ascertaining these health effects. In a manner that predicts 

the conclusions of later government-commissioned reports and independent investigations, this 

report finds no evidence of dangers to health posed by radioactive wastes in the area: run-off 
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from tailings ponds are “controlled,” “effluents are within the regulatory limits set,” and metals 

levels in lake water are well below maximum permissible levels (H. Myers 16, 17, 24-5, 33-4). 

But, Myers notes repeatedly, these findings are both limited and provisional: only heavy metals 

and not radionuclides in the water were surveyed, and though the results of this analysis show 

levels below those considered dangerous to humans, “It is difficult to draw conclusions from 

present knowledge regarding long-term hazards to consumers” (17). She therefore recommends 

further research and ongoing monitoring of the area and of exposed populations (21).  

The report produced by SENES Consultants for the Low-Level Radioactive Waste 

Management Office (LLRWMO) in 1994, the Report on Phase I, II and III Investigations of the 

Historic Northern Uranium Transportation Network in the Northwest Territories, similarly finds 

no danger to Déline residents from radiation. This major, government-funded investigation 

focuses on specific sites along the transportation route of the uranium ore, from Port Radium 

across Great Bear Lake to the loading point at Déline, down Great Bear River and the Mackenzie 

and across Great Slave Lake near the Alberta border, down the Slave River into Northern 

Alberta, and through the Athabasca River to the railway at Waterways. Handling and loading 

areas including docks and landings and out-of-use barges and other vessels are given priority, 

and considerable attention is paid to the Radium Gilbert, a vessel anchored in the bay outside 

Déline that caused the community a great deal of anxiety. Investigation was conducted through a 

survey of gamma radiation at each site and a measurement of each site’s corresponding radiation 

exposure indications.  

Gamma radiation is measured in microroentgen and milliroentgen per hour (mr/hr and 

mR/hr) and corresponding radiation dose levels are measured in millisieverts per year (mSv/y). 1 
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milliroentgen (1000 microroentgen) is converted by SENES to 0.006 mSv.80 The Atomic Energy 

Control Board (AECB) “annual incremental exposure limit” for “a member of the general 

public” (not an atomic-radiation worker) is 5 mSv/y; the policy of the LLRWMO, however, is 

“to undertake remedial action when it is estimated that any individual could potentially receive a 

dose of 1 mSv/y under credible circumstances” from historic wastes (SENES 6.281). A detailed 

table summarizing the estimated doses at the different sites examined by SENES presents 

findings that, in order to receive the conservative limit dose of 1 mSv/y, under average site 

conditions82 a person would have to remain on the Sawmill Bay site for twenty-four hours per 

day for between 240 and 270 days; at the other sites examined, “even continuous 24hr/day 

exposure would not result in a dose exceeding 1 mSv in a year” (6.7). The report therefore 

concludes that, for every site examined, “under current site conditions no immediate remedial 

clean-up actions are required.” But, it also points out, these findings are not final: if site 

conditions were to change in future—for example, if the lodge at Sawmill Bay were to be re-

opened—the need for remedial action could easily arise (6.7). Further prevarications about 

results in the report summary, where phrases such as “it is very unlikely that any spilled uranium 

ore could still be present” and “No contamination was found” (4.40-4.41) are qualified with such 

statements as “However, a more extensive surface gamma radiation survey … would be required 

to determine the full extent of contamination” (4.40), create a sense of uncertainty and 

incompleteness. These scientific equivocations echo Myers’s qualifications and are in turn 

                                                           
80 An online converter shows me that 1 mR converts to 0.0087 mSv; perhaps the conversion rate has been modified 

since 1994. 
81 The pagination used by SENES consists of numbered sections and sub-sections with a dash between them (ie. 1-1, 

1-2). I have changed the dashes to periods in order to provide greater clarity where a page range is cited (ie. 1.1-1.2 instead 
of 1-1-1-2). I have also made this change in citations below of the Port Radium Remediation Plan produced in part by 
SENES. 

82 This refers less to the average state or characteristics of a given site—what we might immediately think of as its 
“condition”—than to the conditions of its use. Average site conditions were, for the purposes of this investigation, taken to 
be walking through the site or standing on the ground (not eating the soil or plant matter or drinking the water there). 
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echoed in later reports like Stella Swanson’s 1995 Report on Port Radium, an investigation of 

radionuclide levels in trout near Port Radium which finds no evidence of elevated radionuclide 

concentrations (46) but notes that, due to the narrow scope of the study, “no confident 

conclusions concerning radionuclide levels can be drawn” (49).  

The Dene’s major protests about reports like these are expressed in the Déline Dene Band 

Uranium Committee’s report They Never Told Us These Things: A Record and Analysis of the 

Deadly and Continuing Impacts of Radium and Uranium Mining (1998). Evident throughout the 

Record and Analysis is the Dene’s stance that uncertainties arising from conflicts between local 

observations and scientific findings should prompt action rather than inaction, and that 

community members must be included in deciding what course of action to take. This Record 

presents the relationship between scientific reports and local experience in two different but 

rather unexpectedly complementary ways. Firstly, scientific documentation is used selectively to 

reinforce and legitimate the local observations of community members;83 secondly, discrepancies 

between local observations and scientific findings are used to demonstrate the unreliability of 

scientific study and its inadequacy as the foundation for decision-making. An independent 1984 

study by Margarete Kalin, for example, is used to support the Dene’s claim that there are 

“increased concentrations of uranium in lake water off the shore near Port Radium, which 

exceeded Environment Canada’s standards for drinking water” (Déline Dene Band Uranium 

Committee 39; Kalin 41). Kalin’s conclusions that “the environmental effects of this release are 

likely small” and that “environmental problems were not evident” (Kalin 45, 46), however, are 

strongly refuted. “We would be pleased” the Record maintains, “if it were shown to us that the 

radioactive discharges, over the long time periods that they might occur, are harmless. But we do 

                                                           
83 This usage recalls Gilday’s selective use of written history to refute other aspects of that history in “Village of 

Widows” (see chapter two). 
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not see such proof in the conclusions of Kalin or other similar experts” (41). The authors of the 

report similarly state that, although Swanson’s more recent finding that there is no evidence of 

elevated radionuclide concentrations in trout “gives us a little encouragement,” the narrow scope 

of her study and its admissions of incompleteness are troubling (47). The Record notes that 

anxiety in the community is growing “because of the continued attitude expressed by the AECL 

[Atomic Energy of Canada Limited] and the government experts who have come to Déline that 

there is nothing to worry about—even though we have seen our own fathers, grandfathers and 

other relatives die painful, slow deaths” (76). “[W]e must remain vigilant,” the authors assert, 

“in case these optimistic experts are proven wrong by our experience” (78). 

Repetition throughout the Record of phrases like “our experience” and “We have seen” 

indicate a reliance on the kind of local knowledge that Jason Corburn describes as continuously 

validated by immediate experience in a particular environment or community and by the 

“common-sense tests of logic, coherence, and rationality that fit with larger community 

understandings” (50). This kind of experience-based knowledge is difficult to disregard based on 

external studies, especially when experiential knowledge is as highly valued as it is in Sahtu 

Dene epistemology.84 In the Record and Analysis the Déline Dene advocate preventative or 

precautionary action based on their own immediate experiences and observations, which they see 

as comparatively certain where science is uncertain and incomplete. They point out that, in the 

scientific studies they have consulted, there is “a suggestion that if a problem is not ‘evident,’ 

which seems to mean immediate and serious, then no action is necessary.” To the Dene, the 

Record says, “this philosophy is hard to understand. It seems short-sighted, callous, and 

reckless” (41). This statement highlights a common divide between the philosophies with which 

experts and local people approach uncertainty. As Corburn notes, professional knowledge 
                                                           
84 See chapter three on the experiential nature of Dene knowledge production. 
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requires a firm establishment of causal relationship and encourages further study over action 

when there is uncertainty as to a problem’s cause. Local knowledge, by contrast, emphasizes 

action; because of their heightened investment in the health and safety of their environments, 

local people “cannot wait for ‘definitive proof” to guide interventions and commonly evoke the 

‘precautionary principle’ when acting on local information” (Corburn 51, 70).  

While the Record and Analysis does state that one of the “essential steps” to be taken to 

address their concerns is further research in the form of comprehensive health, environmental, 

and social assessments (Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee 85), it also calls for immediate 

implementation of crisis assistance programs and site cleanups (84, 85-6)—steps that, in a 

professional framework, could only follow from conclusive research and assessment. The 

precautionary principle that guides this approach to taking action on problems not scientifically 

“evident” states that “when an activity raises threats of harm to human health and the 

environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some cause-effect relationships are 

not fully established scientifically” (Raffensperger and Tickner 24). Or, as it appears in French 

law: “the absence of certainty, taking into account the state of scientific and technical 

knowledge, must not postpone the adoption of effective and proportionate measures to prevent 

serious and irreversible damage” (Ewald 283). Precaution, as François Ewald points out, is not 

relevant to all risk situations, but only those “marked by two principle features: a context of 

scientific uncertainty on the one hand and the possibility of serious and irreversible damage on 

the other” (283-4). Because the precautionary model “applies to what is uncertain—that is, to 

what one can apprehend without being able to assess” (Ewald 286), it is much more closely 

aligned with local, layperson modes of observation-based prediction—suspicions, fears, 

presumptions, and imagined connections—than with the more direct cause-and-effect definition 
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of risks and damages sought by scientific measurement. Statements such as “We have seen with 

our own eyes and known as grandfathers and elders the men who carried ore on their backs for 

the government, and who later died of cancer and other mining and radiation-related illnesses” 

(Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee 53) present a post hoc ergo propter hoc logical fallacy 

not sufficient, in scientific terms, for the implementation of preventative or remedial measures; 

in lay terms, however, such statements provide a common-sense identification of probability 

necessitating the use of precaution.  

The distinction Ewald outlines between risk/prevention and uncertainty/precaution 

paradigms helpfully clarifies some of the fuzzy terminology around risk. Once there is some 

certainty about the consequences of an action, Ewald explains, prevention and conventional 

responsibility come into play. Without relative certainty, presumption, fear, and wide-ranging 

precaution reign (286).85 What was known by the government with relative scientific certainty in 

the 1930s can be seen in this framework as constituting a “risk.” As the Record highlights, this 

knowledge came with a corresponding responsibility to prevent or decrease these risks—or, at 

the very least, to provide information about them that would inform the Dene’s own evaluation 

of the risks and benefits of working and living on and around the mine sites. What are identified 

in the Record are “uncertainties” about the potential risks posed by current contamination levels, 

and these uncertainties call for widespread precaution rather than pointed prevention. 

While the precautionary principle can itself be “risky” in that it opens the door for a 

posteriori application—for judgment of past individual or institutional action not only by what 

                                                           
85 The significance of the first part of the title of Ewald’s essay, “The Return of Descartes’s Malicious Demon,” is 

revealed when Ewald explains that applying the precautionary principle requires an active use of doubt, suspicion, and fear, 
in the sense Descartes described in Meditations on First Philosophy: “Before any action,” Ewald paraphrases, “I must not 
only ask myself what I need to know and what I need to master, but also what I do not know, what I dread or suspect. I 
must, out of precaution, imagine the worst possible, the consequence that an infinitely deceptive malicious demon could 
have slipped into the folds of an apparently innocent enterprise” (286). 
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was or should have been known but also by what should, could, or might have been suspected 

(Ewald 287)—it provides an alternative to risk assessment that is especially useful for mitigating 

environmental injustice. As Corburn points out, a focus on “risk” shifts the discourse of 

environmental health toward a cost-benefit model implying that “the chance of harm in question 

is accepted willingly with the expectation of some gain” (90). This approach can be dangerous 

for local populations outside official frameworks of risk definition (those dependent laypersons 

“bereft of the means of definition” [Beck, World at Risk 33]) because, as Catherine O’Neill 

points out, it allows outside experts and policy-makers to impose their definitions of a given 

problem on those whom the problem directly affects. For this reason Lois Gibbs, the grassroots 

environmental justice activist of Love Canal renown,86 characterizes risk assessment as 

describing “risks that someone else has chosen for you to take” (qtd. in Corburn 90).  

The precautionary principle is also a crucial approach to environmental problems due to 

the uncertainty inherent to the “slow violence” of environmental degradation. As Ewald points 

out, uncertainty often “resides to a great extent in the temporal span between cause and 

manifestation of harmful effect” (288). Nixon’s assertion in Slow Violence and the 

Environmentalism of the Poor that environmental violence is “discounted by dominant structures 

of apprehension” that venerate the immediate and the spectacular (16) should be extended by the 

realization that apprehension of slow violence by objective means is, at best, uncertain. Not only 

are “scientific methodologies … manipulable by political and economic interests” (Nixon 47), 

but they are very often unable—however straightforwardly applied—to ascertain cause-and-

                                                           
86 Gibbs was a housewife in Love Canal, New York, whose realization that the community was built on a 20,000-ton 

toxic chemical dump and subsequent suspicions about a connection between the dump and health problems in the 
community prompted one of the first popular epidemiology movements, led by Gibbs and the Love Canal Homeowners 
Association. While the data resulting from this movement were originally dismissed by officials, eventually the persistence 
of the group led to an official investigation by the state health department in 1979 and, finally, to an emergency evacuation 
order from President Jimmy Carter in 1980 (Gibbs). 



 
 

133 
 

effect relationships for long-delayed symptoms. In grappling with this difficulty, scientific 

reports on the effects of past uranium mining on Great Bear Lake repeatedly resort to 

unsatisfying affirmations of uncertainty: “Because of the timespan between exposure and 

possible effects,” as Myers notes simply in her early investigation, “it is difficult to relate 

disease, malignancies, or genetic damage to radiation” (6). 

This very real problem of uncertainty and insufficient evidence is, however, complicated 

by the fact that the government seems to have known of “evident” and serious problems 

connected with uranium mining about which, as the title of the Record emphasizes, they “never 

told” the Dene. The 1998 Record and Analysis is prefaced by a facsimile of the first page of a 

1931 report from the Department of Mines describing “Investigations in Ore Dressing and 

Metallurgy,” including the beginning of a section on “Precautions for Workers in the Treating of 

Radium Ore” by M.R. McClelland. Part of the reprinted text reads: 

Recent investigations in the field of radium poisoning have led to the conclusion 

that precautions are necessary even in the handling of substances of low 

radioactivity. The ingestion of small amounts of radioactive dust or emanation 

over a long period of time will cause a building up of radioactive material in the 

body, which eventually may have serious consequences … 87 

The use of this facsimile as a frontispiece for the report sets the tone for the Dene’s claims that 

they are suffering from exposure to potentially deadly radioactive contaminants and that the 

government knew about the risks posed by such exposure. The community’s realization that the 

government was aware of the effects uranium exposure could have adds another dimension to 

what Ewald describes as the tragedy of today’s rapidly transforming technology, which enables 

“a sort of retroactive revelation … [of] evil” (291). As described in chapter two, the “retroactive 
                                                           
87 This text is excerpted more fully on page 23 of the report. 
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revelation” of the dangers of actions originally experienced unproblematically has been 

traumatic for many in Déline. The pain of these revelations is compounded by feelings of 

betrayal by and mistrust of the federal government, which are in turn exacerbated by the 

government’s failure to meaningfully involve the Dene in investigations of ongoing 

environmental health risks.  

The 1994 SENES report, which was delivered to the Dene Assembly at Tulita in 1996, is 

positioned by community-generated documents like the Record as an example of governmental 

failures to consult community members or address their specific concerns. This report is judged 

by Gilday to be “a technical and economic analysis … [that] does not answer any questions 

about Dene health concerns” and was never “made understandable to the average person who has 

no scientific background” (Gilday 116). “Consultation was minimal,” she adds, “and did not 

include the necessary aboriginal language translation required in all Dene communities” (116). 

Such lack of consultation is tellingly lumped in with other government offences in the Record 

and Analysis: “Because no-one ever told our men that the work they were doing was dangerous; 

or came to tell us what they clearly knew; or came to find out whether our people were injured as 

a result of the work they did; or meaningfully involved us or fully sought our consent for the 

studies they were doing,” the report declares, “our people have lost faith in governments and 

cannot trust the official reports or the experts that are sent to tell us that there is no danger 

whatsoever” (71). Lack of consultation in the production of studies on Port Radium is seen in the 

sinister light shed by the repeated instances of government non-disclosure listed here. These non-

disclosures persisted even within such government gestures of recognition and remediation as the 

1992 land claims settlement and the 1997 Sawmill Bay clean-up.  



 
 

135 
 

In 1992, the Sahtu Dene entered into a treaty with the federal government, the Sahtu 

Dene and Metis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement (SDMLCA; officially signed in 1993). 

Stated objectives of this agreement were the recognition of the “cultural and economic 

relationship of the Sahtu Dene with the land,” and the “protection and conservation of the 

wildlife and the environment of the settlement area for present and future generations” (Déline 

Dene Band Uranium Committee 56). The Dene were allowed to select lands “from the areas and 

quantities of land that the federal government indicated were available for such selection” (57); 

unbeknownst to them at the time, a large proportion of these lands were potentially affected by 

mine contaminants. The Record and Analysis states that the Dene believe that the government 

was aware of the presence and extent of contamination in these proffered areas and that, had the 

Dene been in possession of the same knowledge, “[the] actions, choices, selections and other 

fundamental decisions regarding our lands and waters that were made in 1992 would not have 

been made, or would have been differently made” (59). If this claim about the government’s 

knowledge of the extent and location of contamination is accurate, the non-disclosure of this 

information is an egregious disavowal of the very rights the settlement process ostensibly 

affirmed. This offense adds to the neo-colonial imposition of mines on Dene territory and to the 

lack of risk reduction measures taken both during and after mining activities to paint a picture of 

a government not merely negligent in promoting, but active in preventing, the exercise of 

Indigenous land use rights. The reservation of certain areas from possible selection due to their 

potential for industrial development—areas subject to “third party interests,” as it was explained 

to the community (Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee 57)—also undermines what the 

settlement was meant to perform in terms of self-government and resource sovereignty, totally 

negating the Dene’s 1970s calls for “no pipeline before a land settlement.”88 The 1997 clean-up 
                                                           
88 This phrase is used repeatedly in the Watkins volume on the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline protests. In his essay in 
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effort at Sawmill Bay, undertaken by Dene men and women without adequate protective gear or 

training and without sufficient explanation of the attendant risks, is cited in the Record as further 

evidence of maltreatment by the government and as a traumatic re-enactment of the original 

violence of exposure (60-66).  

Repeated government non-disclosures—about the dangers of working with uranium ore, 

about contamination in lands made available during the land claims agreement, about the 

methods and foci of various reports, and about the dangers of exposure during clean-up—have 

led to widespread mistrust of the federal government within the community. As Paul Slovic 

points out, lack of trust in governing bodies and experts correlates to much higher perceptions of 

risk (675-76); the D́line Dene’s distrust of the government on the basic level of disclosure 

certainly influenced their perceptions of the ongoing risks posed by contaminants on Great Bear 

Lake and their refusal to accept scientific reports to the contrary. This distrust fueled the Dene’s 

insistence on increased community consultation regarding environmental, social, and health 

assessments, as well as their determination that they be included in all related decision-making 

processes. To this end, the demands for essential steps in the Record and Analysis include: a joint 

Great Bear Lake Uranium Committee formed between the Déline community and the 

government, to be “adequately funded and be constituted in a manner that is acceptable to the 

Dene of D́line” (86); disclosure of all available documents and knowledge concerning the 

mining and resulting contamination (87); and appropriate community consultation on and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

this volume, Peter Russell explains the contemporary belief that “If the federal government permitted the pipeline to 
proceed … before working out a land settlement with the Dene people, it would be determining what is to happen on land 
whose ownership is in dispute” (171). What would happen, Russell argues, would not be in keeping with the interests of the 
party claiming ownership—the Dene—but rather representative of corporate and industrial interests. “[A]t a certain point 
… after the pipeline construction had commenced,” he conjectures, “no settlement with the Dene people would be possible, 
because there would not be a people with which to settle” (170). In the 1993 land claim agreement, “what is to happen” on 
Dene land is circumscribed such that industrial and corporate interests trump, in many ways, the interests of the Dene 
“owners.” This reservation of Aboriginal lands for corporate investment echoes the industrial use caveats included in 
Treaty 11 in 1921, and presages those of the Delgamuukw decision in 1997. 
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community control of other recommended steps (88). As a sort of panacea for all the essential 

steps recommended, the joint Great Bear Lake Uranium Committee recommendation was met in 

October 1999. This committee, the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT), was appointed as a 

“five-year inter-jurisdictional investigative mechanism” comprised of the D́line Dene Band, 

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (representing Health Canada and Natural Resources 

Canada) and the Government of the Northwest Territories (CDUT, Final Report 6; van Wyck, 

Highway 182, 229n89). The goal of the CDUT was to investigate remediation of the mine site 

and other areas, undertake health and environmental studies and monitoring, and review the 

question of compensation (CDUT, Final Report 6). Its $6.8 million investigation, which focuses 

largely on determining the relationship between radiation levels and cancer deaths in and around 

Déline, as well as on the risks posed by water, plant, and animal consumption, provides a 

response to the Dene’s protests that previous reports did not “take [their] concerns as Aboriginal 

people into account” or even “mention the deaths of [their] people” (Markey; D́line Dene Band 

Uranium Committee 81). 

One of the main findings of the CDUT’s Final Report, delivered in 2005, was a more 

definitive articulation of the suggestions of previous reports that “it is safe for people to consume 

traditional foods taken from Port Radium, and safe to drink water taken from Great Bear Lake” 

(ix). The other major finding, concerning the previously unaddressed issue of cancer death, was 

that there was insufficient evidence to connect the Dene’s work for Eldorado to the cancers 

experienced in the community. “It is not possible to know for certain,” the report’s summary on 

“Health” states, “if the illness or death of any individual ore carrier was directly caused by 

radiation exposure, due to the small number of predicted excess cancers and the presence of 

other risk factors.” For both ore carriers and their family members, the section concludes, “the 
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risk of radiation-related cancers [was] not much greater than ‘normal’ cancer risk” (vi). In 

contrast to the focus of the SENES report and others on measuring toxicity levels in various 

places, the CDUT investigation focused more directly on reconstructing, in as much detail as 

possible, the doses of radiation actually absorbed by ore transport workers and their families. The 

overall average dose estimated for ore transport workers was 76mSv/y, while radiation doses to 

family members who lived near Port Radium or along the transportation route were estimated to 

be similar to background doses (CDUT, Final Report vi, 39-40). The maximum annual dose 

allowed for radiation workers today is 20 mSv/y (in Canada, the limit is specified as 100mSv 

over 5 years, and a maximum of 50mSv in any given year); in practice, doses are usually kept 

well below this level (CDUT, Final Report 40; “Nuclear Radiation and Health Effects”). The 

CDUT’s epidemiology feasibility study concluded that, although the estimated historical dose for 

a uranium transport worker was quite high, only “1 or 2 cancer deaths would be expected among 

the 35 ore transport workers, in addition to the 9 or 10 cancer deaths that would ‘normally’ be 

expected in a similar, non-exposed group of 35 people” (Final Report vi). A full epidemiology 

study of former ore transport workers was not recommended for reasons including the difficulty 

of establishing an accurate baseline reference rate for past radiation exposures, the small number 

of predicted excess cancer deaths due to exposure, and the unlikelihood of gaining a statistically 

significant outcome due to the small sample size of thirty-five people (vi, 40-41).  

As is the case in previous reports—because it is the case in all scientific reports—there is 

a measure of uncertainty and incompleteness to the CDUT report. Such critics of the report as 

physician Rosalie Bertell have pointed out that, while the CDUT’s framing of the problems to be 

investigated was much more in line with Dene concerns than in previous investigations, the 

statistical method of the CDUT report still discounted health issues of concern to the Dene. The 
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number of deaths alone, Bertell argues, does not provide a full picture of the impact of radiation 

on the population; furthermore, the CDUT would have known before conducting the 

epidemiology feasibility study that no accurate results could be gleaned for past exposures to 

radiation. During the work of the CDUT, Bertell had suggested performing blood and urine 

analyses that would allow current levels of exposure to be correlated to levels of toxicity 

(Henningson 43:38-45:47).89 Her offer to perform these tests for a total cost of around $30,000—

a fraction of what was spent on the CDUT investigation—was never taken up by the Déline 

Dene, however, who appear to have accepted the health and environmental studies done by 

SENES on behalf of the CDUT as well as the CDUT recommendations arising from them. 

As of 2005, after the CDUT had concluded the majority of their work but before the 

release of its Final Report, the Déline Dene Chief and Council expressed their gratitude to the 

CDUT in the foreword to If Only We Had Known, stating: “We appreciate the work that the 

Canada-Déline Uranium Table has undertaken over the past four years to address our concerns 

about the former Port Radium mine, and we look forward to seeing the mine site cleaned up” 

(Déline Uranium Team iv). A news story posted by the Northern News Service in September of 

2005 presented similar approving reactions in the community: then-Chief Walter Bayha is 

quoted as saying “I am very satisfied with the outcome of the report.… What community 

members believed to be an issue is finally put on paper. It is now time to put the 

recommendations in place” (Markey). Danny Gaudet, chief negotiator for D́line within the 

CDUT, relayed that “Comments from the community indicate they are satisfied so far” and 

connected this satisfaction to the government’s concrete commitment to clean-up efforts, which 

                                                           
89 As is pointed out in Henningson’s film, even this more direct series of tests would not be adequate to 

reconstructing a historical dosage of radiation, as contaminants in the body would no longer be apparent from exposures 
fifty years prior (45:13-45:44). These tests would, however, have given the Dene an idea of how their present health may be 
affected by radiation contamination.  
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was the community’s “major concern” (Markey). The acceptance of the report, as these 

comments demonstrate, is largely a function of the report’s inclusion of the Dene in all levels of 

its production, a concession that increased community trust in the government and allowed the 

community to guide the direction of the investigations.  

As mentioned in chapter two, medical evidence dating back to the earliest mine activity 

was “almost impossible” to obtain; the CDUT’s health studies therefore “relied greatly on 

peoples’ personal stories and experiences and their memory of events” (D́line Uranium Team 

154). The fact that “no employment records were available for D́line Dene people involved with 

ore transport of other activities to support the mine at Port Radium” similarly meant that 

“information about working conditions and employment histories was largely gathered from oral 

histories” (CDUT, Final Report iv, 27). Oral histories about work and life on and around mine 

operations were considered “critical to the investigation of the historical impacts of radiation 

exposure on human health” (11).90 Peter van Wyck has judged it “simply ironic” that “the 

[CDUT] report relies in this manner on the very testimony that was suspect to begin with,” 

noting that “it was the specific recollections of ore carriers that the fact-finding sought to clarify 

from the outset” (Highway 185). Ironic as it seems, incorporation of community perspectives in 

an investigation into the accuracy of those perspectives is a central tenet of the co-productive 

“street science” Corburn identifies as critical to the resolution of environmental health conflicts. 

In conflicts between local observation and professional research on the presence or extent of 

health hazards, Corburn notes, locals often question issue formation—that is, “how professionals 

create, define, and prioritize ‘problems’ and which problems warrant attention” (3). Issue 

formation was a primary complaint of the Dene, expressed repeatedly in the protest that their 

“concerns” were not being addressed. In the preliminary stages of the CDUT investigations, a 
                                                           
90 It is these stories that appear in If Only We Had Known, the oral history collection discussed in chapter two. 
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workshop was held (in May 2000) to “identify the community’s specific questions and concerns 

regarding the mine” and to “scope future CDUT work” accordingly (CDUT, Final Report 6). 

The “77 Questions” resulting from this workshop dictated the issue formation of the CDUT 

investigation.91 A follow-up “Community and Experts” workshop held in October 2000 

facilitated a “multidisciplinary” creation of an Action Plan by which the issues identified would 

be addressed (7-9). The issue formation, investigation method, communication of results, and 

recommendations for remediation92 pursued by the CDUT all exemplify a street-scientific 

embrace of co-production, a framework in which scientific knowledge and political interests are 

interdependent and evolve jointly and in which the insights of citizens are not seen as 

independent from facts but rather as central to fact production (Corburn 7-8, 39).  

Like the precautionary principle, co-production is most necessary in situations of 

scientific uncertainty, when decisions are “inherently ‘trans-science’”—that is, they cannot rest 

on science alone (Corburn 41). The definition of “post-normal science” put forward by Silvio 

Funtowicz and Jerome Ravetz is useful for understanding the CDUT’s thorough incorporation of 

Dene perspectives. Post-normal science, like street science, values lay forms of knowledge 

usually excluded from scientific inquiry. As Munda points out, post-normal science allows for 

better navigation of “two crucial aspects of science in the policy domain: uncertainty and value 

conflict” (21); as uncertainty increases and stakes become higher, conventional science becomes 

less and less applicable (see Figure 4.2). Post-normal science emphasizes an extension of the 

scientific peer community by which professionals and publics collaboratively review evidence to 

                                                           
91 The title “77 Questions” echoes that of Luther’s “95 Theses,” and indeed presents a similarly populist perspective. 

The full document, which includes the answers to each question as resolved by the CDUT investigations, is included as an 
Appendix to the CDUT Final Report (86-103). 

92 Recommendations for remediation were produced by the CDUT in partnership with Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada and specifically its Contaminants and Remediation Directorate, which is listed as the primary authoring institution 
of the Port Radium Mine Remediation Plan published in September 2005. These recommendations address not only 
environmental but also cultural and psychological remediation, recommending programs of oral storytelling and trauma 
counselling. See section ES.2 of the Plan for these recommendations. 



 
 

142 
 

reach conclusions in situations of uncertainty and urgency. “When problems lack neat solutions,” 

Funtowicz and Ravetz explain, 

when environmental and ethical aspects of the issues are prominent, when the 

phenomena themselves are ambiguous, and when all research techniques are open 

to methodological criticism, then the debates … are not enhanced by the 

exclusion of all but the specialist researchers and official experts. The extension 

of the peer community is then not merely an ethical or political act; it can possibly 

enrich the process of scientific investigation. (752-53) 

This emphasis on the benefit of extending the “peer community” to include non-experts helps 

explain why the Déline Dene approved of an interrogation of their observations that relied on 

those very observations: reliance on local observations changed the parameters of the 

interrogation itself. As Bruno Latour has pointed out, the modern mode of producing a “matter of 

fact” relies less on reasoning than on the observation of an “empirical” phenomenon by 

“credible, trustworthy, well-to-do witnesses gathered at the scene of the action” (18). When the 

peer community is extended to non-expert and non-well-to-do citizens, the facts created by this 

process themselves change.  

Changing assessments of the risk posed by the Radium Gilbert, one of the merchant 

vessels used to transport ore along the first leg of the transportation route from Port Radium 

across Great Bear Lake, are illustrative of the different facts that come into play in post-normal 

science and how they affect risk assessments and precautionary decisions. After it was 

decommissioned, the Radium Gilbert was left anchored for a number of years in the small bay 

outside Déline, prompting concern in the community about contamination of the lake by uranium 

residue on the boat. In a letter dated May 14, 1991 the Program Manager of the Dene Band, Ron 
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Mackienzo, reiterated the major concerns of the Dene as a follow-up to his introductory meeting 

with the principal investigators from SENES.93 This letter foregrounds the Dene’s concern about 

the Radium Gilbert: “The Fort Franklin [D́line] Dene Band,” Mackienzo contends, “has been 

trying to motivate the federal government to remove the ‘Radium Gilbert’ vessel since 1989 

without any success or commitment from them except for the usual stalling tactics and so-called 

studies and expert opinion that our misgivings are based upon unfounded and unsupported 

information and conjectures.” He notes that assurances from experts do not assuage the Dene’s 

suspicions that radiation from the boat, which “might not be readily detectable,” could be “a 

contributing factor to the significant increase in the rate of cancer” (2). These suspicions, he 

explains, are based on “the oral stories of elders and the people who worked and lived around the 

area at the time the mine first began its operations” (1), and therefore cannot be disregarded. But 

the 1994 SENES report on contamination levels along the transportation route only provides 

more of the same “so-called … expert opinion” that the Dene’s fears of contamination from the 

Radium Gilbert were unfounded. A gamma radiation survey found heightened levels of radiation 

only in the toilet and shower stall areas of the vessel, and the report concludes that, despite the 

concerns of the community, the Radium Gilbert presented such a low risk of exposure that “there 

is no need for any form of remedial action” (SENES 7.6-7.7). Here, a distinction is maintained 

between the scientific “fact” of the low exposure risk posed by the Radium Gilbert and the local 

perception that the vessel is dangerous, and the former trumps the latter in formulating 

recommendations for remediation. In the CDUT investigation, by contrast, community 

perceptions function as factual resources in themselves. The result of this change in the facts 

included was that the Radium Gilbert, at no insignificant expense, was dismantled and removed 

                                                           
93 The letter is included in the 1994 SENES Report under Appendix A, “Project Correspondence.”  
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from Déline in 2005 (Contaminants et al, Appendix A).94 Over time, this collapse of perception 

into fact has deepened to the extent that the entry for the Radium Gilbert in the United States 

National Oceanographic Data Center (NODC) describes, without qualification, that the vessel 

“Was found to be [sic] radiate elevated gamma levels and dismantled in 2005.” 

The heavy reliance of the CDUT investigation on community perspectives closes the gap 

maintained in conventional, technical risk modelling between objectively-measurable risk and its 

subjective perception. This gap-crossing facilitated the partial convergence of Dene and 

government perspectives on the problems at hand, and this convergence, in turn, allowed for 

mutually agreed-upon action to be taken. The D́line Dene’s dissatisfaction with a conventional 

scientific approach removed from their experience and inattentive to their concerns and their 

distrust of a similarly inattentive government were overcome to a significant extent by the post-

normal, collaborative approach of the CDUT. While, as the CDUT Final Report notes, scientific 

uncertainties still remain, the use of the precautionary principle in addressing such “unfounded” 

suspicions as those concerning the Radium Gilbert has provided results much more acceptable to 

the Déline Dene than previous recommendations for inaction and further study. As community 

acceptance of the CDUT report suggests, governmental investment in a more participatory 

approach to determining risks posed and remediation to undertake has also gone some way 

toward rebuilding community trust in the democratic system they saw violated by the 

government itself. As Corburn underlines throughout Street Science, the use of street or post-

normal science is a democratizing process: this approach recognizes the equal importance of 

                                                           
94 The removal of the last two truckloads of “scrap” from the “cut up” Radium Gilbert via winter road is discussed 

on page 6 of the minutes of a CDUT meeting on 18-19 March in Déline. The minutes are appended to the Port Radium 
Mine Remediation Plan as Appendix A: Meeting Minutes and Evaluation Presentations. van Wyck briefly refers to the 
removal of the ship, and to the piece of it he has kept, in Highway of the Atom (55). 
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different types of knowledge to decision-making and creates more equal partnerships between 

professionals and the public (3, 37).  

Both van Wyck and Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox have criticized the CDUT harshly for its 

incompleteness, arguing that its inability to gain access to certain “significant pieces of 

information,” including “key archival information,” led to unsupported conclusions—for 

example, the lack of historical information on Dene working underground in the mine led to the 

assumption that no Dene had ever done so (van Wyck, Highway 183; Irlbacher-Fox 127; CDUT, 

Final Report vi). van Wyck and Irlbacher-Fox also excoriate the CDUT’s report for its finding 

that no clear connecting line could be drawn from mining activities to past  radioactive exposures 

to the cancer deaths currently plaguing the community. Both reject, in particular, suggestions in 

the report that high smoking rates might have contributed to increased cancer death rates. 

According to Irlbacher-Fox, 

The insinuation … that D́line residents should look to their own lifestyle choices 

(such as smoking) instead of trying to determine links between their community’s 

unusually high cancer rates and the radioactive ore … is typical of strategies 

promoting self-blame in the face of injustice. Once again, Indigenous peoples are 

reaffirmed as makers of their own misery. (129) 

Using similar language, van Wyck asserts that the “official exonerat[ion]” of mining and 

transportation practices means that the community is “made responsible for its own misery” 

(Highway 185). Based on my review of a number of reports on Port Radium and the historic ore 

transportation route including those mentioned above, these objections—while well worth 

considering—seem to sidestep the difficult realities of producing the CDUT report: specifically, 

the uncertainty inherent to scientific inquiry and the increased uncertainty arising from the 
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retroactive nature of studies like the historic radiation dose reconstruction. Regarding the 

incompleteness of the archival research undertaken, it is important to note not only the difficulty 

of finding this information (even van Wyck’s in-depth archival work yielded no evidence that 

any Dene worked underground at the mine site95), but also the insufficiency of such information 

to assuage the Dene’s concerns. If evidence were found that Dene definitively had not worked in 

the Port Radium mine, would the Dene’s claims about the correlation between mine-related work 

and cancer deaths have dissipated? Would their concerns about present-day exposure to 

contaminants? As former Déline member for the CDUT Deborah Simmons told me in a recent 

conversation, while the immediate community reaction to the report was “shock” that the CDUT 

found no connection between uranium mining and cancer deaths, there is a growing sense that 

the “lack of a sense of resolution” that followed the report was due to an unrealistic “expectation 

that science would provide the answer.” “But it can’t,” she asserted; “it’s limited.” Simmons 

mused that other, non-scientific ways might better bring a sense of resolution to this issue, 

mentioning narrative and performance as important ways to weave Dene perspectives together 

and to honour rather than “prove” them. “You can’t use science as a crutch,” she concluded 

(personal interview). 

Despite the CDUT’s limitations, cultural revitalization and environmental remediation 

measures established in Déline and funded by such federal bodies as Environment Canada, the 

Department of Fisheries and Oceans, the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Indian and 

Northern Affairs Canada, the Treasury Board, and the Privy Council Office (Contaminants et al 

1.9) would not have been put in place without its research and recommendations. The CDUT 

                                                           
95 van Wyck has emphasized the inaccessibility of the Eldorado archives held at Library and Archives Canada 

(LAC) as a major impediment to finding answers to such questions. In regards to employment records, he says he is “not so 
sure” that no Dene men worked in the mine; “The answer to this,” he concludes, “probably remains to be unearthed in the 
archives” (Highway 39). 
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Final Report is by no means a cure-all, nor does it make up for decades of non-disclosure and 

prevarication, but it does demonstrate that divergent perspectives on value and risk can be made 

to speak to one another in situations of urgency and uncertainty in a way that produces useful 

and “usable” knowledge.96 The urgency of this perspective-sharing process is most evident in the 

great lengths to which the Dene have gone to make their voices heard within the colonial system, 

while the uncertainty of the encounter contributed to the government’s incorporation of and 

reliance upon Dene voices. Interestingly these voices, as discussed in chapter two, are 

themselves increasingly uncertain—less accurately remembered and more reliant on 

representations. The CDUT’s process, then, can perhaps be seen less as a confrontation between 

two entrenched, hard-held perspectives than a meeting of two uncertain perspectives in which 

each must make some room for the other in order to find common ground from which to take 

action.97  

As is the case in almost all layperson-expert conflicts of perspective, the Dene were 

granted entry into the policy-making processes on the basis of their ability to “offer evidence in a 

‘voice’ or language that mirrors that of experts” (Corburn 27-8). The success of communities 

like Déline in gaining recognition of and action on issues of local concern, as Corburn 

                                                           
96 While I have tended to use the term “useful” to describe the kind of action-enabling shared knowledge arising 

from the Dene-government encounter, the term “usable” is also pertinent to this type of perspective-sharing. Haraway uses 
this term to describe the type of objectivity she seeks in “Situated Knowledges”: “a usable, but not an innocent, doctrine of 
objectivity” (582). In Usable Knowledge: Social Science and Social Problem Solving (1979), Charles Lindblom and David 
Cohen take a position similar to Corburn’s in its advocacy of co-productive models: they posit not only that social policy-
making has relied too heavily on professionals, but that professionals have not contributed anything more than ordinary 
knowledge to the process of social problem solving. They therefore argue for “usable” knowledge—for a reintegration of 
“ordinary knowledge” into policy-making that would make the process more understandable to the public and responsive to 
public needs. 

97 One of the laudable aspects of the CDUT’s foregrounding of community concerns is that, given the dynamics of 
power in this meeting of uncertain perspectives, the imperative to make room for the other was (as previously mentioned) 
much less pressing on the government’s side. The CDUT exceeds recommendations for meaningful consultation (including 
collaboration and shared decision-making) outlined in Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada’s 2010 
Summary of Input from Aboriginal Communities and Organizations on Consultation. This report was produced from an 
extensive survey of Aboriginal communities in response to dissatisfaction with federal consultation practices based 
narrowly on legal proscriptions and neglectful of cultural and local perspectives—an approach survey respondents saw as 
nominal fulfilment of the Crown “duty to consult” meant to placate rather than meaningfully involve local people. 
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underlines, rests not only upon their forceful presentation of these issues but also on their 

“translation” of those issues “into language professionals can understand.” Communities seeking 

redress through formal channels—which are often the only available or effective channels—

“must be ‘multilingual’ in both their own and the dominant discourse” (43). While the 

requirement to translate one’s views into the terms defined by another is, as Puxley describes 

above, a colonial one, the extension of the political community that this translation enables 

should not be discounted. Although Marlene Brant-Castellano noted that Aboriginal people find 

it difficult to participate in the antagonistic model of consultation imposed by the government, 

she also observed that there has been gradual change in this process through the insistence of 

people like herself on such consensus-developing processes as caucusing, extended timelines, 

and revisiting proposed solutions multiple times. Brant-Castellano ended one of our 

conversations about her experience with Indigenous cultural revitalization by repeating a 

powerful interpretation of the logo of the First Nations House at the University of British 

Columbia. “There’s a lovely logo of the First Nations House at UBC, and it’s a picture of a 

house with a raven inside,” she explained; “and Jo-Ann Archibald said decades ago describing 

that logo … [that] the house represents UBC and the raven is the transformer. And they have let 

us into the house. They don’t know that our agenda is to transform the house.” Broadening this 

image of institutional transformation, Brant-Castellano concluded that “you can convert settler 

society to start seeing things in a different light. One day at a time. One article at a time. One 

word at a time” (personal interview). This parable of the raven transforming the house from 

within reflects the real potential of Indigenous groups to change the political processes that have 

been imposed upon them through entry into those processes. It reflects what Haraway insists is 

made possible through the mutual transformation of partially shared perspectives—the survival 
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of the “other” through a “seizing [of] the tools to mark the world that marked them as other” 

(“Manifesto” 2293). The D́line Dene’s entry into political systems was enabled by their 

adoption of language and concepts understandable to the government, but the government’s own 

movement toward sharing perspectives and decision-making processes with the Dene are also 

highly significant.  

The translation of problems from community to official arenas is facilitated by what 

Corburn calls “intermediaries” (209), individuals who can speak the language of both domains 

and have “legitimacy in both circles” (109)—people, in other words, who can see with both eyes. 

On the ground in Déline, such intermediaries as translators, lawyers, researchers, and negotiators 

were indispensable to the process of legitimating the Dene’s concerns to the government and 

translating government positions to the Dene. In the next three chapters, I broaden this concept 

of the intermediary to include not only those who have facilitated such direct community-

government communication, but also those critical and creative agents whose work has brought 

the story of the D́line Dene’s Port Radium experience to a larger audience. 
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Figure 4.1: Table comparing quantitative and qualitative data describing the impact of different 
transportation systems in terms of monetary costs, travel time, capacity, nitrogen oxide 
emissions, and interruption of landscape (Munda et al 110). 

 
 

 
Figure 4.2: Graphic representation of the trajectory toward post-normal science (Munda 22). 
 
 



 

 

Chapter 5 

Disembedding: Media and Academic Coverage 

Port Radium in the Papers 

Through media coverage, academic studies, documentary films, and stage performances, 

numerous “intermediaries” (Corburn 209) have brought the local risk perceptions of D́line 

residents to a wider audience, agitating in a public arena for increased government response to 

their concerns. Various scholars have focused on the role of literature (Heise; Buell), of the 

media (Beck; P. Slovic; Cottle; Allan, Adam, and Carter) and of academics (Buell; S. Slovic) in 

depicting environmental risks. Extending Jason Corburn’s notion of the intermediary, we might 

think of these creative, mass-media, and academic modes of narrative intervention as performing 

a broader kind of intermediation that legitimates marginalized risk perceptions not in direct 

community-official communication but in and through the public arena. This chapter treats 

media coverage of the Dene’s grievances with Port Radium as well as academic engagements 

with the topic, providing an examination of two different types of intermediation—and 

re/mediation—that occupy a similar place on the “copying-fidelity” continuum of adaptation.98  

Ulrich Beck has theorized the “staging” of a given risk in the mass media as the main 

“route” by which “risk acquire[s] the predicate ‘real,’” or comes to be seen as a “‘believed’ 

anticipation” (World at Risk 10). Beck’s somewhat tautological formulation that “global risk is 

the staging of the reality [Realitätsinszenierung] of global risk” underlines the central importance 

of imagining and depicting a given risk to making it real in the public view and influencing 

decision-makers to guard against its fulfillment (10). In an example that succinctly illustrates his 

point here, Beck describes how an expert commission warned President Bush of the imminent 

                                                           
98 The continuum of “copying-fidelity” is Linda Hutcheon’s model for distinguishing approaches to adaptation. At 

the close end of the continuum are transcriptions and translations; further down the spectrum are “expansions,” “spin-offs,” 
and works that offer “overt and critical commentary” on a prior work, such as academic criticism and reviews (167, 171). 
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terrorist attacks in the United States months before they occurred on September 11, 2001. The 

warning “was dismissed as ‘too hypothetical,’ as completely untrustworthy.” Following the 

attacks, however, and “the trauma of violence and helplessness broadcast by the global mass 

media,” a fearful expectation of further terrorist attacks “[wa]s suddenly omnipresent” (Beck, 

World at Risk 39); that is, the staging of the risk of future terrorist attacks was made real through 

sustained media coverage of the one attack that did occur.  

Beck’s influential theories about the importance of the media to making risk “real” are 

otherwise largely hypothetical, which may be one reason why, as Simon Cottle pointed out in 

1998, his theories were not applied to studies of mass media communication of particular risks 

for a surprisingly long time (“Ulrich Beck” 6). The publication of Stuart Allan, Barbara Adam, 

and Cynthia Carter’s edited collection Environmental Risks and the Media two years after the 

article in which Cottle makes this assertion goes some way toward providing such applied 

studies of media stagings of different risks, especially those difficult-to-perceive, slow-moving 

environmental risks that most require making “real.” The first part of this chapter undertakes the 

kind of “theoretically focused and empirically grounded” investigation of the role of the mass 

media in communicating a particular risk called for by Cottle (“Ulrich Beck” 6) and modeled by 

some of the contributions gathered by Allan et al. This section draws on critical theories of mass 

communication to explore the frame, the discourses, and the vocabularies through which the 

mainstream media communicated local perceptions of the risks posed by lingering radioactive 

contaminants in Déline to a greater public, staging the risk as real in public consciousness and 

garnering official responses. I focus here primarily on print journalism both because the most 

significant mass-media interlocutor in this debate was a print journalist and because visual 

documentary representations of the Dene’s Port Radium story are the focus of chapter six. The 
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second part of the current chapter examines the role of academics—specifically humanities 

scholars—in staging community perceptions of environmental risk. Here, I discuss two examples 

of academic work detailing Dene engagement with and promoting Dene perspectives on mining 

on Great Bear Lake. These prior treatments inform my own readings throughout this study; in 

this chapter, though, I read them as primary texts, re/mediations in themselves which work 

alongside mass-media and artistic productions to retell the story told by the Déline Dene in new 

forms. My comparison of the approaches taken in these works is framed by a theoretical 

discussion of the multi-directional obligations academics face in deciding how to engage with 

community-focused environmental justice issues. Newspaper and academic publishing are two 

very different modes of representation, but they share a realist approach to their objects that 

shifts the weight of representation onto the frame, angle, or context by which these events are 

depicted.99 Both journalistic and academic narratives, I argue, have primarily mediated or 

disembedded the occurrence of environmental injustice in Déline, translating local specifics into 

broader thematic concerns either for politically expedient or philosophical purposes. While I 

ultimately find such disembedding positive in the context of the D́line Dene’s campaign for 

environmental justice, this chapter uses the examples at hand to examine the costs as well as the 

benefits of moving a story out of its local context. A somewhat larger scholarly background for 

this examination is provided for the section on academic work for two related reasons: because 

the moral obligations for such work are more complex than the combined pursuits of objectivity 

and audience interest that characterize journalism and because the present study is itself 

navigating the waters of ethical and effective academic representation of local environmental 

injustice.      

                                                           
99 The way the sense of the Dene Port Radium story shifts according to the narrative entry point and plot trajectory 

chosen for a realist telling is explored further late in chapter six, where I focus on the different generic templates used in 
three different documentary films. 
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In Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor Rob Nixon positions literature as 

an antidote to the spectacle-hungry narratives of the mass media which, in his view, work to 

obscure occurrences of slow violence that often unfold invisibly. “[O]ur media bias toward 

spectacular violence,” he asserts, “exacerbates the vulnerability of ecosystems treated as 

disposable by turbo-capitalism,” and also “exacerbates the vulnerability of marginal people 

whose  quality of life—and often whose very existence—is of indifferent interest to the corporate 

media” (4, 16).  “As the old journalistic chestnut has it, ‘if it bleeds, it leads’”; as a corollary, 

Nixon says, “if it’s bloodless, slow-motion violence, the story is more likely to be buried, 

particularly if it’s relayed by people whose witnessing authority is culturally discounted” (16). 

Nixon’s discussion of images and spectacle reveals a slippage between the visual news-media 

formats of television or photography, which (arguably) inherently suppress slow violence due to 

their immediacy,100 and “the media” as a whole. This conflation is buoyed by a disproportionate 

focus on visual aspects of the mass media in critical explorations of media presentation of risk: 

for example, Beck, Cottle and the contributors to Allan et al’s collection focus their examinations 

of media portrayals of risk disproportionately on visual media.101  There seems to be an 

increasing disregard for mainstream print journalism as a focus for analyses of how the media 

represents long-term, “invisible” risks. The following media evaluation of the way mainstream 

newspaper coverage has represented the Dene’s Port Radium story recovers mainstream print 

                                                           
100 The extent to which visual media can express slow violence despite the inherent immediacy of the visual is 

explored in chapter six. 
101 The one example Beck provides of newspaper coverage of a contemporary catastrophe in World at Risk is in fact 

a narrative description of amateur videos reproduced on television. Most of the contributions to Environmental Risks and 
the Media focus on the way a particular risk—homelessness, skin cancer and sun-tanning, BSE (“mad cow” disease), 
sexual violence, and so on—is represented across a variety of media, and while newspaper coverage is often mentioned, 
still photographs and television images are much more prevalent. The contributions that examine media coverage in one 
particular medium somewhat balance out this preference for visual media: apart from Cottle’s, which focuses on television 
news, three other medium-specific contributions focus on print journalism—Phillmore and Moffat’s, which uses various 
print sources including press releases and community-group leaflets, Coupland and Coupland’s, which examines risk 
representation in popular UK magazines, and Hansen’s, the only contribution to focus on major newspapers. 
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journalism as an important focus for critical work on the mass media. More specifically, it uses 

major-daily newspaper coverage toward a reappraisal of the willingness and ability of “the 

media” to represent slow violence and champion the rights of those “disposable” ecosystems and 

people that appear to Nixon to be totally discounted by mainstream news. 

The media does not necessarily represent only official or popular narratives and discount 

those told by marginalized groups in the manner that Nixon implies. As Beck insists, “the mass 

media can lend the poor, the marginalized and minorities a voice in the global public arena” by 

giving a face to individualized and anonymous sufferers, and “bundl[ing]” their experiences 

together “into a political event that cries out for identifying those responsible, for rethinking and 

for policy changes” (World at Risk 57, 58). “Potential bearers of responsibility who hide behind 

‘systemic constraints,’” Beck declares, can be “hauled before the court of global public opinion 

via the media” (59). Beck’s idea about the media’s ability to assert the perspectives of the 

marginalized is an uplifting one, but, as Cottle has noted, it requires and deserves application to 

specific instances (“Ulrich Beck” 20). Print news coverage of the Dene’s growing concerns over 

the risks potentially posed by an environment degraded by uranium mining provides an excellent 

case study for such application. Based on my review of coverage of this issue in the top 

newspapers in Canada by circulation, I would argue that print journalism was, to a large extent, 

able to effect what Beck calls a “break” in the established “why-story” (World at Risk 158-9) of 

Port Radium. The story of the Dene’s experience of Port Radium was told in the papers through 

a “frame” of government betrayal that, most tangibly, prompted an unprecedented federal 

government-community hearing and, more broadly, unseated official narratives about Canada’s 

involvement with nuclear weaponry and the federal government’s treatment of Indigenous 

people. Some of the less positive implications of this coverage approach, including a tendency 
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toward the historical that obscures responsibilities for the future and a foregrounding of 

government responsibility that negates the agency of the Déline Dene, are described in further 

detail below. 

A comprehensive search of Canadian major dailies from 1985 to the present returns a 

significant number of stories covering the Dene’s grievances with uranium mining in nine of the 

top twenty Canadian newspapers by circulation—the Toronto Star, the Globe and Mail, The 

Gazette (of Montreal), the Calgary Herald, the Vancouver Sun, the Ottawa Citizen, the 

Edmonton Journal, the Victoria Times-Colonist, and the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix—between 1997 

and 2006.102 A handful of stories also appeared in smaller, Aboriginal-focused news services 

such as First Perspective, the Northern News Service, and Edmonton’s Windspeaker; this 

evaluation, however, will focus on the major dailies in order to provide a picture of the way 

mainstream media organs—that is, those papers mandated to provide general regional, national, 

and international news rather than news targeted to a specific population—represented Dene 

concerns about environmental and cultural degradation.  

The first coverage of this issue in a major Canadian paper was a brief statement in the 

Vancouver Sun in August 1997 reporting the Dene’s concerns about the safety of their 

environment and their agitation for an investigation into the health effects of past mining (“Dene 

Threaten”). While this short report marks the earliest address of the Dene’s Port Radium story in 

a major paper, it is the feature story “Echoes of the Atomic Age,” written by investigative 

journalist Andrew Nikiforuk in the Calgary Herald on 14 March 1998 and reprinted in the 

Edmonton Journal, the Montreal Gazette, and elsewhere over the following month that instigated 

                                                           
102 The database used for this search, which was done using author names as well as various keywords, was the 

Canadian Newsstand feature of Proquest. This full-text database includes the complete available electronic backfiles for 
major national and regional newspapers in Canada, updated daily. Most backfile coverage dates from 1985, with backfile 
coverage for the Globe and Mail starting in 1977. 



 
 

157 
 

sustained media attention to the issue. Nikiforuk’s story instantiated a particular “frame”—a way 

of approaching or defining a story that necessarily precludes others—that significantly 

influenced subsequent newspaper coverage of the Dene experience at, and after, Port Radium.  

In the context of media and communication analysis, the frame of an issue is the 

conceptual shape that structures communication of that issue. As George Lakoff has emphasized, 

frames are evoked by certain words and phrases; frames gain traction and the connotative 

connection between words and particular frames is strengthened as words and phrases are 

repeated in the same context (“Simple”). The way the connotative meanings of words and 

phrases support issue-governing frames is a smaller-scale example of the way the connotative 

values of certain words and phrases support governing cultural values frameworks, as Lakoff and 

Mark Johnson comprehensively outlined in Metaphors We Live By (1980). Identifying 

communicative frames and examining how frames are constructed enables a deeper 

understanding of how patterns of thinking about a given topic or issue are controlled by the 

vocabularies used to describe it.  

Nikiforuk’s 14 March 1998 Herald article frames mining at Port Radium and the Dene’s 

ongoing concerns about contamination on a tragic template of betrayal in which government 

deception and irresponsibility has caused the Dene’s suffering. The article concentrates largely 

on revealing the likelihood that the Canadian government knew about the risks imposed on 

workers at Port Radium while the mine was operating as a Crown corporation, citing declassified 

documents from the U.S. atomic weapons and energy program that “reveal that both the 

Canadian and American governments knew in the early 1940s of the deadly hazards of uranium 

extraction” (A4). This information is coupled with repeated statements by Nikiforuk and his 

sources that the Dene “were never told of uranium’s hazards” (A1) and anecdotal descriptions of 
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the extent of Dene transport workers’ contact with the ore, including the lack of occupational 

safety measures. Information about the number of cancer deaths in Déline and statements from 

community members explicitly attributing cancers to uranium mining add to these revelations 

about non-disclosure to suggest that Dene workers died of cancer because they were neither 

informed of nor protected from the health risks posed by uranium—risks of which the federal 

government was well aware.  

As Peter Bruck explains, the mass media generally “typify” their stories through the use 

of distinct discourses—for instance, the discourse of state leaders, bureaucratic-technical 

discourse, scientific-technical discourse, or a discourse of the victims (118-119). In Nikiforuk’s 

story, two major discourses emerge that support his framing of the story in terms of betrayal: a 

discourse of suffering and a discourse of deception. The discourse of suffering is a discourse of 

the victims, built around images of “uranium widows” and a village ravaged by cancer. Story 

elements highlighting this discourse are lists of the dead, sympathetic and emotional profiles of 

individual widows or former ore carriers, and a privileging of quotations from community 

members regarding their own experiences (as compared to the more removed statements of 

historians, industry spokespeople, and medical experts). The discourse of deception is an explicit 

counter to official state- and industry-leader narratives of Port Radium, and rests on 

demonstrations that, while “the perils were well documented,”  the government “failed to warn” 

those most exposed. The major story element supporting this discourse in Nikiforuk’s 14 March 

feature is the large amount of space he devotes to revealing evidence gleaned from declassified 

documents and from the statements of former industry and government workers that Canadian 

and American governments knew the risks of uranium and radon exposure. This lengthy 

exposition is supported by the vocabulary of “secrecy” Nikiforuk uses to relate government and 
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industry action: Eldorado is described as a “primitive and often secret Crown company,” the 

Manhattan Project as “the secret effort to turn split atoms into explosive bombs,” and the 

government as “secretly purchas[ing] the mine”; what is left behind, Nikiforuk declares, is “a 

legacy of deception.” These discourses and the vocabularies on which they are built dominated 

coverage of the Dene Port Radium issue in major Canadian papers immediately following 

Nikiforuk’s 14 March 1998 story.  

Between 19 and 25 March of 1998, news reports in the Globe and Mail and the Calgary 

Herald focused on the government response to the discourse of deception, quoting Jane Stewart, 

Minister of Indian Affairs, as promising that “The federal government will look into a report that 

politicians knew of the health risks of uranium in the 1930s but failed to inform natives who 

mined the radioactive substance” (“Ottawa to Investigate”; Nikiforuk, “Ottawa to Probe”). The 

25 March update written by Nikiforuk in the Herald deepens his previous accusations of 

deception, providing as background on the Dene’s demands to meet with government officials 

the strongly-worded assertion that “Canadian and U.S. governments actively knew of the dangers 

of gamma radiation, radon and radioactive dust as early as 1932 but never informed white miners 

or Indian laborers” (Nikiforuk, “Natives Demand”). In a follow-up story in the Herald on 12 

April 1998, Nikiforuk again employs both discourses of deception and suffering, but shifts them 

toward an examination of the suffering of white miners, pilots, and other white Port Radium 

workers and residents who similarly accuse the government of concealing information about the 

hazards of working at the site. In this story, which was simultaneously printed in the Edmonton 

Journal in a shortened version and reprinted in the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix on 25 April, 

Nikiforuk repeats the more explicit statement that the government knew the hazards at hand but 

failed to warn workers. The story element of lengthy exposition of evidence of deception is 
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condensed in this piece into a timeline titled “Chronology of Deaths Foretold.” The approach of 

sympathetically profiling sufferers is applied here to former miners like lung cancer sufferer Ray 

Nelson, whose “tale of ill-health,” Nikiforuk asserts, “not only confirms the experience of 

uranium miners in Ontario, France and the United States, but corroborates concerns raised by the 

elders of the Dene, on whose lands the derelict and demolished mine sits” (“‘Money Rock’ Took 

High Toll”; “Port Radium Miners”; “Money Good, but Uranium”). The headlines given to the 

Journal and Star-Phoenix versions of this story succinctly bring together the discourses of 

suffering and deception in a metaphor of hidden costs to apparent benefits: “Port radium miners 

paid for jobs with lives”; “Money good, but uranium miners paid heavy price.”  

Two updates by Nikiforuk in the Herald on 30 May and 10 June follow the progress 

made by Déline community members in obtaining a hearing with two of the three federal 

ministers with whom they sought to meet, Indian Affairs Minister Jane Stewart and Natural 

Resources Minister Ralph Goodale (the other official contacted was Health Minister Allan 

Rock). Outraged quotations from Cindy Kenny Gilday and then-Chief Raymond Tutcho reiterate 

the victim-statement made in Nikiforuk’s first article that “Our people were left to die,” adding 

that “Since the community started to work full-time on the issue of radiation deaths a year ago … 

seven elders have died of cancer” (“Ottawa Agrees”). The federal ministers’ agreement to meet 

with a delegation from Déline was unprecedented; as president of the Canadian Coalition for 

Nuclear Responsibility (CCNR), Gordon Edwards, told Nikiforuk: “Cabinet ministers have never 

before agreed to meet with ordinary people to talk about Canada’s nuclear legacy.” However, 

Gilday expressed frustration that the government didn’t seem to take the Dene’s concerns 

seriously, a stance that was “terribly insulting” to them (“Ottawa Agrees”; “Dene May Skip”). 

Interestingly, the politicizing turn these updates began to take—a turn toward what Bruck would 
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call a bureaucratic-technical discourse—quickly disappears from view in subsequent coverage, 

the most immediate of which returns to discursive formulations of suffering and deception, 

describing the number of cancer deaths in Déline and legitimating the widespread belief in the 

community that “the disease is linked to government-sponsored mining of radioactive radium 

and uranium” through references to evidence that “the government knew as early as 1932 of the 

hazards of handling radioactive material” (“Dene Community”; “Dene Cite”). The headlines of 

these articles—“Dene community blames Ottawa for ‘village of widows’” and “Dene cite 

‘village of widows’: Ottawa blamed for radiation poisoning”—underline this link. They also 

indicate the emergence of what would become the story’s central image: the “village of 

widows.” 

The symbol of the village of widows is a central piece of the vocabulary through which 

the discourse of suffering in newspaper coverage of this issue was constructed, and it is used 

with increasing force and frequency after appearing in these headlines. In a front-page feature in 

the Toronto Star on 26 July 1998 simply titled “Village of Widows,” for instance, Peter 

Goodspeed uses the image of Déline as a village of widows to link the upcoming Japanese 

memorials for atomic bomb victims to Canada. With the Dene’s trip to the memorials in Japan in 

August, he describes poetically, “Victors become victims, and the beginning finally meets the 

end, in a 53-year-old spiral of violence and bitter historical reckoning.” A letter to the editor 

responding to this story on 6 August states that its author will take a moment of silence that day 

not only for the Japanese atomic bomb victims but also for the “mass murder[ed]” men of D́line 

and their widows (Moll, “Dene Deserve”). Anne McIlroy’s column in the Globe and Mail a 

week after Goodspeed’s concentrates wholly on depicting Déline as a village of widows, 

providing emotional portraits of the pain widows Rosie Dolphus and Elizabeth Kodakin 
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experienced with the loss of their husbands to cancer. This column liberally employs vocabulary 

that strengthens the discourse of suffering: Dolphus is described as sitting alone in a darkened 

kitchen, weeping as she recalls how she “watch[ed] the cancer ravage [her husband’s] once-

powerful body,” and Kodakin is quoted as saying that the loss of her husband is the loss of “a big 

piece of [her] life” (McIlroy, “A Village of Widows Shares”). In this article, the widow is used 

as a symbol that deepens the connection between the discourse of suffering and the wider frame 

of betrayal within which the Dene’s Port Radium story is covered. This powerful symbol soon 

comes to stand in for the entire story itself.  

All newspaper coverage following the appearance of the phrase “village of widows” in 

the headlines of the 12 June stories run in the Star-Phoenix and The Gazette employs the term. 

After McIlroy’s in-depth examination of some of D́line’s widows, however, a discernable shift 

occurs. No further direct coverage of the Dene’s story takes place in major Canadian papers until 

the short spate of retrospectives appearing between 2003 and 2005. From December 1998 

through July 2006, though, a number of stories on nuclear waste disposal and the adverse effects 

of nuclear contaminants make reference to the “village of widows” on Great Bear Lake, using 

the story as a sort of cautionary tale and the phrase itself as an embodiment of that tale.  

In a December 1998 Toronto Star feature on protests to a proposed dry storage facility at 

the Bruce Nuclear Power Plant on Chippewa territory near Kincardine, Ontario, Ralph 

Akiwenzie, Chief of the Chippewas of Nawash, uses Déline as a reference point for the dangers 

of uranium. His reservations about the proposed waste storage facility, he writes, stem from 

“concerns about the uncertain and cumulative consequences of using uranium.” He underlines 

the plausibility of such concerns by describing: “In the Northwest Territories there is a village 

called the Village of Widows. Back in the 1940s Dene men were employed to haul uranium ore 
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out of the Port Radium mine…. Now, a recent study has shown that of the 30 Dene hired to haul 

the ore, 18 have died too young of some sort of cancer.” “Taking uranium out of the ground,” he 

concludes, “is bad enough. But once it has been used in a CANDU reactor such as the ones at 

Bruce Nuclear, it becomes extremely dangerous.” On 9 March of the following year, a brief in 

the Globe and Mail describing the nuclear industry’s plans to bury waste on Indigenous lands 

notes that “The experience of the Dene of Déline is one good reason Assembly of First Nations 

National Chief Phil Fontaine believes no native communities will take the country’s nuclear 

waste…. Many of the men died from cancer, and D́line is now known as the village of widows” 

(“Native Objections”).  In her Globe and Mail column on 6 October the same year, McIlroy uses 

the village of widows to legitimate the Port Hope community’s concerns over wastes from the 

radium and uranium refinery that processed (among other materials) the ore from Port Radium: 

“Today,” she writes, “the town of D́line, on the shores of Great Bear Lake, is known as the 

village of widows because so many of the men who carried the radioactive ore have died of 

cancer…. If D́line was the first link in Canada’s nuclear chain, Port Hope, a pretty town on the 

shore of Lake Ontario, was the second” (McIlroy, “Activist’s Fight”). As in her previous article 

on D́line’s widows, McIlroy concentrates here on profiles of mothers and their concerns for 

their children and the future. Her suggestion that D́line was “the first link” and Port Hope the 

second in Canada’s historic development of uranium implies that a similar fate to D́line’s may 

await Port Hope. A report in the Montreal Gazette in January 2000 points out the importance of 

studying the “village of widows” in order to better understand the risk posed in present and 

future cases of uranium mining and waste exposure (“‘Village of Widows’ Studied”). In the 

Globe and Mail in November 2005, Bill Curr again refers to the D́line Dene’s experience to 

explain how the “negative experiences” some aboriginal communities have had with uranium 
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mining inform the Assembly of First Nation’s wariness about proposals to bury nuclear waste on 

Indigenous territory. “One aboriginal community in the Northwest Territories,” he notes by way 

of example, “used to be referred to as the Village of Widows after most of the men in the area 

died because they were hired to carry uranium from a local mine without any protection.” Roy 

MacGregor’s article on diamond mining north of Yellowknife in the Globe and Mail in July 

2006 provides the most recent reference to the “village of widows”: MacGregor explains that, in 

this area, the word “tailings” evokes images of the waste that turned “a small mining community 

on Great Bear Lake … [into] the ‘village of widows,’” and that operators at Giant Mine 

consciously changed the terminology used to describe mine waste to the acronym “PKC” 

(processed kimberlite containment) in order to distance themselves from the tragedy in Déline. 

These articles reveal the movement of the story of the Déline Dene from direct coverage 

into other similar contexts of coverage through the use of one dominating and encompassing 

symbol that highlights a discourse of suffering. The appearance of the “village of widows” as a 

neat symbol whose back-story is taken for granted is a logical outcome of the correlation Bruck 

describes between the media’s movement of a marginal issue onto the public stage and its use of 

an increasingly specified discourse to depict that issue. As the existing meaning structures of a 

particular issue are reinforced and refined, Bruck explains, broader social concerns are more 

easily mobilized by it (114). Barry Brummett elaborates on this idea using Kenneth Burke’s 

concept of the principle of perfection, which refers to the impulse to “perfect” the vocabulary by 

which a particular situation can be described—the “‘perfectionist’ … impulse, when one is in 

dire need of something, to so state this need that one in effect ‘defines’ the situation” (Burke, 

Language as Symbolic Action 16, 361). The term sought, Burke explains, is an “entitling” or 

encompassing term that marks the entelechial or teleological end-point, or “symbolic 
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perfection,” of a given vocabulary (Language as Symbolic Action 70; Rhetoric 14). The “tug of 

the entelechial motive,” as Brummett puts it, prompts people to use vocabularies to their greatest 

capacity, arriving ultimately at one “perfect, entitling term” that “essentialize[s]” the whole 

vocabulary—even if this entitling term has implications for the perception of the topic that are 

different or opposed to those originally intended (86, 93). “Village of Widows” is an “entitling 

term” in that it comes, in the newspaper overage of the Dene’s Port Radium experience, to 

encompass, sum up, and stand in for the entire story.  

As the “entelechial” movement of the story toward its epitomizing phrase progresses, 

ambiguities and specificities in the fuller story are simplified and generalized: for instance, in the 

articles that employ the “village of widows” as a reference point or cautionary tale, the ambiguity 

of the relationship between the community’s cancer deaths and the presence of the mine—an 

ambiguity acknowledged in earlier direct coverage—disappears. While loss of specificity is one 

of the risks of moving the Dene’s story into a broader context, here the reduction of the story to 

its most simplistic elements strengthens the Dene’s claims about the cancer-mining connection, 

effectively writing these claims into truth. The reduction of the Dene’s story to its most 

foundational elements and, ultimately, to its most tangible, simplifying, and evocative symbol—

the village of widows—parallels the geographic movement of the story from the local to the 

national context. Direct coverage begins in Western newspapers, with the brief in the Vancouver 

Sun, Nikiforuk’s stories in the Calgary Herald as well as the Edmonton Journal and Saskatoon 

Star-Phoenix, and additional briefs in these latter two papers; substantial coverage in the Toronto 

Star and Globe and Mail only appears in late July of 1998. All the major-daily articles that refer 

to the “village of widows” in the context of more nationally-relevant stories about nuclear waste 

contamination and disposal, though, appear in Eastern papers (the Globe and Mail, the Montreal 
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Gazette, and the Ottawa Citizen). The interpretive movement of the Port Radium story into larger 

contexts reaches its fullest extent in the Port Radium retrospectives that began to appear in 2003. 

These depict the Déline Dene as one node in the network of global nuclear obsession that led to 

the destruction of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and appear in Canada’s major papers on the August 

6th and August 9th anniversaries of the bombings (see for example Price, “Our Own Atomic 

Victims” and Boswell, “A-Bomb Past” and “Nuclear Shadow”).103 This movement of the issue 

from local to national and then global contexts reflects the disembedding of local issues Ursula 

Heise describes as inherent to a globalized world (on which more below). It also reflects a 

strategy of universalization that Beck describes as the media’s emphasis on the “for-us,” the 

making-relevant of a foreign or isolated problem to a national “us” (World at Risk 70). This 

national making-relevant of the Dene’s concerns is apparent throughout the retrospectives 

claiming the Dene as Canada’s own atomic victims, as well as in the cautionary references to 

Déline made regarding proposed nuclear waste disposals on First Nations lands throughout 

Canada or the predicaments of other uranium-polluted communities like Port Hope. 

The way Canada’s major papers depicted the story of the D́line Dene’s experience with 

uranium development has a number of implications for the legitimation of the Dene’s claims and 

thus for potential policy change. Most obviously, the early coverage surrounding Nikiforuk’s 

feature story seems to have had a direct influence on the decisions of the Ministers for Indian 

Affairs and Natural Resources to meet with a delegation from Déline in June of 1998. After this 

first meeting, another Dene delegation met with the Standing Senate Committee on Energy, the 

Environment, and Natural Resources in September of 1999; it was just after this second meeting 

                                                           
103 One exception to this rule is Randy Boswell’s feature on Northern tourism in the Ottawa Citizen in May 2003, 

which treats D́line as a “hard-luck town” seeking development through tourism and, specifically, hoping to capitalize on 
the discovery that the first hockey game in Canada was played in D́line in 1825 (Boswell, “Hard-Luck Town Finds 
Hope”). 



 
 

167 
 

that the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT), a comprehensive joint government-community 

investigation into past radioactive exposures and current contamination levels on Great Bear 

Lake, was formed.104 The discourse of deception used to relate the Dene’s story in major 

newspapers, which depicted the government’s actions on a spectrum from neglectful to 

malicious, prompted the responses of various government departments quite directly as they 

sought to recover their tarnished reputations. More broadly, this depiction of the government as 

deceptive undermined official histories and accepted narratives regarding the extent of Canada’s 

involvement in nuclear weapons development, the potential risks of uranium mining, and the 

federal government’s treatment of Indigenous people. As Roger Silverstone argues in Media and 

Morality, the media provide extremely influential moral frameworks for the events they depict 

and the stories they tell, and these moral frameworks “invite (claim, constrain) an equivalent 

moral response from us, the audience” (12). In the case of newspaper coverage of the Déline 

Dene’s story, the moral framework correlating to the story’s frame of betrayal is obvious: the 

audience is aligned with the Dene and other potential victims of nuclear contamination through 

the discourse of suffering, and against a government depicted as untrustworthy by the discourse 

of deception. 

The discourses of deception and suffering also have some less positive implications for 

the reception of the Dene’s story by the public. In contrast to Beck’s insistence that the main role 

of the media is to “make real” a potential future risk, coverage of D́line’s experience of Port 

Radium focused on bringing to light a hidden catastrophe from the past. Media representations of 

future risks and the precautions to be taken against them are, of course, inextricable from media 

representations of past catastrophes and the precautions that were not taken against them; Beck’s 

                                                           
104 The CDUT was a five-year investigative process; it delivered its Final Report in August 2005. For a more 

involved discussion of the CDUT’s process and its findings, see chapter four. 
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own descriptions of the way a potential risk is made “real” for the public in the media rely, as the 

example of 9/11 coverage provided above suggests, on examples of the already-realized risk—

the catastrophe. Newspaper coverage of Dene perspectives on Port Radium participates in such a 

Janus-faced depiction, as it relies heavily on revelations of evidence that health and safety risks 

were undisclosed and unknowingly taken in the 1930s and 1940s by ore carriers, loggers, boat 

pilots, and their families. While this uncovering of the past is effectively used to provide a 

cautionary lens for stories referring to Port Radium in the context of developing nuclear issues, 

looking to the past is a less effective strategy for legitimating the D́line Dene’s current and 

ongoing concerns with the health of their environment and culture. A focus on the deceptions of 

the past strengthens claims that past uranium development in the area was a likely cause of 

cancer deaths in the community, but does less to legitimate present concerns in Déline about the 

ongoing risks of drinking local water and eating local fish than might, for example, a technical-

scientific discourse drawing on current environmental studies and possible remediation options. 

The fact that coverage effectively stops in 2006 and that no attention is therefore paid to the 

effectiveness or completeness of the CDUT’s findings and recommendations compounds the 

sense that the story, as depicted in major papers since 1985, reveals a sad and shameful history 

more than it advocates for active resolution of an ongoing problem.  

To some extent, the discourse of deception also reinforces paternalistic conceptions of 

aboriginal groups like the Dene as underdeveloped, primitive, and lacking the agency to effect 

change in their own communities. The story’s indictment of the government’s failure to fulfill its 

responsibilities to a dependent entity is evident in such repeated questions as “Why did the 

federal government, their guardian, and Eldorado, a crown corporation, never tell them of the 

dangers of uranium mining?” (Nikiforuk, “Echoes” A4, “Elders Warned,” “Motherlode of 
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Misery,” “Canada’s Deadly Secret”), a question foregrounded in the sub-headline added to a 19 

April Gazette article: “Why didn’t the federal government, the guardian of the Dene, tell them of 

the danger?” (“Canada’s Deadly Secret”). The choice to emphasize the government’s agency and 

responsibility but to include little to no information about the D́line Dene’s grassroots 

mobilization on the issue, their well-researched community-generated report They Never Told Us 

These Things, or, indeed, the very agency exercised by widows and other community members 

in choosing to relate their experiences to newspaper reporters reinforces a stereotypical 

conception of the relationship between a responsible federal government and its dependent 

Indigenous wards. 

The movement of the story from direct coverage into a broader conversation about 

nuclear development through the by-word of the “village of widows” indicates a shift in which 

the discourse of suffering somewhat overtakes the discourse of deception, though both of these 

are held within the frame of betrayal that the village of widows symbol so effectively contains 

and conveys. The emotional appeal of this symbol is evident in the responses of readers like 

Leonard Moll, whose letter to the editor in the Toronto Star aligns the Dene with the inhabitants 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as the “innocent victims” of WWII (“Dene Deserve”). While this 

encompassing symbol allowed the Dene’s story to become de-localized—moved away from its 

contextual specificity and emptied of its detail—it did also keep the issue in the minds of readers 

concerned more broadly with Canada’s nuclear activity. The symbol of the village of widows 

cuts through not only newspaper coverage, but all of the re/mediations examined in this study, 

like a “meme”—a unit of cultural transmission that, like a strong gene, is replicated over time in 

different forms and in combination with other elements in a narrative echo of biological survival 

of the fittest (Dawkins 191-2, 195). The village of widows is a prime example of what Beck 
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describes as media use of “Tangible, simplifying symbols, in which cultural nerve fibers are 

touched and alarmed” (World at Risk 98-9). While Beck asserts that the simpler a symbol is, the 

more it calls for action, this may not always be the case. The symbol of the village of widows, 

despite its cultural cachet, discounts discussion of remediating action by focusing attention on 

past deaths which cannot be undone rather than on present risks which could be mitigated. It 

contributes to shaping the issue described as more of a tragic history than an ongoing problem 

requiring resolution. 

It should also be noted that the different formats in which the Port Radium issue was 

treated in the papers contributed to the ability of certain pieces to influence later coverage and 

dictate the “frame” within which the story would be told. As both Cottle and Bruck have shown, 

the format in which news is disseminated can either constrain a piece to an accepted discourse or 

open it to outside voices and agenda-shifting (Bruck 114; Cottle, “Production” 279). A feature 

story, while not an opinion piece, is distinct from a news report in that it offers a much more in-

depth study of a particular contemporary issue, delving beyond basic information into causes and 

effects and often making implicit judgments about responsibility. The approaches and language 

used to create frames appear much more clearly in these types of stories than in straight news 

reports. For instance, while the brief Vancouver Sun report in 1997 relies on quoted statements 

from Bill Erasmus that simply convey that the Déline community considers the large number of 

recent deaths to be “directly related to the mine,” Nikiforuk’s front-page investigative feature in 

March 1998 considers why they believe this, and his explanation very much legitimates their 

concerns. His framing of the issue in terms of betrayal, through the vocabularies of deception 

and suffering, thus greatly informs subsequent coverage of the issue; indeed, the vocabularies of 

suffering and deception instantiated by Nikiforuk’s 14 March Herald article are the primary ones 
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with which all coverage of the Dene Port Radium story subsequent to it engaged. The other story 

that notably influenced coverage is McIlroy’s 31 June column in the Globe and Mail that same 

year. A column is a less “hard-edged,” more personality-driven take on contemporary events, in 

which emotionally-charged language and direct opinion are more prevalent than in features and 

far surpass the objectivity of news reports. McIlroy’s heavy focus in this column on the suffering 

widows of Déline seems to have been a primary influence behind the uptake of the 

encompassing symbol of the village of widows into subsequent newspaper coverage of a wider 

variety of issues. 

The medium of news coverage itself is, as indicated above, a contested mode of 

representing the kind of slow violence experienced by the Dene.  In “The Storyteller,” Walter 

Benjamin provides a definition of “information” as opposed to “story” that Nixon’s denigration 

of the media seems to echo. “The value of information does not survive the moment in which it 

was new,” Benjamin asserts; but “A story is different. It does not expend itself. It preserves and 

concentrates its energy and is capable of releasing it even after a long time” (366). In the context 

of mainstream media’s production of narrative, Nixon seems to see news as providing 

Benjamin’s “information,” not “story.” What is needed to counter the media’s environmentally-

oblivious information bias is, for Nixon, story itself: to represent and counter “the pervasive but 

elusive violence of delayed effects,” he says, we need “arresting stories, images, and symbols … 

stories dramatic enough to rouse public sentiment and warrant political intervention” (3). This 

information/story duality, however, does not take into account the power of the images and 

symbols used by the media to narrativize a given event. Nor does it acknowledge the internal 

dynamics of media coverage in which the “information” represented by one news report lives 

long after it. As the evolving coverage of the Dene’s Port Radium experience in Canadian 
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newspapers between 1997 and 2006 demonstrates, the discursively-framed “information” 

provided by a given story from a given news outlet on a given day can be built upon by others 

over time, ultimately unfolding a much larger story. The capacity for the work of journalists like 

Andrew Nikiforuk and (to a lesser extent) Anne McIlroy to intervene in issues of slow violence 

should not be judged only by the briefs, bites, and bulletins to which their work can be reduced. 

When the nearly decade-long news lifespan of a story like Nikiforuk’s “Echoes of the Atomic 

Age” is taken into account, such a story presents an important exception to Nixon’s rule about 

the bleed-lead nature of the media and to Benjamin’s pronouncements on the expiration date of 

“information.” 

Academic Engagement 

At the risk of comparing two very different modes of narrative engagement, I want to 

suggest that literary and cultural critics who work with issues of environmental injustice play a 

similar role in shaping public perceptions of these issues. While the lifespan of a news story 

depends on its uptake by others, academics whose work centres on environmental issues often 

follow one particular story or situation over a comparatively long period of time—for a decade, 

or two, or sometimes for an entire career. This increased time investment enables one researcher 

to represent slow violence as it develops over time, in a way that only occurs in media coverage 

across multiple actors and outlets. Whereas members of the media are responsible primarily to 

their audiences rather than to those most affected by the issue under investigation, scholars who 

engage with environmental justice issues are often motivated by a desire to intervene in these 

issues in a way that benefits those most affected by them. In confronting situations of 

community-centered environmental injustice such as the D́line Dene’s, outside academics are 

implicated in ethical quandaries about representation from which journalists, as “objective” 
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reporters of events, are usually exempt. The following section’s exploration of the ways literary 

and cultural critics like myself who have no direct ties to Déline might ethically and effectively 

write about the community’s concerns is not meant to construct a simplistic opposition of 

academic outsider knowledge versus experiential community knowledge—writers from Déline 

such as George Blondin and Raymond Taniton have produced important texts that illuminate 

Dene cultures, histories, and lifeways in a manner that could certainly be considered academic,105 

and there are a number of community members who are, if not self-identifying academics, highly 

educated. The question of how scholars outside the community have represented its concerns is 

an important one to address, however, given the recent scholarly attention paid to the contested 

history of Port Radium. This question is ripe with the contradiction inherent to re/mediation and 

is further problematized by historical inequalities between researcher and object of study: can a 

disempowered voice, narrative, or perspective be recovered or restored by the mediation of those 

with power?  

Ecocriticism has long concerned itself with the most effective means by which both 

literary works and criticism thereof might raise environmental awareness, but much less attention 

has been paid to defining the role of the literary critic in the specific kind of environmental 

problem the present study examines—that is, the problem of community-focused environmental 

injustice. As implied by my survey in the last chapter of the possibility of seeing together, the 

most sustained focus on the pitfalls of humanist academic study of marginalized peoples and 

delegitimated perspectives has come from what might be termed “alterity studies”: theoretical 

approaches such as feminism and postcolonialism and fields like Indigenous Studies in which 

relationships between self and other, familiar and unfamiliar, and dominant and marginalized are 

                                                           
105 See chapter three for a lengthier discussion of Blondin’s and Taniton’s work. 
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central.106 In what follows, I explore the role humanities scholars and, more specifically, literary 

critics from outside a given community might play in community-focused environmental justice 

issues, putting this alterity-focused scholarship into conversation with the self-reflexive 

ecocriticism of scholars like Scott Slovic and Lawrence Buell.  

Critically intervening in issues of community-focused environmental justice that do not 

directly affect the critic means balancing a number of overlapping obligations. Among others, 

these include: the obligation to represent issues in which others have much larger stakes in a way 

that furthers their perspectives and priorities; the obligation to disseminate the kind of 

information that illuminates a wide-ranging web of environmental effects; and obligations to 

such professional and disciplinary values as deepening one’s own understanding, exercising free 

speech, and providing novel and insightful interpretations and analyses. The center of these 

obligations shifts not only from researcher to researcher but often from project to project within 

one researcher’s career and from moment to moment within the course of a single project. The 

ethical obligations of representing injustices suffered by others have been the subject of debate 

from a number of angles in feminist, postcolonial, and Indigenous studies, where the easy 

slippage for academics between speaking of or with and speaking for others as objects of study 

has been problematized. In the context of ethnography, Sara Ahmed has called for a redefinition 

                                                           
106 Much criticism from this corner presumes a white, middle-class, often male, and otherwise privileged scholar (as 

is apparent in the review of Ahmed’s work below). I don’t mean to make any such presumptions about the privilege of the 
hypothetical scholar beyond the simple empowering fact of the scholar’s position as such. Because an unequal power 
dynamic has historically separated the subject who studies from the object studied, the subject who records from the object 
that informs, and the subject dictating the terms of research from the objects that fulfill them, scholars seeking to make 
interventions of real use-value to communities suffering environmental injustices must take extra caution not to replicate 
such problematic divides. This is the case not only for white, male, middle-class, and otherwise privileged intermediaries 
but for anyone with no direct investment in the problem studied. It should also be noted, however, that in the kind of 
research most relevant to the D́line Dene’s environmental concerns—that is, collection and recording of oral histories 
containing local observations of contamination or illness—the power dynamic is not so straightforward as Ahmed and 
others suggest. The choice to share oral histories with a researcher or journalist, including which ones, which versions, and 
how much information to include, resides with the teller; as Lynn Abrams has outlined, both the amount and quality of 
knowledge arising from any given instance of oral history is the result of interactions between teller and listener that 
include the match or mismatch of listener expectations with the story the teller wishes to give (Abrams 61). 
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of “otherness” as “strangerness,” a shift that emphasizes the known rather than the unknown 

aspects of the stranger. Ahmed uses this redefinition of the stranger as “not somebody we do not 

recognise, but somebody that we recognise as a stranger” (49) to investigate the production of 

knowledge about Indigenous women within white Australian feminism and within ethnography 

more broadly. She draws attention to the dominant ethnographic model of “cultural translation,” 

of “making the coherence primitive thought has in the languages it really uses, as clear as 

possible in our own…. [and of] making the strange appear within the familiar as clearly as 

possible” (51). This translation model, Ahmed asserts, reveals the violence inherent to the 

discipline of ethnography, which re-defines the foreign “such that the foreign becomes the 

familiar” (51). As a translation mechanism, ethnography is seen here as simultaneously creating 

and destroying the other (52) or, perhaps more accurately, as creating a particular, knowable 

image of the other—“a spectre of itself” (52)—that stands in for the unknowable other as he or 

she really is.  

Ahmed’s use of the translation metaphor draws attention to the double-sided risk-reward 

nature of both literal translation, as discussed in chapter two of the present study, and the more 

figurative translations that preoccupy this study as a whole: the movement of local concerns into 

broader political contexts, the translation of community members’ observations into familiar 

idioms and institutionally accepted genres, and the adaptation of community histories into 

national and transnational critical and creative productions. Ahmed’s fears about the destructive 

tendencies of studying the other and her conclusion that an ethical ethnography would be aware 

at all times of the impossibility of knowing and speaking “with” the other (63, 64) are in the 

same vein as Daniel Coleman’s cautious stance about the impossibility of fully knowing or 
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seeing and his admonition against too-hasty affirmations of understanding.107 A more 

encompassing discussion addressing not only the destructive but also the potentially productive 

aspects of studying the other is provided by Gayatri Spivak in chapter three of A Critique of 

Postcolonial Reason. Here, Spivak poses a similar concern with “the possibility that the 

intellectual is complicit in the persistent constitution of the Other as the Self’s shadow” (2197), 

and she points out that even the most well-intended behaviour on the part of critics can 

participate in the very silencing these critics wish to combat. When she says that the subaltern 

cannot speak, Spivak is in part reacting against the tendency of radical political movements to 

look to subalterns as potential challengers to dominant discourse, and these movements’ attempts 

to both speak of and speak for subalterns in a way that serves the goals of the movement. Donna 

Haraway, too, has decried this tendency to uncritically assume (in both senses of “appropriate” 

and “presume”) marginal voices as tools in radical discourse (“Situated Knowledges” 583-584). 

As mentioned in chapter three, to assign marginalized groups this role is to repeat a basic 

violence of colonialism, which is to see others as instrumental only insofar as they fulfill 

Western expectations.  

Like Ahmed, Spivak concentrates on the transformation of the subaltern into words, 

focusing on speech acts rather than documents. The subaltern, Spivak ascertains, is not 

privileged with the ability to speak in a vocabulary that will get a hearing in institutional 

locations of power, but enters official and intellectual discourse through the mediating 

commentary of someone more at home in those discourses. This point, which resonates with the 

way the Dene have had to translate themselves into new vocabularies that will enable hearing in 

institutions of power, appears both negatively and positively in Spivak’s chapter. While Spivak 

calls the development of a Britishized Indian elite who would mediate between colonial 
                                                           
107 See chapter four for a longer discussion of Coleman’s approach. 
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authorities and the greater population “an example of epistemic violence” (2198), she also notes 

that “When a line of communication is established between a member of subaltern groups and 

the circuits of citizenship or institutionality, the subaltern has been inserted into the long road to 

hegemony,” and asserts that “Unless we want to be romantic purists or primitivists about 

‘preserving subalterity’—a contradiction in terms—this [insertion into hegemony] is absolutely 

to be desired” (2207). This ambivalence about mediating or translating an other into hegemonic 

discourse also colours Spivak’s stance on the role of critics in mediating or translating the other 

into academic discourse. Spivak considers that her own scholarship might be an example of what 

Ahmed sees as the documentary destruction of the other, describing the way her translation of 

“the immense problem of the consciousness of the woman as subaltern … in[to] a sentence”—

“White men are saving brown women from brown men”—transforms the reality of this problem 

“into the object of a simple semiosis” (2204). This gesture, she says, “marks the fact that 

knowledge of the other subject is theoretically impossible,” as the critical transformation of 

“first-person performance” to “constatation in the third person” hides the experiential nature of 

the other. As critics, Spivak implies, we must acknowledge this danger and our own participation 

in the formation of the other “into the object of investigation” (2204). She also considers that 

critical mediation might be a way of letting the subaltern speak, referring specifically to Abena 

Busia’s judgment that Spivak herself has let a particular “subaltern” woman, Bhubaneswari 

Bhaduri,108 speak in a way she could not in her immediate context by representing her life to a 

new generation of scholars and readers (Busia 102-3). However, Spivak cautions that her 

unearthing of a subaltern attempt to speak is not the same as the subaltern actually speaking, and 

                                                           
108 As Spivak says, Bhubaneswari Bhaduri “was not a ‘true’ subaltern,” as she was middle-class and exercised 

agency, “however clandestine,” in a bourgeois movement for independence (2206). 
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that “decipherment by another in an academic institution … many years later must not be too 

quickly identified with the ‘speaking’ of the subaltern” (2207). 

The inability of mediation to convey an unmediated original—of allowing the other to 

literally speak through the intermediary’s voice—is inherent to Spivak’s anxiety, as it is to the 

acts of re/mediation discussed throughout the present study. The fear that the voices of Déline 

community members or even the community members themselves might be “destroyed” through 

translation of their stories into English, into “objects of semiosis” like scientific language, human 

rights idioms, and the symbol of the “village of widows,” and into journalistic, academic, and 

creative works about their history with mining is understandable from an ethical perspective, 

especially considering the increasingly postmemorial nature of the community’s experience of 

mining and related cancer deaths.109
 However, as indicated in the last chapter, refusing to act out 

of such a fear is not ethically tenable when there is an urgent need for action in the form of 

environmental remediation, mental health services, and cultural revitalization measures, as is the 

case in Déline. In a relevant examination of this problem in the context of Indigenous literature, 

Sam McKegney has illustrated how action on these and similar fronts can be stymied when 

academics foreground their fears of speaking for other communities and cultures. McKegney 

challenges that several of the “dominant strategies adopted by non-Native critics to avoid doing 

damage to Indigenous texts have had unintended inverse (and adverse) effects of obfuscating 

Indigenous voices and stagnating the critical field,” explaining that “critical postures 

characterized by careful, self-reflexive distance undertaken by non-Native critics” have been 

“ironically disabling” (58).  He describes these postures as “strategies of ethical disengagement,” 

which he groups into the categories “Retreat into Silence,” “Focus Inward,” “Deal in the 

                                                           
109 See chapter two for some discussion of the postmemorial nature of these experiences. The way representations 

come to stand in for direct experience is considered further in chapter eight with reference to archival processes. 
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Purviews of Non-Natives,” and “Present only Tentative, Qualified, and Provisional Critical 

Statements.” The final of these strategies is most relevant to the preceding discussion about the 

impossibility of knowing or speaking for the other, and it seems to contain McKegney’s other 

categories in spirit if not directly. This strategy involves a foregrounding of one’s own subject 

position and one’s inability to speak for those of others that, as McKegney notes, can impede a 

critic’s ability to forward “solid critical claims” and cause his or her reader to lead to question 

“the point of reading work that professes to be inadequate throughout” (66n4, 62). This reticence 

about making critical claims has been compounded by the poststructuralist turn in literary 

studies—as Spivak’s consistent prevarication and self-deconstruction evinces, critical over-

awareness of relativism can impede one’s ability to make claims or offer solutions even within 

the realms of history, literature, and culture with which one is most intimately acquainted. What 

McKegney provides is a specifically-applied examination of the paralytic tendency toward 

relativism that Haraway decries more generally. His conclusion that the most ethical way for 

non-Indigenous scholars to engage with Indigenous literatures is in the role of an “ally”—one 

who moves Indigenous literatures to the forefront in awareness of, but without being crippled by, 

differences in cultural knowledge (63-4)—recalls Haraway’s insistence on the use of a partial 

perspective always recognized for its partialness as grounds from which action can proceed. For 

McKegney, as for Haraway, the risk of silencing an issue of urgency is much greater than that of 

intervening from a necessarily limited point of view.  

Though it focuses primarily on analysis of literature, McKegney’s discussion of the 

importance of academic intervention in issues of primary concern for others is directly relevant 

to a consideration of how a humanities scholar might intervene not only ethically but also 

effectively in Indigenous struggles for environmental justice. While the feminist-postcolonial 
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critiques provided by Ahmed, Spivak, and Haraway might seem related only theoretically to 

such intervention, these considerations are also immediately relevant: issues of representing the 

other have been central to environmental criticism, and feminist and minority environmentalists 

have played an important role in carving out space within the field for engagement with issues of 

environmental injustice. As Lawrence Buell details in The Future of Environmental Criticism, 

early ecocriticism’s resistance to theory in favour of experience and practice in many ways 

reprised the experiential, subject-position emphases of gender- and race-focused literary 

movements (7).110 The difference ecocritics deal with in attempting to “speak a word for 

Nature,” as Thoreau does in “Walking” (95), is the more radical impossibility of doing so. While 

a female or minority critic might be able to speak a word representatively for women or a 

minority group, or at least speak as one woman or one member of a minority group, one cannot 

speak for or as nonhuman “Nature” in the same representative way. The speaking-for that occurs 

here is similar to the kind Spivak wrestles with above in that the ecocritic attempts to let 

something speak that has not been sufficiently heard; it is different in that the critic must contend 

with a radical lack of understanding of what the natural world is in “itself.” I highlight this term 

“itself” because Ahmed has spent considerable energy arguing against the notion that an 

anthropologist might allow his or her subjects of study to speak “for themselves.” The very “idea 

of ‘themselves,’” she argues, is “destroyed through the assumption that ‘we’ can know what they 

‘themselves’ are: an assumption of access which abolishes the very possibility of an unknowable 

strangerness” (60). While this assertion usefully points out the impossibility of actually knowing 

what others “are,” it is somewhat hyperbolic in its avoidance of the distinct possibility of 

bridging gaps of understanding through language. As discussed in the last chapter, even such 

                                                           
110 It is interesting to note how Spivak’s heavily deconstructionist meditations arrive at the same argumentative 

crux—whether or not one can speak for the other—as first-wave ecocriticism’s anti-poststructuralist attempt to reconnect 
literature with the material world. 
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seemingly radical perspectival oppositions as that of the Déline Dene and the government can be 

partially—and usefully—bridged through language and interaction. The ecocritic’s attempt to 

understand nature must by contrast contend with the fact that “Nature” cannot speak, and that our 

understanding of it (as William Cronon convincingly demonstrates in “The Trouble with 

Wilderness”) is conditioned by, filtered through, and to a great degree created by, human society. 

This lack of language is one of the reasons ecocritics of various stripes place such emphasis on 

experience of and in different environments: interaction with the nonhuman world can create an 

experiential understanding of it that is non- or extra-verbal. Recognition of the heightened 

difficulty of bridging the material world “itself” with human understanding thereof has prompted 

the same realization within ecocriticism of the importance of approaches of alliance or solidarity 

that has come about in feminist thought and, as McKegney’s conclusion highlights, in 

Indigenous Studies.111 

Unsurprisingly, given the centrality of coalition and solidarity politics to feminist 

thought, this notion of alliance has in the ecocritical context been articulated most firmly by 

ecofeminists. Val Plumwood’s essay “Unity, Solidarity, and Deep Ecology” provides a good 

example of its articulation: “The basic concept required for an appropriate ethic of environmental 

activism,” she argues, “is not that of identity or unity (or its reversal in difference) but that of 

solidarity … [which] requires not just the affirmation of difference, but also sensitivity to the 

difference between positioning oneself with the other and positioning oneself as the other” (202). 

This insistence on being aware of and sensitive to the difference between speaking with and 

speaking as the other problematizes the elision of these types of speaking obvious in much nature 

                                                           
111 For further discussion of the importance of solidarity, alliance, and coalition in a feminist context, see (among 

others) Chandra Mohanty, Feminism without Borders, Papusa Molina, “Recognizing, Accepting and Celebrating,” Bernice 
Johnson Reagon, “Coalition Politics,” and Chela Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed; in the context of Indigenous 
Studies, see Lynne Davis’s edited collection Alliances, which contains not only theorizations but also some concrete 
examples of productive cross-cultural allyship. 
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writing, including in the full version of the passage from Thoreau’s “Walking” quoted above. 

The opening statement of this essay reads: “I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute 

freedom and wildness, as contrasted with a freedom and culture merely civil,—to regard man as 

an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of nature, rather than a member of society” (95). While here 

the attempt to point out man’s inextricable relation to and existence within nature is conflated 

with an attempt to speak directly for nature, current ecocriticism recognizes the implausibility of 

speaking for or as nature. As Buell observes, what ecocritics might now be said to do is to “speak 

in cognizance of human being as ecologically or environmentally embedded” (The Future 8). 

Buell’s use of the term “embedded” echoes Haraway’s use of “situated” decades earlier to 

describe the highly individualized contextual knowledge of each person. The insistence on such 

embodied contexts in environmental criticism mirrors a similar insistence in feminism, while the 

turn toward minority and “third world” feminisms in the 1980s and 90s is likewise mirrored by 

an increasing concern in environmental criticism with poor and minority environmentalisms, 

environmental racism, and environmental justice. Given these parallels it is understandable that, 

as Buell notes, ecofeminism has been a major force driving environmental criticism toward 

“substantive engagement with issues of environmental welfare and equity of more pressing 

concern to the impoverished and socially marginalized: to landscapes of urbanization, racism, 

poverty, and toxification; and to the voices of witnesses and victims of environmental injustice” 

(The Future 111-112).112 The intersecting human and environmental concerns of environmental 

justice—the intertwined concerns of speaking for human others and speaking for nonhuman 

nature—make coalition, solidarity, and alliance essential to its pursuit. To sum up this rather 

                                                           
112 Indeed, the editors of the 2002 volume The Environmental Justice Reader: Politics, Poetics and Pedagogy, 

which refocuses the concerns of Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm’s more ecocentric Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks 
in Literary Ecology (1996) around environmental inequalities, are ecofeminist scholars: Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, 
and Rachel Stein. 
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long explanation: any humanities scholar engaging in an issue of community-focused 

environmental injustice has an ethical obligation to represent the perspectives of the human and 

nonhuman others most affected by it. This obligation might usefully be called the “obligation of 

alliance”: the responsibility one has as an ally to a particular community and a particular 

environment in one specific struggle.113
 

As McKegney’s discussion cited above indicates, ethical representation is not always the 

same as effective representation. While a given community will have particular perceptions of 

the environmental injustice they are suffering and likely also ideas about how the issue should be 

conveyed, these prescriptions for representation might not match up with a scholar’s own. For 

example, in ecocritical scholarship, the movement of a particular local or community issue into 

much broader terms has been one of the preferred ways of galvanizing support for that issue. As 

Corburn points out, one of the most powerful aspects of coalition is to bring together disparate, 

localized problems under more widely relevant banners: “broad-based coalitions [are] needed,” 

he asserts, “to link local knowledge with global struggles” (207). This approach of describing 

particular community issues as part and parcel of much larger problems—one of the 

developments in the newspaper coverage of the Dene’s Port Radium claims described above—is 

a symptom of, and in some ways a contributing factor to, the increasing decontextualization of 

risk that both Beck and Heise identify as endemic to modernization.  

                                                           
113 While I use the language of obligation throughout this argument to try to delineate the various imperatives with 

which an outside researcher might contend when intervening in issues of community-focused environmental justice, in the 
case of community alliance a more appropriate descriptor than “obligation of” might be that of “aspiration toward” alliance. 
As Jessica Danforth Yee has pointed out, alliance or “allyship” must be “consensual” in order to be effective. That is, being 
a meaningful ally means taking into account what is valued and needed by the communities one hopes to support, rather 
than undertaking a wholly self-generated approach that might be at odds with and in fact undermine local views and goals. 
Danforth is executive director of the Native Youth Sexual Health Network, and her work on consensual allyship is in the 
context of gender and sexual rights and equality. See the “Gender Issues” section of David Coghlan and Mary Brydon-
Miller’s SAGE Encyclopedia of Action Research (especially 375) for an explanation of how consensual allyship can be 
applied in community-based action research into issues of gender inequality, and the risks of non-consensual action 
research. 
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Heise uses Anthony Giddens’s theory of “disembedding,” the de-localizing of things and 

events that occurs as life is increasingly influenced by transnational institutions and networks, to 

describe the changed nature of risk in modernity and the subsequently changing role of 

information and narrative. Heise relates a story about loggers working in isolation in an old-

growth Louisiana forest, totally unaware of any risk of the forest’s extermination, as an 

illustration of the way localized observations can fail to lead to an awareness of a larger risk 

scenario. What is needed to produce such awareness of larger systems—to connect observable 

evidence to “the more elusive ecological systems to which it points” (Heise 154)—is “mediated” 

knowledge, secondhand knowledge gathered from various people and places. Given that risk 

perception requires the use of secondhand information to connect one’s own experiences to the 

larger global networks in which they are situated, Beck declares that in modern risk society “The 

‘experiential logic’ of everyday thought is, so to speak, turned upside down. One no longer only 

induces general judgments from one’s own experiences, but instead general knowledge that is 

not based on any experience becomes the determining center of one’s own” (Risk Society 96). 

This increased epistemological reliance on secondhand information, Heise says, causes a kind of 

deterritorialization, a “detachment of cultural practices from their anchoring in place and their 

reconfiguration in relation to other places as well as other scales of spatial experience.” “Risk 

scenarios,” she continues, “especially those that do not originate locally but at the national, 

regional, or global scale, contribute to deterritorialization processes as they prompt individuals 

and communities to reconfigure their practices of inhabitation in relation to these larger 

sociospatial scales” (152). This deterritorialization can be experienced retroactively as well as 

presently: the Dene’s traumatic reinterpretation of their localized past experiences as part of a 
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transnational network of war production—a reinterpretation cemented by their 1998 trip to 

Japan—exemplifies such an epistemic shift.114 

The Déline community realized the connection between their mine-related labours and 

the culminating event of WWII in the early 1990s, when the rumours they heard about this link 

were confirmed by Gordon Edwards of the CCNR. This knowledge is deeply mediated, as 

neither community members nor Edwards himself were present during the bombing. Providing 

this kind of mediated information is a critical responsibility of scholars not only in the context of 

connecting local environmental justice struggles to the larger systems of which they are 

symptomatic, but also on the more general level of portraying the scope of environmental crises. 

Scott Slovic, in fact, follows on Jil Ker Conway, Kenneth Keniston, and Leo Marx’s statement 

that “if we are to understand and devise effective solutions for today’s environmental threats, we 

must locate them within their larger historical, societal, and cultural setting” (Earth, Air, Fire, 

Water 3) to claim that such “contextualization and synthesis”—“pulling things (ideas, texts, 

authors) together and putting them in perspective”—is the main contribution of literary scholars 

to environmental awareness (Slovic, “Foreword” ix; Going Away 34). Using terminology shared 

by Heise, Beck, Corburn, and Latour, we might call this obligation one of “mediation”: the 

obligation to synthesize the issue at hand with other similar ones and provide a wide-lens view of 

these occurrences within a larger context that may not be visible from a localized perspective. 

For humanities scholars intervening in a specific community’s struggle with environmental 

injustice, the difficulty with this obligation is that it is in some ways opposed to the obligation of 

alliance. Particular communities are understandably invested in their own localized problems and 

                                                           
114 See chapter two for a brief description of this trip and the impetus behind it. As discussed in chapter four, the 

community’s understanding of the local environment has also been altered by the mediation of expert advice and scientific 
studies. Given the importance of experiential knowledge to Dene epistemology, the reorientation of knowledge toward 
“mediated” understandings may have profound effects on the community’s bases for belief legitimation and decision-
making. 
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might see this kind of broadening not as contextualization but de-contextualization; a scholar 

placing emphasis squarely on the obligation or aspiration of alliance might have a similar 

interpretation. As with Corburn’s idea of coalition, the challenge here is for a critic to provide the 

kind of mediation that broadens support for a given community’s specific cause while at the 

same time revealing the widespread and systemic nature of the problem. 

The other major obligation of any humanities scholar, no matter the object of study, is to 

abide by professional and personal standards and values, such as standards of academic rigor and 

values of free speech and intellectual curiosity. These demands can be in conflict with both of 

the previous obligations: most obviously, the findings of rigorous research and the professional 

desire to demonstrate the validity of more than one side of a debate might conflict with or 

undermine the assertions of community members. Furthermore, the standard conventions with 

which a scholar has been trained to express him or herself—logical argumentation, theory, 

abstraction or extrapolation—and the modes of dissemination with which he or she is familiar—

academic monograph, journal article, conference presentation—can be alarmingly at odds with 

social justice motives of broad-banner awareness raising and community engagement. Unlike 

journalism, which seeks to reach the broadest possible audience, literary scholarship is “an 

acquired taste, a taste that will remain unfamiliar to the average reader or television watcher or 

SUV driver” (Slovic, “Foreword” x). For this reason, as Buell notes, “the very thought of casting 

one’s thoughts into an academic discourse directed chiefly toward other academics may seem 

dispiriting” to ecocritics with “reformist or transformationist aspiration[s]” (The Future 132). 

Slovic elaborates, “To the extent that those of us in this work [of ecocriticism] maintain idealistic 

visions about the social efficacy of our thoughts and words, we must affirm these visions with 

notions of the ‘ripple effect’ and ‘trickle down communication’”—that is, the process by which 
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“this scholarship will affect what teachers do in their classrooms, which will in turn reach broad 

groups of students, who will in turn become teachers themselves or move out into the world and 

carry with them faint hints of ideas represented [in such scholarship]” (“Foreword” ix, x).  

What Buell and Slovic are primarily addressing here is the conflict between what might 

be called the “professional obligation” and that of community alliance. Before any critical work 

can have effect, the critic must find the constellations of theory, text, and practice that make 

sense of an issue for him or herself, both personally and professionally. It seems that in order to 

honour one’s own personal and professional values, either a great deal of stock must be put in the 

“ripple effect” or a balance must be struck between what makes sense in an academic 

environment and what makes sense to a particular community in the on-the-ground context of a 

politicized environmental justice issue. The spectrum of community-focused academic writing 

ranges from that which is co-produced and often co-authored by a scholar in cooperation with 

community members (such as Julie Cruikshank’s Life Lived Like a Story), to that in which 

community events, perspectives, and input are collected, contextualized, and theorized by a 

scholar (like Corburn’s Street Science), to that in which community events provide a jumping-off 

point for a much broader discussion of inequality and violence (as in Nixon’s Slow Violence). A 

correlative spectrum of stylistic and formal elements could also be devised, perhaps ranging from 

conversational tone or quoted conversation to journalistic, plainspoken examination to 

terminology-laden academic discourse. The shifting center of obligations might be locatable 

according to such spectrums, though it would be simplistic to think that a strict correlation of 

foregrounded obligation to choice of writing style would occur.  

In order to illustrate how these overlapping obligations might be navigated and where 

different critical works can fall on these hypothetical spectrums of community engagement and 
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stylistic accessibility, I turn to two critical interventions in the debate on the environmental and 

cultural risks and damages of Port Radium. I have chosen these works because they arise out of 

the same SSHRC-funded project on Canada’s role in the production of the atomic bomb and 

from the same 2002 fieldwork trip to D́line. While I don’t wish to make pronouncements about 

which work is more effective, I hope that an applied look at actual critical engagement with the 

Dene’s Port Radium experience will deepen understanding of the give-and-take among 

obligations outlined above—and, perhaps, shed some light on the manner in which the present 

study has attempted to juggle them. 

The first of these two works is Peter van Wyck’s The Highway of the Atom (2010), the 

only humanities monograph to date that focuses on the Port Radium experiences of the Déline 

Dene and a work to which this study is thus very much indebted. van Wyck’s wide-ranging and 

complex text might best be described as a theoretical meditation on memory and place. The work 

takes as its leitmotif the idea of the Highway of the Atom, the route travelled by the ore extracted 

from Port Radium across Great Bear Lake to the bay outside Déline, down Great Bear River and 

the Mackenzie and across Great Slave Lake, down the Slave River into Northern Alberta, and 

through the Athabasca River to the railway at Waterways; from there to Port Hope, to American 

laboratories and test sites for the Manhattan project, and, eventually, to Japan. Metaphorical play 

between the idea of a journey in space and one in time is prominent throughout. The layered, 

abstract style of van Wyck’s writing can be gleaned from a reading of almost any given longer 

passage. Here I quote at some length a passage that I feel gives a good sense of both the style and 

focus of the work:  

From the point of view of this route—the Highway of the Atom—what is the 

power of the past, apart from our efforts to reconstruct it? Is it, as Peirce put it of 
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memory, a gentle compulsiveness? It doesn’t seem very gentle. Nor is the 

imperative clear. 

The image that comes to my mind is musical—a kind of contortion of 

Bruce Chatwin’s realization that “music is a kind of memory bank for finding 

one’s way about the world”—or, in other words, musical phrase as a “kind of map 

reference.” 

The route, showing my European roots, might thus be thought of as 

contrapuntal; that is, puncta contra punctum. We might then shift this thought 

from the note against note of polyphony, to a moment against moment, or point 

against moment. Then our route would not simply be a horizontal movement, a 

line, a vector, a spreading path, an extension, the lay of the land. Rather, we 

would think of it, simultaneously, in its vertical development—as with bodies of 

all kinds—in a presupposition that is both generative and controlling. Extension 

and intensity. Paradigm and expression….  

What, then, is the art of memory proper to the route? How are we to 

understand the mnemotechnics of the route as an ideographic succession of topoi? 

(33-34) 

This passage is microcosmic of the work’s larger meditation on the meaning of the route—the 

highway of the atom—and of memory of and in place. The allusive, intertextual nature of the 

writing is evocative, and much is made out of little content (the content being basically the 

concept of the route itself). It must be said that a number of things in this passage are difficult to 

interpret, functioning as they do in an imagistic rather than a straightforward way. In what 

context, for example, does Peirce use the notion of “a gentle compulsiveness,” and how is it 
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relevant here? What’s the connection between the reworked notion of contrapuntal notes and the 

tracing of the route—does van Wyck mean that moments in his current tracing are contrapuntal 

to other moments in other such tracings? How do the three couplings in the parallel series about 

the route’s “vertical development” relate to one another? And what is “understand[ing] the 

mnemotechnics of the route as an ideographic succession of topoi”—does this mean that the 

sources that help us remember the route are ideographic? Challenging enough for a literary 

scholar to construe, this passage would likely be incomprehensible to Déline residents, most of 

whom have not had extensive training in literary, historiographical, semiotic, and musical theory. 

The diction and allusions of the text clearly hail an audience beyond the local context.  

The allusiveness of the book is part of its attempt to remain “fragmentary”: “Although 

this text follows many conventions of scholarly work,” van Wyck writes near the beginning, “I 

have attempted to retain the fragmentary structure of the inquiry as it progressed” (Highway 7). 

In keeping with this aim, the work loosely collects meditations on metaphor, shipwrecks as a 

motif, Sherrill Grace’s idea of the North, and the thoughts of theorists from Aristotle and 

Lucretius to Freud to Bakhtin, Barthes, and Derrida. The form of the book echoes the 

fragmentation of its prose: the book is divided into four parts, with between twelve and twenty 

segments in each; some of these are no more than a few lines long, and some are reprinted field 

notes made by van Wyck in Déline. Each segment is numbered in a part.segment formula 

evocative of scientific exhibits or archival itemization (2.01, 2.02, and so on). In the context of 

ethical community engagement or alliance, the fragmentariness of the work might be lauded for 

the way it allows van Wyck to sidestep constructing a potentially problematic narrative about a 

community to which he does not belong and which he may not fully understand. On the other 

side of the same coin, the work’s fragmentary nature holds it back from forwarding much in the 
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way of McKegney’s “solid critical claims.” This avoidance of “solid” claims is underwritten by 

van Wyck’s deconstructionist skepticism about the archival documents and personal stories he 

reads and hears, a skepticism he extends to his own perceptions. This self-negation is inherent to 

deconstructionist critique and can be damaging to its political power; as Vincent Leitch writes of 

Spivak’s deconstructionist style, “To continually dismantle one’s own assumptions seems itself 

an act of privilege, a deconstructionist’s luxury that few can afford, especially those who have to 

make decisions here and now” (2196).  

As is suggested by the passage quoted above, van Wyck uses a wide range of theoretical 

works to guide his meditations—a single six-paragraph passage on metaphor, for example, 

addresses a litany of theorists including Greimas, Quintilian, Lucretius, Voltaire, Montaigne, 

Pascal, and Hans Blumenberg (Highway 168-9). This heavy use of theory has implications for 

the text’s work of alliance: firstly, explaining the community’s suffering through disciplinary 

conventions rather than through community voices might be seen to erase the voices of those 

who have suffered, recapitulating the government’s long-maintained denial of Dene claims about 

cancer death and environmental degradation. Constant recourse to theory can also obscure the 

urgency the community assigns these problems by depicting them as objects of intellectual 

interest rather than practical necessity. Theoretical framing also removes the work, to some 

extent, from community access: as Deborah Simmons recently remarked regarding this book, 

“no one in the community really has access to [it].” When I prompted her to explain, 

remembering that van Wyck had sent copies of the book to Déline, Simmons simply said: 

“Who’s going to read that heavy-duty theoretical kind of stuff?” (personal interview). As Buell 

points out, early ecocriticism’s resistance of theory was in many ways an attempt to repair the 

rift between literature and the material world caused by the poststructuralist turn in literary 
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scholarship (The Future 6); in the context of engagement with community issues of 

environmental justice, this engagement with material reality seems similarly important. Through 

the inclusion of field notes, van Wyck does incorporate something like the mode of scholarship 

Scott Slovic has offered as an ecocritical antidote for overly theoretical, abstracted criticism: a 

“narrative scholarship” by which critical claims are couched in autobiographical experiences.115 

These autobiographical experiences, though, are also interpreted by van Wyck with recourse to 

theory, in a way that underlines the oversimplification of opposing autobiography to theory: for a 

theorist, such abstract framing can be necessary to rather than opposed to autobiographical 

narration. In terms of community engagement or alliance, then, the achievement of van Wyck’s 

book seems to be primarily one of basic awareness-raising. As noted above, it is the first and 

thus far the only critical book-length study from a humanities perspective on the Dene’s 

participation in the production of uranium for the atomic bomb; since its publication, it has come 

to fill the role of “proxy archives” for this history previously occupied, as van Wyck points out, 

by Robert Bothwell’s corporate biographies Eldorado and Nucleus (Highway 14, 15).  Given the 

work’s target audience of other humanities scholars, its awareness-raising value can be 

considered not only part of its work of alliance with the community but also an element of its 

work of mediation. 

Highway of the Atom is declaredly academic: the book, van Wyck says, moves what has 

long considered a “techno-scientific problem” into the “different optic” of literary and cultural 

study (personal interview). Its style has immediate appeal to humanities scholars, as is indicated 

on the inside jacket cover of the book, which carries praise from John O’Brian of the Department 

of Art History, Visual Art and Theory at the University of British Columbia. “The Highway of 

                                                           
115 Much of Slovic’s Going Away to Think exemplifies degrees of narrative scholarship. Other ecocritical works 

employing the approach, as Buell notes, include John Elder’s Reading the Mountains of Home and Ian Marshall’s Peak 
Experiences (Buell, The Future 9). 
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the Atom is a tour de force,” O’Brian writes; “The book contains so many telling phrases and 

telling insights that the reader will want to concentrate not only on what van Wyck is saying but 

also on how well he is saying it.” While highly theoretical language and the form of the 

academic monograph itself both have limited audiences (as Slovic says, “A moderately 

successful ecocritical book might sell 2,000 copies” [“Foreword” ix]), the “trickle-down” effect 

by which academic work intervenes in real-world issues is much more likely to occur with high-

quality, well-received academic monographs like van Wyck’s. Due to the extent to which van 

Wyck successfully moves the Dene Port Radium struggle into an intellectual and academic 

realm, he might be considered an academic “intermediary,” a translator of community issues into 

a language academics understand and value. 

McKegney’s term “ethical disengagement” is multivalent: it could signify a retreat from 

or avoidance of ethical engagement, or a disengagement that is perceived to be ethical. Both 

these meanings underscore McKegney’s discussion of the way certain strategies adopted by 

settler scholars seeking to avoid doing damage to Indigenous texts are themselves damaging. In 

environmental justice criticism, however, disengagement of a given problem from its immediate 

context can, as explained above, prove beneficial in both resolving the problem at hand and in 

connecting multiple similar instances under the systemic issues from which they arise. van 

Wyck’s text disengages the issue at hand, moving outward from local events to more universal 

ideas about memory, trauma, geography, belonging, and story. Arguably, this is part of  the role 

of all literary criticism—to extrapolate larger ideas about human experience from a particular 

narrative—but van Wyck’s work is notable for the way it takes events that are highly charged for 

one community, and which one might expect to be closely and specifically contextualized within 

that community, into a much broader sphere. This process can be likened to Franco Moretti’s 
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concept of “distant reading,” in which disengagement from culturally-specific narratives is “a 

condition of knowledge: it allows you to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger than 

the text: devices, themes, tropes—or genres and systems” (57). Moretti’s assertion that cultural 

adoption of modern narrative forms is “always a compromise” between the foreign and the local 

(60) applies here, too. In translating the Dene’s experiences with Port Radium from a localized 

protest to an intellectual exercise, van Wyck’s text compromises contextual specificity in order 

to provide new perspectives on this history. It should be noted that Highway of the Atom does not 

“disembed” the events it studies in the way Heise outlines; it does not pursue the same kind of 

broad risk-conveying project as Nixon’s Slow Violence or Martinez-Alier’s Environmentalism of 

the Poor, or the newspaper coverage referring to Port Radium as part of the broader problem of 

nuclear waste management, all of which draw together disparate community struggles in order to 

demonstrate the systemic nature of the issues they face. Rather, the distant reading performed 

here is more of a philosophical exercise. As van Wyck says, “What Port Radium represents is far 

more than the particular circumstances of its history … [I]t’s a figure of modernity, in a way—in 

the way that these kinds of traumas disperse, and become forgotten” (personal interview).  

Displacing, disengaging, or disembedding community-specific issues into broader 

contexts is a means not only of providing wide-lens views on systemic injustice or avoiding 

critiques about appropriation but also of protecting individual intellectual freedoms. A number of 

things van Wyck told me recently pointed to the importance of this particular obligation for his 

work. When asked whether scholars should use any particular approach or language when 

writing on community-focused injustices, he emphasized that as a scholar “You have to honour 

the writing.” He underlined his awareness of the obligation of community engagement but 

explicitly foregrounded that of personal expression, remarking that “They [in the community] 
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don’t know what an aporia is, and maybe I should be using some terms that would be better 

understood, but I need that [term] in order to think about things” (personal interview). This 

emphasis on personal expression highlights the shifting of audiences and intentions implicit in 

the above discussion of community engagement versus broad mediation and inherent, as 

discussed in chapter two, to any process of adaptation.  

The other work I’d like to bring into conversation with van Wyck’s approaches the 

various obligations outlined above rather differently, though its author echoes this emphasis on 

personal expression. In August 2011 Julie Salverson, van Wyck’s fellow traveller to Déline, 

published the article “They Never Told Us These Things” in the online magazine Maisonneuve. 

It is a journalistic and autobiographical account of Salverson’s lifelong dread of and fascination 

with atomic weapons, and of her trip to D́line and what she learned there about Canada’s role in 

producing the atomic bomb. In a passage conveying the approach and style of the article as a 

whole, Salverson writes:  

In my hotel room, I run a bath and sit with my feet in hot water, thinking about 

what I’ve learned in D́line so far. “We did not know the ore was bad,” one 

person said. “Non-natives didn’t know, either.” The Dene started to ask questions 

in the 1980s when their men began to die. The Medical Officer of Health for the 

Northwest Territories only began a register of diagnoses and deaths in 1989–90; 

the year before, it listed fourteen Dene men who worked in the mining, milling or 

transport of radium and uranium. All of them died from cancers associated with 

exposure to radioactive contaminants: lung, bone, throat. 

As is evident from this passage, the style of the article is quite plainspoken and direct. Like van 

Wyck, Salverson uses the first person to describe her experiences and thoughts; however, 
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throughout Salverson’s article the kind of personal reflection that in Highway of the Atom is 

filtered through theory is instead framed by other life events, such as seminars she attended on 

surviving nuclear war. Salverson’s approach more directly emulates Slovic’s “narrative 

scholarship”: her critical claims are couched in autobiographical experience rather than framed 

by theory or delivered as moral pronouncements. This stylistic approach makes the article 

accessible to the community in a way van Wyck’s book is not; aside from a reference to Pierre 

Nora’s lieux de mémoire, there is not much “heavy-duty theoretical stuff” to wade through here. 

The open-access nature of the article’s publication in a free, online journal combines with 

Salverson’s plainspoken style to increase its community accessibility both in terms of easy 

attainment and reader comprehension. 

In the context of the obligation of community engagement or alliance, it is also 

significant that Salverson quotes directly from a number of people in the community. There is a 

great deal of context provided for the conversations Salverson records, including physical 

descriptions of her various contributors, their homes, and the fact that they approve of her 

coming “to talk” with rather than “interview” them (Salverson, “They Never”). Salverson’s 

foregrounding of community voices navigates the impossibility of knowing that Ahmed and 

Coleman describe by gesturing directly toward the reliance of her knowledge on that of others. 

Throughout the article, Salverson also refers extensively to the community-generated report They 

Never Told Us These Things, and mentions community events in which she participated. 

Deborah Simmons’s feedback about Salverson’s work reflects an appreciation of this kind of 

involvement: “Julie made a real effort to get a feel for the community,” Simmons notes, 

mentioning not only her willingness to participate in local events and customs, but also a 

community performance art initiative she and Salverson had begun to plan (personal interview). 
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In terms of making critical claims or arguing on behalf of a particular perspective, the article is 

much more suggestive than it is argumentative. The article’s precautionary stance and its quiet 

outrage over the lack of precaution taken at Port Radium are implied rather than declared, 

noticeable in the linkage of Grandfather Ayah’s forbidden rock prophecy to community 

members’ experiences, evidence from They Never Told Us, and an unflattering reading of the 

CDUT’s Final Report. Much like van Wyck, Salverson leaves it to the reader to derive her 

argument from the research and experiences presented, rather than offering it straightforwardly 

and supporting it with clearly-delineated argumentation. 

Salverson’s article, like van Wyck’s book, mediates Déline-centered experiences and 

concerns into broader contexts. In a manner that recalls another term of Slovic’s, the article 

telescopes in and out from the community to its history to Salverson’s life to other sites and 

events of atomic detonation and back to the community. Slovic’s description of “telescoping” 

refers to an author’s “moving inward toward intimate, personal aspects … and then moving out 

to the broader, more abstract aspects” of a given issue. “This movement back and forth from the 

intimate to the global,” Slovic says, “is an attempt to make the topic accessible and meaningful 

by way of narrative prose without compromising the scientific information that the author feels 

his [or her] readers need to have in mind” (Going Away 161). Slovic’s added juxtaposition of the 

terms “intimate” and “global” to his personal/abstract comparison indicates that this telescoping 

is not only a conceptual movement from the individual to the shared, but can also refer to 

geographical movement from the local to the global, as in Heise’s concept of disembedding. In 

Salverson’s article, both senses of movement are achieved, often in tandem: a recollection of her 

adolescent fear of nuclear winter expands into a brief meditation on the totalized nature of 

danger since nuclear war, for example, and a visit to the Norman Wells Historical Center to view 
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the trinitite plaque linking Great Bear Lake to atomic testing in New Mexico (see Figure 5.1) 

prompts a journey to the nuclear Waste Isolation Pilot Plant outside Carlsbad and to Ground 

Zero at the White Sands missile range.116 This physical movement performs a literal 

deterritorialization of Port Radium’s atomic production—a reconfiguration of local experiences 

of the mine through their relation to “larger sociospatial scales” (Heise 152)—through a guided 

tour of the transnational sites that share its nuclear history. In terms of moving the Dene 

experience into new realms, as van Wyck does for academia, Salverson also mediates the 

community’s concerns to new audiences. Her choice to publish the article in an online journal 

significantly increases the chances that the article will be stumbled upon by laypeople 

researching nuclear involvement or by regular readers of online news. The article also mentions 

another of Salverson’s current projects inspired by the Dene Port Radium experience: the opera 

Shelter. This project, which is discussed in further detail in chapter seven, evinces a consistent 

investment on Salverson’s part to move issues of social injustice and environmental risk beyond 

the academy, to “reach as large an audience as possible and NOT preach to the converted,” as 

David Quammen puts it (qtd. in Slovic, “Foreword” viii).  

Although her article seems much more heavily weighted than van Wyck’s text toward an 

approach of community alliance, Salverson too insists on the importance of exercising academic 

freedom when engaging in such research. Speaking of critical involvement in community 

environmental injustices, Salverson writes that “What shape this [work] takes is utterly 

individual. I’m not interested in ethics as moral regulation” (personal communication). Of her 

choice to distribute her first publication on Port Radium in an online, quasi-journalistic format, 

however, she also says “It was the only way I could write it.  I tried to write in a more 

                                                           
116 van Wyck’s book Signs of Danger provides an extended investigation of the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, focusing 

on the semiotic problem of representing the danger of wastes held there in a way that will be understood thousands of years 
into the future. 
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‘academic’ way and I could not do it. It felt false and inadequate to the task I was taking on” 

(personal communication). Salverson and van Wyck’s shared insistence on the freedom to 

pursue whatever approach is most personally effective cautions against allowing set expectations 

about the obligation for alliance to constrain academic freedoms to write and think about 

politically-charged issues. This freedom to abstain from involvement in a particular politicized 

discourse is one that Rob Appleford has highlighted as central to the appropriate reception of 

works about community injustice. In an response to McKegney’s “Open Letter” published in the 

same journal less than a year later, Appleford expresses a concern that certain writers might be 

presumed to owe allegiance to a larger political movement. A focus on community, he notes, can 

become “a justification for presumptively shoe-horning authors into political models of agency 

or resistance with which they may in fact have little interest or sympathy” (62).117 While 

Salverson appears to be quite invested in being an ally of the Déline Dene in their ongoing 

journey of environmental, cultural, and social healing, her decision to take this approach arises 

from the same personal place as van Wyck’s approach of intellectual idiosyncrasy and wide-

ranging rumination. Salverson’s article is perhaps more straightforward to analyze in relation to 

community engagement, but van Wyck’s text provides a rich example of the way personal and 

professional freedoms can compete with community representation and how broad 

contextualization of a localized issue is, at the same time, its decontextualization. Both texts 

exemplify not only the difficulty of balancing obligations of community alliance, information 

mediation, and intellectual freedom, but also demonstrate how the researcher’s first “obligation” 

is to his or her own feeling for which of these responsibilities is most relevant for the project at 

                                                           
117 It should be noted that Appleford is speaking about critics’ tendency to “shoe-horn” Indigenous authors into a 

particular political position; while the resistance of non-Indigenous scholars to expectations of alliance surrounding work in 
Indigenous community is certainly different, I think it shares in what Appleford describes as the problem of presumed 
politicization where little or none—or a politics of a different kind—may be intended. 
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hand. The obligation of a scholar engaging in community-focused criticism to maintain personal 

and professional integrity, it seems, must precede—and in many cases, may itself prompt—a 

sense of the obligation to serve as an ally of the community. 

Both journalistic and academic treatments of the involvement of the Déline Dene in 

government-mandated uranium mining have primarily been exercises in disembedding or 

mediation: their major effect is to move the local problems occurring in Déline into broader 

contexts. Just as Port Radium and the village of widows moved steadily in the papers from a 

localized problem on Great Bear Lake to a symbol for disproportionate location of mines and 

mine waste on Indigenous lands, so too does the local problem of uranium contamination travel 

into larger theoretical discussions of place, memory, and justice in academic treatments. These 

shifts in context and audience entail shifts in story emphasis, as the goals, values, and 

perceptions of the writer intermingle with those of the community in ways that detract 

importance from certain points and amplify others, but always and unavoidably change the story 

told. Removing environmental justice issues from their place-specific contexts in the service of 

revealing systemic inequalities runs the risk of appropriating local knowledge in service of points 

not necessarily in the community’s immediate interests. It is this concern with altering the voice 

of another that scholars like Ahmed, who place emphasis on the obligation of or aspiration 

toward community alliance, caution against. The difficulty of balancing the obligation of alliance 

against that of mediation is one navigated by all processes of re/mediation, which seek to restore 

a given narrative while altering it. While the obligation to personal intellectual integrity may 

seem to pale in importance next to these concerns, it is naïve to expect that the embodied “partial 

perspective” (to call once again on Haraway) of each researcher will not affect the importance he 

or she places on one obligation or another. Putting Corburn’s idea of intermediation into 
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conversation with Bruno Latour’s similar definition, we might say that journalists and 

academics—like other adaptors of the D́line Dene’s stories—do not simply “intermediate” or 

give new shape to existing messages and meanings; they also always “mediate” or actively 

change the messages they promulgate (Latour, We Have Never 138; “Morality and Technology” 

250). Journalistic and academic treatments of this issue provide a particularly illuminating 

example of the power dynamics at play in such alteration: while re/mediation is conditioned by 

systems of power that privilege non-Dene journalists and academics, these very positions of 

privilege can be and have been mobilized to create awareness-raising and often politically 

expedient—if also simplifying and generalizing—representations of the Dene’s concerns. 

I am aware that the present study strikes nothing near a perfect balance of the three 

obligations for researchers I have outlined. Primarily this project, too, performs an act of 

mediation, and it certainly indulges my own intellectual curiosities and theoretical predilections. 

This does not mean that I have not taken the obligation of community alliance seriously, though; 

rather, I have chosen to make the most community-centered aspects of my project into separate 

works. At the suggestion of members of the community, I have written an annotated 

bibliography that condenses my readings of a number of critical and creative productions on Port 

Radium (see Appendix A). I hope this bibliography will be of use to the Déline Dene in 

perceiving how their story has been told and in determining how it can effectively be told in 

future, and I have left copies of it for inclusion in the archives of the nascent Déline Knowledge 

Center (DKC). I also spent a considerable amount of my fieldwork in Déline in June-July 2014 

and June-July 2015 organizing and cataloguing the existing holdings of this archive; this 

undertaking is one in which my work is almost wholly directed by the needs and desires of the 
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community.118 The present study itself contributes to the process of re/mediation undertaken by 

such “intermediary” works as media coverage, academic treatment, and, as the next chapters will 

outline, documentary films and stage productions. I intend its trajectory—which proceeds from 

narratives quite internal to the community to a discussion of how outside researchers might 

intervene to explorations of how outside artistic productions have done so—to convey the 

importance of treating the localized problem as it is perceived by those it most affects as well as 

the effectiveness with which that problem has been situated within broader networks and in the 

purview of wider publics. Such intermediations have done much to legitimate the perspectives 

they represent, both despite and because of their reduction of lived experiences to images, 

symbols, by-words, and simplified oppositions—that is, both despite and because of the 

disembedding they enable. What they achieve, to return to Corburn’s formulation about 

intermediaries, is not to directly represent lived experience but to argue for the importance of 

perspectives derived from it; not to “speak for local people, but … to increase the ‘standing’ of 

what they have described” (209).  

  

                                                           
118 See chapter eight for a longer discussion of this undertaking. 
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Figure 5.1: Commemorative plaque with mounted trinitite created by nuclear weapons testing. 
The date listed under “Great Bear Lake” on the right-hand side likely indicates the date the 
trinitite arrived in the Northwest Territories. 
 
 



 

 

Chapter 6 

Slow Violence on Film: Temporality, Avisuality, and the Realist Dilemma 

Temporality and the Merits of Montage 

In Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor Rob Nixon’s emphasis is on the 

representational discounting of slow violence, “a violence of delayed destruction that is 

dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at 

all” (2). Given what Nixon sees as a general mass-media bias toward visually sensational and 

temporally immediate spectacular violence119—the violence of explosions, crashes, murders, and 

so on—the challenge of perceiving slow violence is the challenge of how to create arresting 

stories, images, and symbols that convey the pervasive but elusive violence of delayed effects, 

turning “the long emergencies of slow violence into stories dramatic enough to rouse public 

sentiment and warrant political intervention” (3). Documentary film, a genre formally similar to 

the visual mass media Nixon decries for its obsession with the spectacular, may not spring 

immediately to mind as a representational champion of slow violence. While the slow violence 

of environmental degradation is often “out of sight,” invisible, or, as Akira Lippit puts it, 

“avisual,” documentary film trades in visuality. Furthermore, exposing slow violence entails 

making connections between causes and effects separated by long stretches of time. 

Documentary film struggles with making such connections due to its “instantaneity”—that is, the 

illusion that what appears on film is always occurring in the present. The realist mode of 

documentary film underlies both of these problems: the expectation that filmic realism 

objectively reflects reality constrains documentary films that attempt to reveal visually 

unapparent and temporally irreproducible aspects of reality. Given these impediments to seeing 

                                                           
119 As mentioned in chapter five, the view that the mass media is biased toward spectacular, immediate violence 

seems to be predicated on a reading of visual mass media.  
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slow violence in documentary film, it is intriguing that documentary filmmakers have made such 

significant and successful efforts to represent, legitimate, and “increase the ‘standing’” (Corburn 

209) of the slowly-unfolding, delayed effects of uranium mining described by the Déline Dene.  

Three full-length documentary films have been made about the Dene’s claims—two by 

outside producers and one as the culmination of the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT) 

investigation. The first of these, Peter Blow’s Village of Widows (1999), has been cited by Peter 

van Wyck as a major catalyst for the spike in media coverage of and government attention to the 

Dene’s situation. David Henningson’s 2006 documentary Somba Ke: The Money Place revisits 

the Dene’s situation as the CDUT draws to a close and, at the same time, the mining corporation 

Alberta Star signs a deal with the Déline Land Corporation to re-open former mining sites for 

production. The CDUT’s own film, Moving Forward Together (2012), provides an optimistic 

sense of closure to the CDUT process and to the Dene’s concerns about the health of their 

environment and culture. The bulk of this chapter explores the formal techniques by which these 

three films attempt to overcome the constraints of the realist mode and visual medium in which 

they operate to convey the slowly-unfolding, largely invisible environmental and cultural 

violence done by uranium mining on Great Bear Lake. I argue that the dominance in these films 

of techniques traditionally received as manipulative rather than realist points us toward an 

alternative definition of filmic realism, one that acknowledges the need for manipulation to 

convey realities that escape the visual and temporal confines of film. I then turn to a brief 

examination of the different genres pursued by each film within the broad realist mode they 

share, and consider the representational effectiveness and political implications of the different 

plots or “narrative templates” (Heise 122) used by each film: tragedy, mystery, and a classic 

Hollywood disruption-renewal narrative.  
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In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon identifies three media-specific modes of 

textual engagement: telling, which is the mode of print media (for example, novels and short 

stories); showing, the mode of visual and performance media (such as stage plays, films, and 

dance); and interacting, the kind of engagement prompted by audience-directed media (such as 

videogames and interactive digital texts) (xiv). The telling mode—the mode in which the works 

reviewed thus far operate—possesses a great capacity to indicate the passage of time and to mark 

transitions between different time-spaces. Temporal relations are easily indicated in this mode 

through such deictic indices as “meanwhile,” “elsewhere,” and “later.” As Hutcheon elaborates, 

in the telling mode “the narrator has … great power to leap through time and space”; by contrast, 

the showing mode “involves a direct aural and usually visual performance experienced in real 

time” (Hutcheon 13). This real-time nature of the showing mode conveys a sense of the perpetual 

present. Film, which operates primarily in the showing mode, has often been cited for its 

presentness or instantaneity. Critics like George Bluestone and Linda Seger, for instance, 

maintain that in the realist mode films always take place in the present: they are more focused on 

what happens next than in what has happened in the past (Bluestone 50; Seger 24).  

According to Malcolm LeGrice it is, in fact, the realist or naturalist mode in which 

conventional filmic representation operates that creates this sense of presentness: conventional 

film, he points out, pursues an “ultra-naturalistic representation at every level from the mise-en-

scene through to the behavioral stereotypes and codes of acting … that heightens the illusion of 

instantaneity” (232). The well-known film theorist Béla Balász coupled the realist mode of the 

cinema and its temporality in a complementary but different order, arguing that the presentness 

of film is one of the primary ways film is more realistic than print. In “Visible Man, or the 
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Culture of Film”120 Balász uses the example of the succession of emotions experienced by Lilian 

Gish’s character in Way Down East (D.W. Griffith, 1920) when she discovers that her lover has 

deceived her to argue this point: while in print it would take many pages to describe the emotions 

experienced by this character, and much time to read them, in film the “crazy rapidity” with 

which one emotion follows another is conveyed as it happens in real time (73). While “[t]he 

[written] description of something always lasts longer than the time taken by the feeling itself,” 

says Baĺsz, “The [cinematic] effect of this play of facial expressions lies in its ability to 

replicate the original tempo of her emotions” (“Visible Man” 73). To use Ǵrard Genette’s 

terms, the “discourse time,” the time it takes the audience to experience the story, is most often 

longer in print than the “story time,” the time it takes for the story to occur. This is not always 

the case, of course; the newspaper articles reviewed in the previous chapter provide an apt 

example of the way long temporalities or story times can also be condensed into short narratives 

or discourse times. In film, though, as Balász is pointing out here, the relation of isochrony 

between discourse and story—between the time it takes to experience the narrative and the time 

the story-events lasted—is in much closer alignment than in print.121 

Film’s realistic reflection of what is currently happening in the same rhythm as it occurs 

is not easily modified to convey the passage of time or to reveal links between the past and the 

present, posing difficulties for filmic representation of slow violence. Though it is immediately 

or presently perceived, though, film is not unavoidably stuck in the present. There are a number 

of discernible ways in which cinema indicates the passage of time and the temporal relations of 

                                                           
120 The article used here is an excerpt from Baĺsz’s 1924 book Der Sichtbare Mensch oder die Kultur des Films, 

taken from a translation of the book by Rodney Livingstone. Livingstone and Erica Carter’s more extensive translated 
edition of Baĺsz’s works is titled Béla Balázs: Early Film Theory (2010). 

121 Genette refers to this particular category of the time-relations between discourse and story as the durée. For a 
broader discussion of temporal discourse-story relations, including an elaboration of the three categories of this relationship 
(ordre, durée, and fréquence), see Genette’s “Time and Narrative in A la recherche du temps perdu.” 
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what is being shown. A filmic dissolve, for example, can function as the showing equivalent of 

the telling mode’s “meanwhile,” “previously,” or “later,” indicating a shift in time and space 

(Hutcheon 64). Baĺzs points out that “interpolated” scenes or images also “let time pass,” and 

notes that the amount of time the audience feels has passed has to do not only with length of 

these interpolated scenes but also with changes in lighting and location: “the further the location 

of an interpolated scene is from that of the principal scene,” he suggests, “the greater is the 

illusion that a longer time has elapsed” (“Visible Man” 77). Repeated visual or aural motifs or 

structurally similar scenes can also suggest time passing within the story arc, as in the repeated 

breakfast scenes in Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane (Hutcheon 64, 66).122 More classical or old-

fashioned ways to show that a shift in time is occurring include the image of a calendar’s pages 

flipping or simple deictic subtitles (such as “London 1712” or “one year later”); as Robert Stam 

notes, sepia tints, archaic recording devices, and either artificially aged or real past footage are 

also suggestive of a shift to the past (21). In the films under consideration here, the struggle of 

the filmmaker is not only to represent the past or indicate that time has passed, but to argue that a 

specific connection exists between certain past events and certain present problems—namely, 

between the uranium mining of the past and the D́line community’s ongoing cancer deaths and 

suspected environmental contamination. 

One of the ways the filmmakers considered here make this connection implicit is through 

an extension of Stam’s aged-footage technique, in which old or stock footage is juxtaposed with 

footage of present-day activities. In one example of this kind of juxtaposition from Blow’s 

Village of Widows, for example, we see a tracking shot of the shore where Port Radium is 

located as seen from a boat. As the boat pulls up to the dock, there is a match cut to stock footage 

                                                           
122 Baĺzs too notes the way repeating objects, gestures, and lighting act as “visual leitmotifs” that “evoke the 

associations of an earlier scene,” creating the impression of time passing within the plot (“Visible Man” 77). 
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taken from the point of view of an ore barge pulling up to the same (or what looks like the same) 

dock, piled high with sacks of ore. Immediately after this match cut, the boat party measures 

radiation levels at the site at levels forty, fifty, and one hundred times usual background radiation 

levels (20:08-20:28). Given the radiation measures that follow it, this visual matching of the 

present-day view of the dock with a visibly older one suggests a connection between current 

heightened levels of radiation on the site and past mining and the materials it produced. A series 

of sequences in Henningson’s Somba Ke provides a more extended visual juxtaposition of old 

and new footage that similarly suggests the connection between past activities and present 

conditions. A first sequence tells the story of the mine’s establishment, its 1939 closing and 1942 

nationalization, and the top-secret sale of uranium it made to the Manhattan project. This history 

is related by the film’s female narrator over such images as an old photo of Gilbert Labine, a 

1931 newspaper clipping describing the discovery of pitchblende, stock footage of radium labels 

being placed on boxes (the same footage used in Blow’s film), and old footage of bombs being 

created and dropped out of a plane. Over footage of a particularly large bomb falling from a 

plane, the narrator states: “during WWII, the mine figured in the geopolitics of three continents, 

altering the world in the process, and ushering the nomadic Dene into the nuclear age” (10:49-

12:03). George Blondin is then heard describing the movement of Dene people living in Déline 

over to Port Radium in the 1930s, as old pictures of the Labines, scientists, Dene people in 

settlements at Port Radium, and prospectors are shown (12:04-13:08). The female voice again 

takes over the narration, explaining over old footage of men carrying ore bags and a map of the 

Northwest Territories that many Dene men were hired as ore carriers to load and unload forty-

five kilogram bags of ore along the 2100 kilometer highway of the atom from Port Radium to he 

railhead in Northern Alberta (13:09-13:45). The narrator then explains that the mine closed down 
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in 1960, the same year that the first Dene uranium ore carrier died of cancer, as a half-length and 

then close-up shot focuses on the present-day mouth of the old mine shaft and a billboard 

covering it. The billboard carries the Canadian flag and the imprint of Indian and Northern 

Affairs Canada, and reads, in both English and Slavey: “This is the site of a former uranium 

mine and mill. Elevated radiation levels. Public access and use is not recommended” (13:46-

13:58) (see Figure 6.1). This series of images visualizes the narrator’s statement that the mine 

ushered the Dene into the nuclear age and highlights a connection between the mine’s historic 

operations, the death of the first ore carrier, and present knowledge about the dangers of even 

entering the mine site. 

The dominance of narration in this series in Henningson’s film points to another 

technique employed in these films to make connections between past events and their present 

effects: voiced-over montage. Hutcheon, Stam, and others do not mention this particular 

technique as a staple of deictic orientation in film, but it is essential here to drawing out 

otherwise unapparent temporal relationships. In one such sequence of voiced-over montage in 

Blow’s Village, we see a montage of old footage of the Port Radium mine and ore transport 

activities from the 1930s. An ominous musical flutter is followed by Andrew Nikiforuk’s voice, 

which explains over these images that there was medical literature in the 1930s demonstrating a 

link between inhalation of radon particles and lung cancer in European radium miners. It should 

have been no surprise, he says, that many of the Dene men who worked at and around Port 

Radium would later die of lung cancer. This is all relayed via voice-over with a brief shot of 

Nikiforuk speaking (7:55-8:53). In this technique, the narrating voice is able to draw on the 

telling mode while the images act in a showing mode. Visuals of events are shown while 

Nikiforuk relates them to one another and to other events in time, such as later cancer deaths, 
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using the deictic indicators available to telling—“at that time,” “in the early 1930s,” “later.” 

Blow repeatedly uses a similar kind of juxtaposition in which photos of ore carriers at work are 

voiced over by interviews with bereaved family members, often widows, who explain that the 

individual has since died from cancer.  

In a significant example of this technique in Henningson’s Somba Ke, voiced-over 

montage makes clear the connection between the forbidden rock prophecy and the bombing of 

Japan. A shot of elder Charlie Neyelle singing a traditional song cuts to George Blondin, who 

refers to the influence of the prophecy on his thinking about uranium mining (22:37-22:47); the 

narrator then explains the prophecy over a sequence of images. This sequence provides a clear 

example of the power of voiced-over montage as a technique for making connections between 

different time-spaces. The narrator’s description of the prophecy is as follows:   

Before the first white man had ventured around Port Radium, a Dene medicine 

man had a vision. He had seen men with pale skin going into a big hole in the 

ground near the outcrop of rock where he was camping. The strangers emerged 

with dangerous rocks and made a long stick out of them. The stick was loaded 

into a giant bird and dropped on people who looked like Dene but who lived far, 

far away. All these people burned and later died from this long stick. (Henningson 

22:48-23:22) 

As the narrator tells this story, a montage of images that interpret the prophecy’s fulfilment 

appear. Over the introductory sentence, an aerial shot of Port Radium is followed by a brief shot 

of the prophet’s picture; this is followed, as the narrator begins to describe the contents of the 

vision, by a quick cut to old footage of miners pushing mine carts into a shaft (presumably at 

Port Radium), a white-out to a disorienting rotating photo of the shaft, and a cut to old footage of 
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men handling rocks, followed immediately by further old footage of a man drawing a sheet over 

a pile of ore sacks. As the narrator continues on to describe the stick being loaded into the “giant 

bird,” old footage of a Buffalo plane taking off cuts to stock footage of the mushroom cloud 

billowing over Japan, then to two old photos of bomb victims taken just after the explosion. 

After this sequence, the narrator adds that the prophet also warned people to avoid the rocky 

outcropping—not to travel in front of it and not to drink the water or catch fish immediately in 

front of it. “It is only now that the meaning of the prophet’s words are [sic] becoming clear” 

(23:23-23:48), she concludes. This sequence exemplifies but also extends the meaning-

construction method of montage as defined by French film theorist Andre Bazin. For Bazin, 

montage entails “the creation of a sense of meaning not proper to the images themselves but 

derived exclusively from their juxtaposition” (“Evolution” 25). The juxtaposition of images in 

this particular montage does create a “sense of meaning” that an undefined connection exists 

between a particular location, a Dene elder, mining activities, and the bombing of Japan; but 

these images do not, either on their own or in juxtaposition, suggest anything about a prophecy 

or its fulfilment. It is the accompanying voice-over that directs viewers toward an understanding 

that this prophecy refers to—and is fulfilled by—the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki with 

material mined from Port Radium. 

Throughout Blow’s and Henningson’s films, the technique of old footage/new footage 

montage, contextualized either by the intra-diegetic voice of an on-screen interviewee or by 

extra-diegetic narration, is privileged. This suggests that voiced-over montage might be a 

particularly important technique for representing the slow violence of environmental and cultural 

degradation in film. I think this is indeed the case, and I want to take a moment to draw out some 
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of the ways in which the prevalence of montage as a means of conveying slow violence refigures 

conventional understandings of filmic realism.  

In cinema there are, broadly speaking, two types of realism: seamless realism and 

aesthetic realism. Seamless realism is the result of certain cinematic codes that hide the 

constructedness of the film. The camera-work, lighting, colour, sound, and editing do not draw 

attention to themselves in a reflexive way, but rather serve to “disguise the illusion of realism” 

and “stitch” the spectator into the reality portrayed (Hayward 311). This approach to realism 

concentrates on cinema’s ability to manipulate reality; it is thought of as modernist both because 

it is predicated on modernist values of anti-imitation and medium-specificity and due to its 

prevalence during the 1930s when modernist film was at its height (Turvey 86). This approach is 

exemplified by Rudolf Arnheim in his 1932 book Film as Art, in which Arnheim claims that the 

filmmaker should not reproduce what is in front of the camera but rather should say something 

about it through filmic techniques (35). Aesthetic realism, by contrast, “attempts to use the 

camera in a non-manipulative fashion” (Hayward 311) in order to convey a more open and 

objective view of reality. While seamless realism suppresses or hides the construction of the film 

in order to give a sense of truth to the fictional world created, aesthetic realism tries to 

acknowledge that film expresses certain truths about reality while suppressing others; as film 

theorist Susan Hayward explains, the realist aesthetic “recognizes the reality-effect produced by 

cinematic mediation and strives, therefore, to use film technique in such a way that, although it 

does not draw attention to itself, it none the less provides the spectator with space to read the text 

for herself or himself” (312). This type of realism tries to “offer as objectiv[e] as possible a form 

of realism” using such techniques as location shooting with natural lighting, non-professional 

actors, and one-take shots and deep focus cinematography (312).  
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The merit of each type of realism has been the focus of much debate in twentieth- and 

twenty-first-century film theory. In his 1945 essay “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” 

Bazin asserts that aesthetic realism is the “true realism” that “give[s] significant expression to the 

world both concretely and [in] its essence,” while seamless or “psychological” realism is merely 

“the pseudorealism of a deception aimed at fooling the eye … a pseudorealism content in other 

words with illusory appearances” (12). For Bazin, Italian neo-realism, which features the 

techniques mentioned above—non-actors, location shooting, and one-take, deep focus shots—

provided a much-needed corrective to the illusory pseudorealism produced by the seamless film 

techniques dominant in the 1940s. Bazin’s valorization of this naturalist film style reflects the 

aesthetic-realist belief that cinematic realism arises from film’s capacity to signify, indicate, or 

record pre-existing or profilmic reality. This approach to realism is often referred to as the 

“indexical” argument for realism, since it pins cinematic realism to its ability to indicate 

something else.  

An index is one of the categories of sign put forth by the influential semiotician Charles 

Sander Peirce. Peirce broadly defines a sign as “something which stands to somebody for 

something in some respect or capacity” (2.228123). As Thomas Sebeok notes, this broad 

conception is an expansion of the medieval definition of a sign, expressed in Latin as aliquid stat 

pro aliquot: something that stands for something (33). The three types of signs in Peirce’s 

categorization (see Peirce 1.291, 2.243) describe the three different modes of relationship 

between the something that stands and the something it stands for. These three types are the icon, 

the index, and the symbol. The most conventional or least “natural” of these categories is the 

symbol, in which the sign vehicle (the image or word) stands in a fundamentally arbitrary 

                                                           
123 The initial numbers in these citations of Pierce refer to the relevant volume of the Collected Papers; the second 

numbers refer to the pertinent page. 
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relationship to what it signifies. Most words are symbols since there is no inherent connection 

but only a socially conventional relationship between a given word and the meaning it 

conjures.124 An icon is a sign that replicates—looks, sounds, feels, tastes, or smells like—the 

object it represents; the mode of relationship between the iconic sign vehicle and what it denotes 

is one of similarity. An index is the most natural or least conventional type of sign, in which the 

sign vehicle stands in existential relation to its object. The weather-cock, which signifies the 

physical direction the wind moves it, is Peirce’s classic example of an index; other examples 

include directional signs such as arrows and pointing fingers. The index operates on the basis of 

metonymy: there is a direct, existential association or contiguity between the sign vehicle and 

what it denotes. Cinematic realism has long been thought to derive primarily from the indexical 

relationship between the filmic image and the profilmic or antecedent reality to which it points, 

and the dominance of this interpretation is highly influenced by Bazin’s approach to realism. 

Bazin likens cinematic representation to photographic representation, noting that filmic images, 

like photographic ones, “share a common being, after the fashion of a fingerprint” (“Ontology” 

15) with the object they represent. (A fingerprint would, of course, be indexical for the finger 

whose trace it presents.) Further references to the photograph as impression, death mask, and 

embalming (“Ontology” 12n2, 14) emphasize Bazin’s view of the existential relationship 

between antecedent reality and its indexical trace in a photographic image, and his assertion that 

cinema is “[photographic] objectivity in time” or “the achievement in time of photographic 

objectivity” (“Ontology” 14; see also Andrew xvi125) reflects his perception of cinematic realism 

                                                           
124 An exception to this rule is presented by onomatopoeic words, which sound like their objects and are thus more 

like icons. 
125 Dudley Andrew, in the foreword to the 2004 edition of What is Cinema (included in the 2005 edition used here, 

xi-xxiv), emends the first phrasing of “objectivity in time”—the translation provided by Hugh Gray—to this second 
phrasing of “achievement in time of photographic objectivity,” which makes a more direct connection between 
photographic and cinematic realisms. 
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as stemming from a similar existential relationship between the filmic sign vehicle and its 

object.126 

This indexical interpretation of how realism operates in film drives Bazin’s distinction 

between “true” or aesthetic realism and “psychological” or seamless realism and his related 

judgments about the way different film techniques create realism. As mentioned above, Bazin 

privileged Italian neo-realism as the vanguard of a new, more “real” cinematic realism—a 

realism in which profilmic reality is more naturally and fully indicated. Two related techniques 

Bazin particularly prized in Italian neo-realist film were one-take shots and deep focus shooting, 

which he saw as correctives to the increasing popularity of montage, an editing technique he 

derided as skewing spectator perception and thus diminishing filmic realism. Montage describes 

a fairly swift succession of different shots which, when placed together, create a particular 

meaning. In the Soviet school, which is the context in which montage was popularized (most 

obviously by Sergei Eisenstein), montages are often alienating and evocative of strong reactions 

like fear or vertigo (Hayward 78). Montage, however, equally describes a more gentle succession 

of images; Bazin himself simply defines montage as an “ordering of images in time” 

(“Evolution” 24). The most common form of montage is what Bazin calls “montage by 

attraction,” which “may be roughly defined as the reinforcing of the meaning of one image by 

                                                           
126 This indexical reading is by far the most historically dominant interpretation of cinematic realism and is the 

approach generally assigned to Bazin. However, some recent film theorists have challenged the primacy of the index in 
cinematic representation and questioned Bazin’s own indexicality. For example, while Peter Wollen maintains that Bazin’s 
cinematic aesthetic “was founded upon the indexical character of the photographic image” (178), he also points out that to 
tie the signifying capacity of film to just one category of sign “impoverish[es] the cinema” (180). Daniel Morgan has 
argued that Bazin’s notion of cinematic realism extends beyond the indexical, noting that Bazin says not only that the 
photographic (and thus the cinematic) image is the trace of an object, but also that the image is the object itself, the object 
freed from temporal contingency (108-9). Morgan concludes that Bazin’s indexical approach to cinematic realism should 
be reconsidered: rather than arising from the material trace of reality, Bazin’s cinematic realism, Morgan asserts, arises 
from an imperative that film “acknowledge” its antecedent reality (120). 
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association with another image.” This type of montage is similar in principle to the literary or 

telling-mode functions of ellipsis, comparison, or metaphor (Bazin, “Evolution” 25).127  

The essay in which Bazin draws out his definition of montage, “The Evolution of the 

Language of Cinema” (1955) represented a significant volley in what would become a 

longstanding debate on the merits of different filmic techniques in the creation of realism. Deep 

focus, or what Bazin calls “depth of focus” shots, are the technical opposite of the brief clips 

used in montage. Deep focus conveys a greater depth of field: using a wide-angle lens with a 

small aperture and fast film stock, this kind of shot allows for both the foreground and 

background to be in focus (Hayward 81). In “Evolution,” Bazin argues that this wider depth of 

field makes greater objective realism possible because it allows for an “ambiguity” that “brings 

the spectator into a relation with the image closer to that which he enjoys with reality” (36, 35). 

Bazin criticized both German expressionism and the Soviet school for their heavy use of 

montage, close-ups, and other effects that seemed to Bazin to obscure rather than reveal reality. 

He saw montage as imposing an interpretation on the spectator and thus taking him or her away 

from realistic perception (“Evolution” 26); depth of focus shooting, by contrast, offered the 

spectator much greater freedom of interpretation. As he puts it: 

                                                           
127 The two other kinds of montage defined by Bazin are parallel montage, in which two simultaneously-occurring 

sequences are portrayed, and accelerated montage, in which an illusion of speed is created by the use of shots of “ever-
decreasing length” (“Evolution” 25). The definition of montage is, for other filmmakers and theorists including Eisenstein, 
Balázs, and Vsevolod Pudovkin, much broader. In his well-known essay “The Cinema: Language or Language System?” 
(1964), Christian Metz provides a run-down of the more encompassing conceptions of montage held by such theorists, 
citing Pudovkin’s assertion that “montage, above and beyond all the specific meanings it is sometimes given … is in reality 
the sum of filmic creation” (qtd. in Metz, “The Cinema” 133). “The isolated shot,” Metz further explains, is in this view 
“not even a small fragment of cinema; it is only raw material, a photograph of the real world. Only by montage can one 
pass from photography to cinema, from slavish copy to art” (133-4). Metz notes that Balázs had observed as early as 1930 
(in Der Geist des Films) that montage was more automatic, that even where two images are juxtaposed purely by chance 
the viewer will find a connection between them: images are “linked together … internally through the inevitable induction 
of a current of signification,” Baĺzs writes; “The power [of montage] exists and is exerted, whether one wants it to or not” 
(qtd. in Metz, “The Cinema” 141). Metz does call into question the fanatical extreme of this conception of montage as ever-
present, critiquing the way Eisenstein “saw montage everywhere … extended its boundaries disproportionately…. [and] 
refus[ed] to admit even the smallest place for continuous flows of creation” (“The Cinema” 134). 
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While analytical montage only calls for [the spectator] to follow his guide, to let 

his attention follow along smoothly with that of the director, who will choose 

what he should see, here [with depth of focus] he is called upon to exercise at 

least a minimum of personal choice. It is from his attention and his will that the 

meaning of the image in part derives. (“Evolution” 35-6) 

For Bazin, montage is less than realist because it is ideological in nature: it rests on the film-

maker’s a priori knowledge—or assumption—that “[x] montage will produce x meaning” 

(Hayward 82). By contrast, the realism created by Italian neo-realist filmmakers using naturalist 

techniques seemed to Bazin to avoid imposing such a priori interpretations on its viewers, 

instead reflecting profilmic reality in a minimally-manipulated mode that “give[s] back to the 

cinema a sense of the ambiguity of reality” (“Evolution” 37).128  

In the context of representing slow violence, however, the dichotomous equation of deep 

focus shooting with open-ended realism and montage with ideological construction is highly 

problematic. To consider how slow violence can be represented on film is to realize the 

insufficiency of even the most naturalist or indexically-realist film techniques to conveying 

certain aspects of reality. The most obvious way slow violence thwarts indexical or aesthetic 

realism is in its slowness. The time it takes for slow violence to unfold cannot be actualized in a 

film in the way that Balázs approvingly describes the emotions of a character unfolding. Just as 

                                                           
128 Bazin’s opposition to montage is echoed in a literary context by Georg Luḱcs, whose “Realism in the Balance” 

(originally published in Das Wort in 1938), a classic Marxist intervention in the realism debate, critiques modernism in 
general and German expressionism in particular. In the essay—a response to Ernst Bloch’s defense of expressionism in 
“Discussing Realism” (also in Das Wort, 1938)—Lukács criticizes expressionism for presenting only fragmentary, 
subjective sense perceptions, as demonstrated particularly by the expressionist preference for montage. In “juxtaposing 
heterogeneous, unrelated pieces of reality torn from their context,” Luḱcs argues, expressionism attends only to the 
uncomprehended, uncontextualized surfaces of experience, and thus remains opaque, chaotic, and random; it neglects to 
represent objective reality and its underlying socioeconomic laws, and passively mirrors (rather than actively investigates 
or reveals causes for) the alienation experienced under capitalism (1031). Lukács does not base his evaluation on a 
perceived dichotomy between the ambiguity of true realism and the ideological impositions of montage, as Bazin does, but 
his point about the unreality of expressionism and the merits of a more “objective” reflection of social reality is similar. 
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Bazin lauds deep focus’s ability to create a close indexical relationship between the spatiality of 

the profilmic event and that of its filmic impression, he also valorizes maintaining a close 

connection between an event’s temporality and its filmic duration. Bazin offers documentary 

filmmaker Robert Flaherty as an example of a filmmaker who shows “actual” temporality, 

describing a seal-hunting scene in Flaherty’s Nanook of the North in which Flaherty chooses to 

show “the actual length of the [hunter’s] waiting period” rather than “suggest the time involved” 

through montage (“Evolution” 27). In the CDUT documentary Moving Forward Together, a 

similar attempt is made to convey the “actual” or profilmic temporality of the CDUT process (if 

not the long duration of environmental destruction with which the investigation is concerned). 

The CDUT was formed in 1999, and the film includes footage from a variety of meetings that 

took place throughout the CDUT’s investigation, from early steering meetings to meetings with 

scientists to a Traditional Knowledge Workshop to the Déline delivery of the CDUT Final 

Report in September 2005. Although these clips of different profilmic moments unfold in close 

isochrony to the temporality with which those events occurred, their juxtaposition is necessary to 

convey the effect of a longer amount of time passing. While the temporal duration of a portion of 

one community meeting—like the relatively short waiting period experienced by the hunter in 

Flaherty’s film—can be indexically represented, only montage can suggest the much longer span 

of time across which different meetings take place. The temporal confines of film preclude 

isochrony between the five-year period of the CDUT investigation and its representation on film, 

let alone between the decades of slow environmental change around Great Bear Lake and their 

filmic representation. In each of the three films considered here, the only means of conveying the 

long emergences of slow violence and of making connections between long-past causes and still-

ongoing effects is through montage, usually with accompanying voice-overs.  
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This realization that the “ideological” technique of montage is necessary for representing 

the long temporal duration of slow violence, which is discounted by conventionally “realist” film 

techniques like long shots and deep focus, calls the indexical definition of filmic realism into 

question. The long temporalities of slow violence are an aspect of reality not visualizable except 

by implication—by the imposition upon the viewer of a narrative not discernible simply through 

the viewer’s looking. The extensive use of voiced-over montage in each of the films used here, 

and its necessity to making meaning in such sequences as the forbidden rock prophecy sequence 

in Henningson’s film, points to the difficulty of representing on film that which is outside the 

realm of real-time or immediate visual signification.   

Avisuality: Upending the Index 

In addition to the representational problems posed by the temporality of slow violence, 

the invisibility or avisuality of the type of slow violence under examination in these films—that 

of the nuclear—throws a further wrench into indexical or aesthetic definitions of realism. The 

difficulty of realistically visualizing what is not in reality visible is apparent in one of the longest 

shots—in terms of both depth of field and temporality—in Blow’s Village of Widows (see Figure 

6.2). This shot (10:40-10:47) remains on the screen for several seconds and depicts a near deep-

focused view of the mouth of Great Bear River, the beginning of the waterway from Great Bear 

Lake to northern Alberta down which uranium ore was historically shipped. Both the foreground 

of the lake water and the background of the trees on shore are clearly visible and in focus here, 

but the reality of the slow environmental violence occurring in the lake and on its shores is not at 

all discernible. This shot clearly points up the problematics of assuming that the minimally-

manipulated cinematic reflection of a profilmic event makes all aspects of the reality of that 

event available to the film spectator. Even if the “realist” method of deep focus had been the 
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dominant editing approach taken in Village of Widows, as this shot demonstrates, the profilmic 

reality of the slow violence of uranium contamination in the lake water, plants, and animals—the 

very reality the film attempts to present—would not have become apparent.  

This representational problem stems not from any insufficiency on the part of the 

filmmaker’s camera to record what it sees, but from the unseen nature of the reality to be 

recorded. “Avisuality” is Akira Lippit’s term for such unseen reality, and Lippit pinpoints the 

atomic or radioactive as the kind of faceless image that epitomizes the avisual. Speaking of the 

atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Lippit describes how “The unimaginable nature 

of th[is] destruction has produced a proliferation of concrete and abstract, literal and figurative 

tropes … that move toward the atomic referent” but are unable to fully capture it (102). 

Avisuality is, then, “the impossible figure of that which cannot be figured, an image of the very 

facelessness of the image” (102). How can a medium as visual as film convey that which does 

not rise to visibility but remains in the “secret form of visibility” (32) that is the avisual? Lippit 

implies the answer to this question when he refers to the proliferation of tropes that cannot 

directly capture the avisual nuclear but only “move toward” it or suggest its existence. Just as 

representations of time passing in the temporally-confined medium of film must rely on the 

spectator’s conventional and almost automatic understanding of the connections suggested by 

montage, so too does representation of the invisible in the visually-confined medium of film rely 

on conventionally understood visual relationships—on images that point us to, rather than 

directly represent, the avisual. 

In the three films at hand, we are given two main audio-visuals that direct our perception 

toward the faceless atomic: the mushroom clouds of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the sights and 

sounds of Geiger counters. In the CDUT’s Moving Forward Together, which greatly 



 
 

222 
 

foreshortens the long duration between the mine’s establishment and the D́line community’s 

perception of its negative effects through quick, almost shorthand juxtapositions, the mushroom 

cloud is used to efficiently suggest the meaning of the forbidden rock prophecy in a much-

condensed version of the prophecy sequence in Henningson’s film. The voice of Danny Gaudet, 

chief negotiator for Déline in the CDUT, describes the discovery of uranium and the Labines’ 

establishment of the mine over black and white photographs of the mine site and the Labine 

brothers. An intertitle appears onscreen that reads “Almost 10 years before Labine made the 

claim, Ayah predicted the opening of the mine and the use of its minerals in World War II”; this 

is proceeded by a brief reference by Gaudet to the way the prophet saw “what people were going 

to do with the uranium and the dropping of the bombs on Hiroshima,” which is punctuated by 

several seconds of stock aerial footage of a mushroom cloud erupting over Japan (7:46-8:27). 

Here, the intertitle and the mushroom cloud work together to link the prophecy to the WWII 

bombings much more quickly and unambiguously than the image-heavy sequence used in 

Henningson’s film.  

While this sequence uses the spectacular image of the mushroom cloud to efficiently 

signify the profundity of the prophecy, both Blow’s and Henningson’s films use this image to 

point more directly to the existence of non-spectacular violence. One such sequence in Blow’s 

film uses narration to link the visually spectacular image of a billowing mushroom cloud to the 

invisible violence of continued environmental contamination. A number of different shots of 

mushroom clouds appear one after the other, while the narrator laments that “Humankind has 

lived under this terrible spectre [of atomic destruction] ever since” the bombings of Japan 

(13:18-13:48). Brief clips are played of Soviet soldiers and an American bomber jet while the 

narrator explains that Port Radium continued to produce ore for the Cold War up to its closing in 
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1960; Nikiforuk is then briefly shown as he explains that neither Dene workers nor white miners 

at Port Radium knew the purpose or potential risks of producing this ore (13:49-14:44). The 

following sequence is an interview with two cancer sufferers, Ron Roline and Derek Likert, into 

which photos of their childhoods at Port Radium are interspersed (14:45-16:04). The preposition 

of these images of tailings sandboxes and school buildings by the destructive image of the 

mushroom cloud suggests their toxic connection, a connection emphasized by the slow close-up 

on the earth underneath a group of schoolchildren in the final photograph, which is accompanied 

by threatening music. Blow is able to point to the existence of the atomic in these photographs, 

where it is not at all visible, by framing these innocent images with images of the visually 

spectacular atomic detonation. 

This method of indicating the avisual through the visual is even more pronounced in 

Somba Ke, in which Henningson uses images of the nuclear explosion over Japan to suggest not 

only past violence but also the potential for future destruction. Henningson’s film opens with a 

long clip of stock footage of a mushroom cloud over Japan. Further stock footage and old 

photographs of post-detonation Hiroshima and Nagasaki transition to old footage of a female 

scientist looking into a microscope and an old photo of a man standing in front of a blackboard 

filled with mathematical equations. With the sound of a gong (or death knell), the shot of the 

mathematician fades into another shot of a mushroom cloud (0:00-0:58). The narration over this 

sequence suggests the connection between these events and the Canadian North, noting that “few 

realize where, in 1942, the Manhattan project came looking for the Western world’s only proven 

source of uranium.” As the mushroom cloud footage fades into a full-colour, contemporary 

image of Port Radium, the narration continues: “Or where, over sixty years later, the worldwide 

awakening nuclear renaissance is returning for more.” This sequence ends with an aerial shot 
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tracking forward on new mining equipment set up on the site (0:59-1:12). The mushroom cloud 

image is here used to question the legitimacy of nuclear developments and to indicate the 

presence of potential, unseen violence in the re-emergence of such activities. It is used not only 

to transfer the visually spectacular atomic violence of the past onto the invisible atomic violence 

of the present—as with Blow’s juxtaposition of the mushroom cloud with visually unspectacular 

cancer sufferers—but also to suggest the slow, invisible, and unforeseen extension of this 

violence into the future. 

The other major way a sense of the atomic is conveyed in these films is through images 

of a Geiger counter, which conveys a vague but insistent sense of alarm through its clicks, beeps, 

and static. In the sequence immediately following the old footage/new footage match cut of the 

boat pulling up to the dock in Blow’s Village, the group’s photographer walks around on the 

shore where Port Radium is located holding a Geiger counter and reporting its numbers to the 

camera (21:30-21:44). The instrument, whose beeps and clicks are translated into numbers by the 

holder, stands in for and gestures toward the presence of that which cannot be seen: the slow 

decay of atomic particles in the land. This decay is, as Lippit puts it, “seen in the other senses” 

(32). But its visibility is a function not just of perception through senses other than sight—

through, for example, the dissonant high-pitched beeping and crackling of the Geiger counter 

that aurally indicates risk or danger. Rather, this slow violence is “seen” through other signs: 

what appear to be mere rocks and gravel are transformed, through the Geiger counter, into life-

threatening tailings and core samples. This transfer of the Geiger counter’s visual and aural 

significations of danger onto images that do not themselves signify as dangerous is pervasive 

throughout Henningson’s film as well, and Henningson makes much more of the fact that the 

Geiger counter can reveal that which is unapparent.  
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The image of the counter and sound recordings of its clicks and beeps are used more 

symbolically in Somba Ke to indicate that things are not as they seem—that there is more to the 

story than what is conveyed through the sights and sounds captured on film. In one such usage, 

an image of a miner sitting in front of a piece of machinery, partially faded into an image of a 

mushroom cloud, whites out to the sound of a Geiger counter purring. As the sounds of the 

Geiger counter intensify, the statement “167 Non-aboriginal miners at Port Radium are known to 

have died from cancer” appears in plain white text on a black screen (27:48-27:54). Another 

instance in which Henningson uses the Geiger counter to reveal what is hidden—both literally, in 

terms of making avisual danger apparent, and figuratively, in terms of bringing to light details 

left out of a narrative—occurs during the film’s discussion of the CDUT Final Report. Over an 

image of the report and aerial shots of Great Bear Lake, Indian and Northern Affairs member for 

the CDUT, Chris Cuddy, describes the CDUT’s process of reconstructing working conditions 

and lifestyles from oral testimony and then connecting this information to general data on 

radiation-related causes of cancer. He notes that the CDUT’s final report could not conclusively 

state whether any individual’s cancer “could be attributed to their work related to the mine,” and 

that “The report confirmed that the environment was safe and clean” (40:29-41:23). From here, a 

brief explanation is given by Doug Chambers from SENES Consultants about the way integrated 

GIS mapping of Geiger counter readings produced maps indicating radiation levels at various 

sites. During his voice-over, the sound of a Geiger counter whirring and sputtering is heard. 

Chambers’s image cuts to an image of a Geiger counter placed on a stand, which transitions to a 

splitscreen in which the counter on the stand is seen alongside one held by hand over a rocky 

shore. The splitscreen fades very slowly into a single image of a handheld counter moving over 

rocks, dirt, and some pieces of metal, as Chambers’s voice asserts “out of our more than 100,000 
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measurements, less than one half of one percent—measured at waist height—exceeded 70 

microrem per hour” (41:24-41:55). The high-pitched noise of the Geiger counter heard 

throughout this sequence suggests a truth beyond Chambers’s interpretation, as does the 

increasing dominance of the image of the counter in the sequence. The sound of the counter’s 

feedback increases over a shot of a helicopter landing on the shore of the lake, which fades to a 

black screen with a cropped image of a Geiger counter. White text appears on this screen 

describing the readings Henningson and his team took at the site: “Within minutes of touching 

down at Port Radium, using the same radiation counter as Senes, at waist height, the filmmaker’s 

[sic] had measured readings of 1000 microrems/hour” reads the first intertitle; the next reads “5 

minutes later, readings were 1800”; the next “Within the next 20 minutes, readings were 

measured at close to 4000 microrems/hour” (41:56-42:36). These intertitles make explicit the 

doubts first cast on Chambers’s words by the ominous presence of the Geiger counter. 

The way these images of mushroom clouds and Geiger counters operate to bring to light 

that which is not visible reconfigures the indexical argument for filmic realism in a more subtle 

way than does the use of montage in these films. In fact, the use of these images alerts us to a 

layer of signification not usually noted in discussions of filmic realism, a layer between profilmic 

reality and its cinematic reflection. As Daniel Morgan points out, the primary criterion for 

identifying an image as an index is that an indexical image “refers to an antecedent reality that is, 

as it were, ‘behind’ the image.” This being “behind” is also a temporal function of indexicality: 

the event or object to which the image refers is in the past, and the image is left behind as a 

record of its existence. “This is a general feature of indexical sign,” writes Morgan: “a bullet hole 

refers to a past bullet, a sailor’s gait to years spent at sea” (106-7). Given these criteria of 

indexicality and those identified by Peirce—most importantly the non-conventional, existential 
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link between the index and its object—it is obvious that neither the mushroom clouds nor the 

Geiger counters that appear in these films are conventional indices of radioactive contamination.  

Cinematic images of mushroom clouds over Hiroshima and Nagasaki are themselves 

indexical of profilmic atomic detonations in the reality-reflective way Bazin describes. However, 

the way these images are used in these films to suggest the existence of invisible dangers of a 

similar magnitude or related quality is not at all indexical. The mushroom cloud is existentially 

or physically related to nuclear contamination, but it is not indexical because the temporal 

relationship between the sign (the mushroom cloud) and the object to which it refers (post-

detonation nuclear contamination) is disordered. One could more accurately say that nuclear 

contamination is an index of the mushroom cloud: contamination on Great Bear Lake is the trace 

of nuclear production and contamination in Japan is the trace of the detonation itself. Since this 

does not make sense in terms of the visual—since there is no fitting image that would connote 

environmental contamination and indicate its cause—Blow and others use the spectacular 

violence of the past to suggest the presence of slow violence after it. The viewer’s understanding 

of a relationship between footage of the explosion and shots of lakes and trees is a conventional 

rather than an existential one, prompted by the connective tissue of montage that “link[s] 

together” images “through the inevitable induction of a current of signification” (Baĺzs qtd. in 

Metz, “The Cinema” 141). The way images of the mushroom cloud are used here to suggest the 

future realization of adverse effects from nuclear contamination follows the same Janus-faced 

logic discussed in the last chapter, by which the realness of a future risk is staged through images 

of a past catastrophe. 

The Geiger counter seems at first to be a classic index for contamination: the counter’s 

readings have an existential relationship to the pollution and they record or indicate an event or 
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situation that comes before, in the same manner that a bullet-hole indicates a previous bullet. 

However, the signifying relationship here is not the same as the physical, existential one present 

in the bullet-hole example. The counter is much more symbolic: there is a conventional 

agreement that the readings on its face—numeric signs that have no inherent or existential 

relationship to environmental contamination—stand for or represent levels of radioactivity. The 

counter, as van Wyck says, can provide a “sensuous rendering of atomic decay” (Highway 36), 

but cannot really signify it, as “there is nothing there to see or be seen, or to hear, or to taste or 

smell” (37). The counter is the necessary visualizer of a problem “not simply concealed from 

sight” but “entirely outside of the register of the visual” (van Wyck, Highway 37). As with the 

image of the mushroom cloud, the relationship between the filmic image of the Geiger counter 

and its object—the counter’s use in a reality before the camera—is itself indexical; the 

relationship between the Geiger counter and what it signifies, however, is entirely conventional 

and symbolic.  

This recognition of the necessity of symbols that conventionally represent rather than 

existentially indicate profilmic reality refigures the indexical definition of cinematic realism. 

While there is, in these films, the primary indexical relationship in which the filmmaker’s camera 

records or points to something in front of it, much of the slow violence being recorded does not 

visually signify on camera. Another layer of signification—one that Bazin and other film 

theorists have not acknowledged—is therefore necessary. Rather than indexically reflecting 

profilmic reality itself, the film indexically reflects signs that convey unseen aspects of that 

reality. To clarify using the example of Peirce’s weather-cock: film can indexically reflect—that 

is, capture or record—an image of a breezy summer’s day. However, the breeze itself is not 

captured on film unless it is reflected in other senses (for example, through sound) or visualized 
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through other signs such as the weather-cock, whose movement visually signals the existence of 

something not visible. It is not the breeze itself but a visual index of its presence that is 

indexically reflected by the filmic image, in a recursive index-within-an-index relationship. In 

the same way, the images of mushroom clouds and Geiger counters used here—the type of 

“tangible, simplifying symbols” Beck identifies as essential to making risk real (98)—are 

essential not to a direct reflection of reality but to the staging of a reality not visually apparent. 

These symbols alert us to the impossibility of directly reflecting, putting a face on, or recording 

avisual occurrences of slow violence on film. The recursive visual indices of these avisual 

occurrences are, as Lippit puts it, “impossible figure[s]” of that which cannot be figured, 

“image[s] of the very facelessness of the image” (102). 

The fact that manipulative effects of montage and symbolic transference are required to 

represent the temporal and visual realities of slow violence suggests the inadequacy of defining 

cinematic realism along the seamless/aesthetic binary that dominates film theory. Seeing slow 

violence on film demands that a third or middle way be theorized between the camp of indexical, 

non-manipulative reflection of reality and the camp of highly-manipulated reconstitutions of 

reality, in the manner suggested by Malcolm Turvey in “Baĺzs: Realist or Modernist?” (2006). 

Turvey argues that a number of filmmakers and theorists, including Balázs, were neither realist 

nor modernist in their approach;129 according to Turvey, Balázs, as well as Jean Epstein, Dziga 

Vertov, and Siegfried Kracauer, conceived of film in terms of its “capacity to reveal truths about 

reality invisible to human sight” (Turvey 80). This approach to defining cinema by its ability to 

reveal what is normally unseen differs from both the manipulative or seamless approach to 

                                                           
129 Turvey’s essay defines the problem it addresses as the tendency to divide “realist” filmmakers from “modernist” 

ones; as will become clear, however, the techniques ascribed to each camp—realism’s deep focus shots and long takes 
versus modernism’s montage, realist natural lighting versus modernist dramatic studio effects, and so on—are the same 
technical differences that separate aesthetic realists from seamless realists. 



 
 

230 
 

creating filmic reality associated with modernist filmmakers such as Rudolf Arnheim and Hugo 

Munsterberg and Soviet montage artists such as Lev Kuleshov and Sergei Eisenstein and from 

the aesthetic or indexical approach of reflecting reality exemplified by Bazin. In a relevant 

passage from Theory of the Film, Balázs concentrates on the way the close-up, a technique 

conceived of as manipulative, can in fact reflect reality more closely than the naturalist medium-

length shot, due to its ability to “reveal features of reality invisible to the naked human eye” (65; 

84-5). While Balázs still does not acknowledge the difficulty of bringing the truly invisible into 

visual signification, concentrating instead on film’s ability to enhance already-visible events, his 

gesture toward the reality-reflecting nature of manipulative techniques opens the door, as Turvey 

points out, for an important corrective to the seamless/aesthetic or modernist/realist dichotomy. 

Like aesthetic realism, this alternative approach lauds cinema’s ability to reproduce reality; 

unlike it, though, this approach is skeptical about the capacity of the human eye to see reality 

accurately (Turvey 87). Thus, this middle way sees “stylistic techniques that depart from 

everyday sight,” such as slow motion, extreme close-ups, and heavy editing—the same 

techniques lauded by modernists like Arnheim as being manipulative and anti-imitation—as 

“most likely to reveal reality as it really is” (Turvey 88). Such an alternative filmic conception of 

realism that acknowledges the reality-reflecting capacity of manipulative techniques becomes 

essential when, as in cases of slow violence, the reality to be reflected does not signify within the 

temporal and visual conventions of aesthetic realism. The dominance in the films considered 

here of voiced-over montage and symbolic transference—techniques that seem more 

manipulative than realist—supports this alternative definition of filmic realism, demonstrating 

the need for manipulation to convey profilmic realities that escape the visual and temporal 

confines of film.     
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Genre and Political Force 

The way images and sounds are used in these films and the narratives conveyed by the 

montages they employ point to the generic template used by each. Because each of the three 

films examined here frames the story it tells according to different generic conventions, taken 

together these films provide a useful illustration of the political impact and social appeal of 

staging environmental risks according to different storytelling models. As Ursula Heise has 

outlined, successful narrative staging of risk is highly dependent on the “genre model” or 

narrative template invoked: detective story, pastoral, gothic, bildungsroman, tragedy, epic, and 

so on (Heise 139). “[I]t is precisely though these traditions,” Heise observes, “that some stories 

acquire the power to represent risk in terms that we understand as realistic…. [R]hetorical 

traditions filter and shape information about risk so as to postulate certain causal sequences, to 

make some scenarios plausible and others less so, and to make some appear more threatening 

than others, and to outline likely future courses of events” (139).130 The three films under 

consideration here each take a different generic approach to telling the story of the Dene’s 

experience with Port Radium: Blow’s film is a predominantly tragic tale of loss, deception, and 

unforeseen consequences; Henningson’s film operates on a premise of mystery in which things 

are not as they appear; and the CDUT’s Moving Forward Together, as its title indicates, follows 

a classic Hollywood plot in which order is disrupted and then re-established. 

                                                           
130 Somewhat surprisingly, Heise does not refer to Hayden White’s Tropics of Discourse (1978) in her discussion of 

the various narrative templates used to stage risk. White’s earlier work—though not interested in risk or ecocriticism—
makes important observations about the power of genres to convey an overall sense of meaning. White distinguishes four 
major genre types along which narratives are plotted: comedy, tragedy, romance, and satire. “When the reader “has 
perceived the class or type to which the story that he is reading belongs,” writes White, “he experiences the effect of having 
the events in the story explained to him…. The original strangeness, mystery, or exoticism of the events is dispelled…. 
They are familiarized, not only because the reader now has more information about the events, but also because he has been 
shown how the data conform to an icon of a comprehensible finished process, a plot structure with which he is familiar as a 
part of his cultural endowment” (Tropics 86). 
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The tragic power of Blow’s Village of Widows arises from its focus on the untold and 

unforeseen and from the symbol of the grieving widow that became the entitling symbol for the 

story of the D́line Dene’s Port Radium experience as it was told in major Canadian 

newspapers.131 The tragic sense conveyed in the documentary does not arise from a classical fall-

from-grace trajectory in which cause and effect is clearly delineated; rather, the film partakes of 

a new tragic mode brought about by the far-reaching networks in which modern risk is 

embedded. A tragic sense is indicated from the film’s opening scene, in which a shot of a man 

ringing the community’s outdoor church bell is followed by a tracking shot of a long procession 

of people led by another man carrying a cross. The camera focuses on a small group of men 

carrying a coffin and follows them to a burial site. The shot cuts to a close-up on an older woman 

wailing pitifully, surrounded by family and friends who attempt to comfort her. Over this 

sequence, the gruff male voice of the narrator relates: “Another burial in D́line. D́line, in the 

Slavey language, means ‘where the river flows.’ The community always used to be called Fort 

Franklin. Now it’s become known as the Village of Widows.” The camera then focuses on dirt 

being thrown onto the coffin in the grave (00-0:55). As the men shovel the dirt, a voice-over 

from Shirley Baton testifies: “My dad died of cancer, my aunt died of cancer, my grandmother 

died of cancer, my mom is suffering because of her sickness” (0:56-1:13). The image of Baton 

cuts back to several slow-motion shots of the crying woman and of other mourners paying their 

respects at crosses, over which a traditional song is heard. Over these images a woman’s voice 

reiterates how hard her family was hit by cancer, and as we see the face of the speaker, Cecille 

Baton, she apologetically insists that it is still too difficult a subject for her to talk about (1:14-

1:50). This opening sequence firmly characterizes D́line as a “village of widows,” making 

strong emotional appeals to the viewer through its chosen images of grieving families, 
                                                           
131 See chapter five for the full discussion of this phenomenon. 
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gravesites, and crosses, and through the use of sombre narration, slow music, and slow motion. 

This opening also indicates the film’s backward entry into a tragic mode: as spectators, we begin 

at the end of the tragedy and must follow the film through an interpretation of the past events that 

led to this point.  

This retroactive interpretation of the past as tragedy is the major way modern risk 

redefines the classic tragic narrative. In the still-reigning classical theory of tragedy, that of 

Aristotle’s Poetics, tragedy is defined as “an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and 

of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament … in the 

form of action, not of narrative; with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish 

its catharsis of such emotions.” By far the most important principle of tragedy, according to 

Aristotle, is the plot: rooted in cause-and-effect, the plot or “arrangement of incidents” in the 

tragedy delineates “what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity” (Poetics). A 

less complex plot involves only a change of fortune, or catastrophe; a more complex plot 

involves both reversal of intention, or peripeteia, and recognition, or anagnorisis. For Aristotle, 

the best tragic plots combine peripeteia, which occurs when a character produces an effect 

opposite to that intended, and anagnorisis, the character’s realization of this reversal of intended 

action, in a clear cause-and-effect chain that brings about an intense final scene of mental (and 

often physical) suffering. The typical example of this kind of tragedy is, of course, Sophocles’s 

Oedipus Rex (459 BCE), in which Oedipus poetically blinds himself in anguished recognition of 

the unforeseen and horrific outcomes of his own actions.  

It is remarkable that tragedy as a genre has not yet been tied to the emergent risk model 

so carefully theorized by critics like Ulrich Beck, François Ewald, and Anthony Giddens, 

especially given the work of scholars like Ursula Heise and Lawrence Buell on the ways 
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different narrative templates might effectively convey or make real environmental risk.132 The 

kind of risk that Beck, Ewald, and Giddens see as endemic to modernity is, as discussed in 

chapters four and five, a kind of risk that is radically removed (in Giddens’s terms, 

“disembedded”) from local contexts through the influence of increasingly global institutions and 

networks; it is a kind of risk that is not immediately apparent—more of an uncertainty or 

unpredictability than a risk proper (Beck, Risk Society 51, 49, 19-84; Giddens 21-29; Ewald 293, 

295).133 The proliferation of unforeseeable consequences that these scholars have identified as 

inhering in modern social formations is the proliferation of potential tragedies: tragedy is, at its 

most basic, the realization of unforeseen and unintended consequences. Unlike classical tragedy, 

which unfolds in such a way as to alert the audience to the exact causal chain leading to the 

tragic outcome, modern tragedy must be played out retroactively. While Oedipus errs in his 

failure to see the potential adverse effects of his actions, in modern risk society it is impossible, 

as Beck and others point out, to intuit all the adverse potentialities arising from our actions. This 

is why Blow’s entry into the D́line Dene’s story at its lusis—Aristotle’s term for the point at 

which the protagonist’s actions begin to unravel, and from which his moment of anagnorisis 

arises—is so apt. As a modern tragedy the story is necessarily retroactive, characterized by a 

                                                           
132 I see Buell’s theory of “toxic discourse” as integrating many aspects of classical tragedy, most importantly the 

moment of tragic recognition. This connection, however, is not one that Buell himself acknowledges, as he situates his 
concept of the “awakening” and “horrified realization” central to toxic discourse more specifically in a tradition of 
ecocritical writing on “betrayed Edens” (a tradition exemplified by the opening chapter of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring) 
(Buell, “Toxic Discourse” 646, 647). 

133 Both Giddens and Beck base their very definitions of modernity on the widening reach of transnational networks 
and on the uncertainty such globalization entails. Ewald provides a comprehensive outline of the “paradigms” of dealing 
with risk that have accompanied different social formations: the paradigm of responsibility, which is tied to a notion of 
individualized, fault-based compensation; the paradigm of solidarity, which operates on a model of welfare-state prevention 
and safety; and the paradigm of precaution, which comes into play in the absence of certainty and is “one of the primary 
instruments of ‘reflexive modernization’” that characterizes postmodernity (295). 
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painful a posteriori application of Ewald’s precautionary principle: should different actions have 

been taken based on what was not but perhaps should have been foreseen?134 

While he does not tie the retroactive nature of the film to its tragic tone, van Wyck 

definitively relates the import and impact of Village of Widows to its participation, through its 

narrativization of oral histories and archival materials, in “the retroactive and traumatic re-

evaluation and politicization of the past that the Dene were becoming engaged with at the time 

the film was made” (Highway 48). In other words, the film was part of the community process of 

rewriting and resignifying memory represented most obviously by the oral histories discussed in 

chapter two. van Wyck describes this process as one of “completely resignifying the preceding 

half-century” (Highway 48-9): through new knowledge of the toxicity of past actions, “the past 

… was itself rendered toxic” (49). van Wyck’s descriptions of this resignification as  “a 

retroactive catastrophe of knowledge” and “a traumatic reversal toward events not experienced 

as traumatic in the first place” (Highway 49) is highly suggestive of the kind of traumatic 

reversal of intention experienced by the protagonist of classical tragedy, whose past actions are 

retroactively contaminated by his realization of their unforeseen consequences. The difference 

between the two, as Blow’s plot construction suggests, is that modern tragedy must be 

experienced backwards—retroactively—by its audience as well as its actors.135   

Lack of ecocritical attention to the power of tragedy to alert audiences to environmental 

crises or injustices may stem from Joseph Meeker’s early discrediting of the genre as 

anthropocentric. In The Comedy of Survival (1974), Meeker’s broad area of inquiry is into which 

modes of literature contribute more to human survival than extinction. In a rather large 

                                                           
134 See chapter four for a more extended consideration of the precautionary principle and its relation to the Déline 

Dene’s approach to ongoing uncertainties about environmental health. 
135 Burning Vision, the stage play examined in the following chapter, similarly conveys a sense of tragedy while 

overturning linear conceptions of cause-and-effect. 
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oversimplification, he divides literature into the comic and the tragic. Meeker criticizes the tragic 

mode for affirming “those values which regard the world as mankind’s exclusive property” and 

elevating culture to a position of “moral predominance” over nature (41; 126); comic literature, 

by contrast, is seen as promoting the preservation life at all costs and preferring love to war. 

While Meeker’s dichotomy misses much about the principles of classical tragedy and offers 

some suspect examples of the way comedy avoids elevating human culture (such as Dante’s 

Divine Comedy, which for Meeker offers more of an ecosystemic exemplar than a religious 

parable), his dismissal of the ecological implications of tragedy seems to have cast a long 

shadow. Though Buell’s definition of the ecocritical mode of “toxic discourse” certainly touches 

on the too-late recognition central to tragedy (“Toxic Discourse” 646, 647) and Scott Slovic 

astutely notes that the fate of ecocritics themselves may be “that of Cassandra”—“they can see 

[the environmental crises of] the future, but they are fated not to be heard, not to be believed” 

(21)—the ecocritical importance of the tragic mode in illustrating the costs of denied and delayed 

realizations has gone lamentably unnoticed. 

One problem with valorizing tragedy as a potentially galvanizing political force is its 

classical conception as a pacifying genre; rather than promote action against (or even provoke a 

continuing emotional response to) injustice or suffering, tragedy was meant, as mentioned above, 

to portray “incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such 

emotions” (Aristotle, Poetics). That is, the depiction of a character’s fall, failure, and unintended 

misery was intended to arouse pity and fear in order to purge audience members of it, allowing 

them to leave these emotions behind—to deposit them, as it were, within the frame of the 

narrative. Unless pity, anger, suspicion, and fear extend beyond the narrative that incites them, 

these emotions are unlikely to galvanize audiences into any kind of preventative action. The 
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inverse tragic plot of Blow’s film, however, with its emphasis on the impossibility of 

foreknowledge in modernity, seems to avoid this pacifying effect. As van Wyck has pointed out, 

the film brings to light “a harrowing tale that, at the time, no one knew about” (Highway 38). 

The film’s production coincided with a remarkable upsurge in attention to the Dene’s concerns, 

“to the village of D́line, the site of Port Radium, and other significant locations along the 

Northern transportation corridor; to the very fact of Canada’s integral role in the development of 

the Bomb; and to the allegations that the former ore carriers and workers were dying of cancer as 

a result of their unprotected labours” (van Wyck, Highway 48). While the chronology of media 

attention to these issues is not precisely consistent with van Wyck’s suggestion that coverage by 

the Calgary Herald, Maclean’s magazine, the Toronto Star, and CBC television was prompted 

by Blow’s film (48), Village of Widows was undeniably a major narrative player in this increased 

issue-attention.  

The power of the film lies not only in its inverse entry into the tragic narrative, which 

prompts spectators to follow the director’s construction of a plausible causal chain, but also 

resides at a more basic level of emotional manipulation. As a review of the film by Walter Keyes 

in the Canadian Nuclear Society Bulletin in 2005 points out, the film takes some liberties with 

the images it presents in order to construct its tragic story and compel an emotional response 

from its viewers. One such liberal use of images is the provocative opening sequence described 

above: while the narration and voice-over (“Another burial in D́line…. It’s become known as 

the Village of Widows”; “My dad died of cancer, my aunt died of cancer, my grandmother died 

of cancer” [0:00-1:13]) suggest that the funeral depicted is that of yet another former uranium 

ore transporter who has died of cancer, in reality the footage was taken at the funeral of a young 

D́line man who had recently died in a truck accident. Keyes’s observation of this point (45) and 
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of other “fictions” like the documentary’s title—statistically there are, he points out, more men in 

Déline than women—leads him to harshly criticize Village of Widows for encouraging the kind 

of fear of uranium contamination noted by the CDUT as pervasive in the community. Taking 

some liberty himself in interpreting the CDUT’s final report, Keyes declares that the CDUT 

found that “perhaps the largest health threat to the community was the fear that had been created 

by scary news reports and fictional events such as those contained in Blow’s video Village of 

Widows” (45). This less-than-exact representation of the CDUT report is, like the less-than-exact 

filmic representation it criticizes, shaped by the perspective from which it arises: Keyes is a high-

profile consultant at Intertec Management Limited (the primary fact-finder for the CDUT report) 

and “a vocally pro-nuclear and anti-regulatory” former deputy minister in the “pro-uranium 

Saskatchewan government” (van Wyck, Highway 186). The ability of Blow’s film to narrativize 

the invisible and avisual effects of slow violence is, as Keyes points out, a result of its effective 

manipulation of images. As the above discussion of montage and symbolic transfer suggests, 

however, such manipulation of reality is the only realistic way to represent that which escapes 

the temporal and visual confines of the cinematic eye. The tragic tone of the film, as Deborah 

Simmons insightfully points out, renders this narrative not only realistic, but also 

“compelling.”136 

A generic bid at making the narrative “compelling” is also made in Henningson’s Somba 

Ke, which pursues a mystery or detective story plot. Somba Ke is shaped by and focused on the 

global nuclear renaissance that took place in the mid-2000s, and insinuates that some sort of 

corruption, or at least a deplorable short-sightedness, is behind the re-opening of the former 

uranium and radium mines on Great Bear Lake attempted as part of this nuclear revival. The film 

                                                           
136 Simmons goes so far as to suggest that the film would have failed without this particular generic template, asking 

“when you remove that tragedy piece, what’s the point?” (personal interview). 
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explains that in 2005 the Alberta Star Development Corporation, a Canadian mining company 

under Tim Coupland (brother of author Doug Coupland), received permits from the Déline Land 

Corporation to re-open mines at former mine sites including Port Radium. A rather salacious 

tone permeates the film, which makes implied accusations of corruption on the part of most if 

not all of its subjects, from the Canadian government to the management of Alberta Star to 

Déline community leaders. That the documentary will operate on the basis of a mystery to be 

solved is indicated from the outset. The film’s opening shot of a mushroom cloud billowing over 

Japan is juxtaposed with a stock photograph of an ore carrier leaning against a large pile of sacks 

of uranium ore (0:00-0:26); ominous music accompanies the transition between the two. The 

immediate question begged by the juxtaposition of these images is what the connection between 

the two events might be, while the ominous music suggests that there is much that is unknown, 

hidden, and potentially dangerous in the connection. The film’s second sequence, which ends 

with the tracking shot on new mining equipment at Port Radium and the narrator’s statement that 

this is where “the worldwide awakening nuclear renaissance is returning for more” (0:59-1:12), 

indicates that the more specific tension the film will examine is that of the costs and benefits 

inherent to a nuclear renaissance, and especially to the revival of nuclear production activities in 

a place so closely tied to the making of the atomic bomb.  

As I suggest above regarding Henningson’s use of the sights and sounds of the Geiger 

counter, the film takes pains throughout to undermine the authority of statements made by its 

subjects. One such instance occurs in the sequence mentioned above in which the testimony of 

SENES consultant Doug Chambers that his team’s radiation measurements were quite low is 

seemingly disproven by information about Henningson’s own measurements. The insinuations of 

corruption implicit in such detractions at times become explicit; for example, after a sequence in 
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which Nikiforuk criticizes the CDUT report for its narrowness, we see a shot from the ground of 

a helicopter, with barrels labeled “Alberta Star” in the foreground. This shot cuts to a tracking 

shot of the helicopter’s shadow cast on the shores of Great Bear Lake as Nikiforuk is heard 

stating that he’s “not surprised by the fact that there’s little or no opposition [to Alberta Star] 

from the community in D́line.” “I think it’s important,” he continues, “to recognize that a lot of 

issues in Northern Canada are resolved by buying people off, and the federal government does 

this on a routine basis. They have bought a lot of silence in Northern Canada on the issue of 

uranium mining” (48:21-48:53). This statement paints the re-emergence of mining activities at 

Port Radium as a result of “buying people off”—a claim underlined by the threatening image of 

the shadow of industry falling over the landscape. This insinuation of corruption on behalf of 

both the federal government and community leadership is strengthened when it is closely 

followed by two interview excerpts that seem to reveal a rift in the community: Leroy Andre, 

then-head of the Déline Land Corporation, explains over images of mining activities that mining 

developments stand to benefit the community by creating employment opportunities. This is 

immediately followed by images of a man ice-fishing, over which Morris Neyelle, a prophecy-

keeper in the community, asserts that he is against such development because of past events at 

Port Radium. “We have to say no to the exploration coming,” he insists (49:15-50:30). While the 

federal government comes in for the lion’s share of the film’s criticism, such revelations of 

opposing viewpoints imply corruption or short-sightedness on the part of the community as well.  

Perhaps due to this rather accusatory approach, interviews with community members in 

Henningson’s Somba Ke are neither as frequent nor as in-depth as in Peter Blow’s earlier film. In 

fact, Henningson documents in his production notes that he encountered resistance to his film 

and a decreasing willingness on the part of the community to participate in it as production 
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progressed. Originally conceived as a film about reconciliation and mutual remembrance 

between Dene and Japanese victims of nuclear power, the documentary morphed when 

Henningson noticed the “full blown uranium rush going on in the area surrounding Port Radium” 

into an investigation of this rush. It also became an investigation into the possible reasons why 

the “two Dene” invited to fly with the filmmakers to Hiroshima declined at the last minute; why 

“the atmosphere in D́line had changed”; and why “No longer were people willing to be 

interviewed and it suddenly seemed that no one wanted to share the story of what happened at 

Port Radium” (Henningson, “Production Notes”). Although this film is more future-oriented than 

Blow’s and thus seems poised to promote more active interrogation of present and future 

involvement in nuclear production at Port Radium and in Canada more broadly, its mystery-

oriented plot limits its representative vocabulary to one of suspicion and accusation. The 

community’s apparent displeasure at this approach is not the least of the film’s flaws, as this 

opposition prevented the filmmaker from obtaining essential input from community members on 

both events of the past137 and directions for the future. 

The CDUT’s own film, Moving Forward Together, is a not-for-profit film made for 

informational purposes and thus makes no similar generic bid for audience interest. This film 

marks the culmination of the activities of the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT) and makes 

an optimistic forecast about the ability of the Déline Dene and the Canadian government to 

“move forward together” from the events of the past. It is therefore much more oriented toward 

the future than either of the other films, and presents an especially noticeable contrast in this 

respect to Blow’s reconstruction of the distant past in an argument for the causes of recent 

                                                           
137 As discussed in chapters two and four, oral histories have been essential to reconstructing work and life at and 

around Port Radium during the years of its operation, since written documentation of employees and work conditions are 
absent. Henningson’s exclusion from this living archive before 2005 (the year of publication of the oral history volume If 
Only We Had Known) would have been highly detrimental to his understanding of the history into which he was entering. 
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tragedy. In Moving Forward, only a limited history of mining activities on Great Bear Lake is 

provided, mostly through the voices of a handful of elders who provide interviews regarding 

their experiences of these activities. The film’s brief establishment of the traditional lifestyle and 

values of the Déline Dene and an almost equally brief description of the way cancer deaths and 

fears of environmental contaminants disrupted these values are smoothed over by a more 

sustained emphasis on the CDUT’s investigation into, and ostensible resolution of, these 

problems.  

This generic template of order-disruption-renewal is the basic plot structure that 

dominated Hollywood production from the 1930s to the 1960s (and beyond), and is the defining 

feature of “classic Hollywood” or “classic narrative” cinema. Classic narrative cinema is what 

David Bordwell calls “an excessively obvious cinema” (2). In this approach, cinematic style 

serves to explain, and not obscure, the narrative; clear signs lead the spectator to an inevitable 

conclusion which is invariably positive. The constant narration of Danny Gaudet, the chief 

negotiator for Déline in the CDUT, and Chris Cuddy, the principal investigator from the 

Department of Indian Affairs, provides such an obvious guide in the CDUT’s film and, as is the 

wont of classic narrative cinema, leaves little room for ambiguity or questioning on the part of 

the spectator. The narrative template of classic narrative cinema rests, as Hayward observes, on a 

trajectory of disruption and re-establishment of order, ending with an optimistic sense of closure 

(64). “Whatever form the closure takes,” Hayward elaborates, “almost without exception it will 

offer or enunciate a message that is central to dominant ideology: the law successfully 

apprehending criminals, good gunmen of the Wild West routing the baddies, and so on” (65). In 

Moving Forward Together, the dominant ideology reinforced is one of the justness and 
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efficiency of the Canadian political system and its appreciation and inclusion of Indigenous 

traditional knowledges and values.  

The documentary indicates its pursuit of this kind of predictable, optimistic plot, much 

like the others indicate their investments in tragedy and mystery, from the opening. The film 

begins with a series of intertitles explaining the context: the meeting of the Déline delegation 

with politicians in Ottawa in 1998 is described and the CDUT is positioned as the answer to this 

expression of concerns. The final intertitle in this opening sequence states that the CDUT’s 

presentation of its findings to both the government of Canada and the people of Déline in 2005 

was “so they could move forward together” (0:00-0:41). Gaudet and Cuddy are the subjects who 

feature most prominently throughout the film, and this choice of pairing the main Déline and 

Canadian representatives of the CDUT as the primary spokespeople of the film structurally 

echoes the film’s basic message that the CDUT succeeded due to the partnership it was able to 

rebuild between the Déline community and the Canadian government. This structural choice is 

enforced by the film’s focus on various aspects of the CDUT that positively reflect this sense of 

partnership, such as the use of contract rather than government scientists, the involvement of 

community in issue formation, and methods of translating words like “half-life,” “uranium,” and 

“radiation” into Slavey (30:14-30:46).  

The film is at times overly optimistic about both the success of the CDUT and the extent 

to which relations have actually been repaired between the community and the government. The 

findings of the CDUT Final Report—that the water, the caribou, and the fish of the Great Bear 

Lake area are “healthy and clean and safe,” that the soil and vegetation at the Port Radium site is 

only locally affected (not, for example, running off into the lake), and that the heightened levels 

of radiation at the site are “not such that they are dangerous to humans” (34:30-37:05; 38:07-
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38:56)—are reported in the film with a sense of closure that seems rather overstated. This 

overstatement of the past or finished nature of the CDUT seems especially strange given the 

insistence of community members within the film (such as Gaudet) on the need for multiple 

kinds of ongoing monitoring, including environmental monitoring, ongoing assessments of 

physical and mental health, and continued attention to cultural revitalization. The film serves an 

important archival role in that it preserves a record of the CDUT process, its purpose, and its 

conclusion. However, its language of putting things in the past and moving forward “together” is 

disturbingly reminiscent of reconciliatory gestures like Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s 2008 

apology to survivors of residential schools, which placed governmental abuses of Indigenous 

peoples squarely in a colonial past.138 While Moving Forward Together does not bracket out the 

importance of future attentions in so complete a manner as Harper’s apology, its narrative 

template of restoration, renewal, and closure downplays the presence of ongoing problems in 

Déline and to a great extent precludes questions about whether this issue is—or can ever be—

truly closed. 

Examining how a medium as visual as film might represent the reality of the slow 

violence of ecological and cultural damage illuminates the difficulty of apprehending such 

violence in “reality” itself. The filmic techniques of old/new footage juxtaposition, voice-over, 

montage, and visual transference used in Village of Widows, Somba Ke, and (to a lesser extent), 

Moving Forward Together stage a slow violence that does not signify within the temporal and 

visual conventions of aesthetic realism just as it does not easily appear in the temporal and visual 

contexts of everyday sight. The dominance of these filmic techniques, which would 

conventionally be considered more manipulative than realist, indicates the necessity of an 

                                                           
138 For this and other criticisms of the 2008 apology, see Dorrell 28; Henderson and Wakeham 1; Corntassel et al 6; 

Mackey 54. 
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alternative definition to filmic realism that acknowledges the need for manipulation to convey 

profilmic realities that escape the visual and temporal confines of film. The generic templates 

employed by each film contribute to this staging of reality by adding a level of rhetorical and 

emotional audience appeal. Blow’s modern tragic approach is significant for the way its reverse 

induction reflects the type of risk it conveys as well as for the emotional appeals it makes. The 

mystery plot followed by Henningson poses challenges to any oversimplification in which 

ecologically-noble Indian victims are pitted against money-hungry corporate predators; however, 

the sensationalism of the film seems to have limited the willingness of the community to support 

it and thus limited its depth. The CDUT film’s generic template of order restoration is an obvious 

one, given the context of its production by the CDUT as an informative and somewhat 

propagandist text; while the film is an important historical record of the CDUT process, this 

disruption-restoration template makes a potentially dangerous argument about the past and 

finished nature of uranium mining and its effects.  

In the following chapter I continue this investigation of creative re/mediations of the 

Dene’s story by addressing works in a similarly visual but materially different medium, that of 

stage performance. I am concerned in this chapter not only with the temporal and visual 

signifiers the stage shares with the screen, but also with the unique materiality of the stage, with 

its physical objects and spaces. The performances I address also focus attention on non-realist 

modes of representing slow violence, providing a complement to the interrogation of realism 

presented here: while filmic representations of slow violence use manipulation to realistically 

visualize the avisual, these non-realist performances both admit the failure of realism and 

foreground their own failures to represent the unrepresentable. 
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Figure 6.1: Warning sign over the mouth of the Port Radium mine shaft, from Henningson’s 
Somba Ke (2006). 
 

 
Figure 6.2: Long take on Great Bear Lake from Peter Blow’s Village of Widows (1999). 
 



 

 

Chapter 7 

Absence, Failure, Flop: Presenting the Unrepresentable 

Phenomenology On (and Off) the Stage 

The cinematic creation of reality has at times been explicated in direct contrast to the way 

reality is created on the stage. In his essay “On the Impression of Reality in the Cinema,” for 

instance, Christian Metz develops this contrast as it is presented by Henri Wallon in the 1953 

brief “L’acte perceptif et le cinema.” Drawing on Wallon’s suggestion that the theatrical 

spectacle cannot create as realistic a story as cinema because it both takes part in and is made up 

of an obvious physical reality outside that of the story it tells, Metz posits that there are two 

kinds of reality at play in cinematic and theatrical spectacles. The first of these is “the impression 

of reality produced by the diegesis, the universe of fiction, what is represented,” and the other is 

“the reality of the vehicle of the representation” (12-13). This distinction is informed by the 

visibility and materiality of the vehicles of representation respective to film and theatre. In film, 

the vehicle disappears in order to produce a greater diegetic reality: the film strip, the camera, 

and the projector are hidden from the spectator’s view, while the actors, mise-en-scène, and 

costumes are folded into the diegesis, becoming part of the story rather than materials by which 

it is created. In theatre, Metz suggests, the materials that create the story are too physically 

present to merge with the reality of the narrative and, in fact, inevitably detract from it: “the 

intermissions, the social ritual, the real space of the stage, the real presence of the actor—their 

weight is too great for the fiction the play elaborates to be experienced as real” (“On the 

Impression” 10).  

Linda Hutcheon groups film and stage performance together under the narrative mode of 

“showing,” which she defines as a “direct aural and usually visual performance experienced in 
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real time” (xiv, 13); Metz, however, directs our attention to the materialities that make these two 

media fundamentally different. While film lends itself to an investigation of how a particular 

story is seen, stage performance lends itself to a discussion of how a story is felt, experienced, or 

made present. Whereas the last chapter was concerned with how the unapparent is made visible 

in film, then, here I investigate the extent to which past events are made present in two stage 

performances on the D́line Dene’s Port Radium experience: the play Burning Vision, published 

in 2003 by Vancouver-based Métis playwright Marie Clements and performed a number of times 

throughout the 2000s, and the opera Shelter, written by Julie Salverson with music by Juliet 

Palmer for the Tapestry New Opera company and premiered in Edmonton in November 2012 

and in Toronto in June 2014. I move on from the semiotic approach taken in chapter six to take a 

phenomenological approach here to interpreting Burning Vision and Shelter, an approach that 

foregrounds the role of physical spaces, objects, and bodies in the creation of each narrative. I 

argue that although the presentation of the story of Port Radium and the Déline Dene in the 

highly physical medium of theatre seems to create an immediately-present physical experience, 

this very theatrical materiality—as Metz suggests—distances viewers from the narrative 

presented. Specific distancing techniques used in both Burning Vision and Shelter compound this 

effect: these techniques impede viewer suspension of disbelief by highlighting the 

constructedness of the performances offered, simultaneously directing attention to the many 

layers of mediation between the events represented and these particular representations thereof.  

To outline the operation of this phenomenological distancing, this chapter begins with a 

sketch of the foundational tenets of phenomenology and, more specifically, the 

phenomenological approach to theatre. I then apply this approach to readings of the ways in 

which the physical materials of Burning Vision and Shelter signify, and the ways in which they 
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resist signification and insist on being perceived in or as themselves. This reading of the 

significative absences of each performance is extended to account for their temporal distance or 

removal from the historical events they represent, a removal foregrounded within each 

performance through mediatization. Finally, I consider the comedic lineage of the alienating 

techniques that impede viewer belief in these performances, drawing on theorizations of clown to 

position the works’ performative acknowledgments of their own representational failures as 

commentaries on the incomprehensible nature of what they represent. 

While much has been made in film theory of a semiotic approach that seeks to define or 

map a “language of the cinema,”139 theatre theory has been understandably more skeptical. As 

Mark Fortier points out, semiotics, along with many other critical approaches influenced by the 

language-based frameworks of structuralism and post-structuralism, privileges the written and 

spoken words of dramatic text and theatrical performance to the neglect of the nonverbal signs of 

the theatre (4, 5, 20). “[B]ecause of its emphasis on language over all else, and on signification 

over more visceral and physical activities and effects,” Fortier writes, “semiotics … has a 

problematic relationship to theatre and the understanding of theatre” (20). The inadequacy of a 

language-focused approach to the material aspects of the theatre—its bodies, sounds, smells, 

objects, and audience-performer interactions—has led to a dismissal of language-based 

mappings of performance signification such as Keir Elam’s140 by more recent theatre 

semiologists like Patrice Pavis. Given the context-specific nature of performance, Pavis argues, 

any systematization of theatrical signs is “extremely problematic” (Languages of the Stage 9), 

                                                           
139 The most widely-recognized proponent of this type of linguistic analogy is arguably Christian Metz. As discussed 

in the last chapter’s examination of the semiotic debates on cinematic realism, however, a semiotic approach dominates 
film theory more generally. For examples of the semiotic approach to film, see Metz’s “The Cinema: Language or 
Language System?” (1964) and A Semiotics of the Cinema (1974); for a useful recent overview of the history of the 
approach, see Stam, Burgoyne, and Flitterman-Lewis’s New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics (1992).  

140 See Elam’s The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama (1980; rev. 2002). 



 
 

250 
 

especially in the context of avant-garde theatre that attempts to destabilize meaning and 

signification (Pavis, “The Interplay”). Pavis’s recommendation that theatre semiology move 

away from abstraction or universalization and toward a greater engagement with performance 

particulars—toward a “dynamic and provisional” approach that recognizes the contingency and 

plurality of the meanings construed by “given public[s] under certain given conditions” 

(Languages 204, 17, 200)—in fact moves semiology in the direction of phenomenology, an 

approach to which it is often considered “diametrically opposed” (Fortier 37).  

Phenomenology is much more concerned with individual perceptions than with 

universalizing maps of signifying systems. The word phenomenology itself derives—through the 

German phänomenologie used by foundational phenomenologist Edmund Husserl—from the 

Greek phainomenon, meaning “what appears or is seen” (“Phenomenon”; “Phenomenology”; 

Roach 353). As the study of what is apparent, phenomenology is inherently preoccupied with 

localized, subjective perceptions, and with the physicality of the materials presented to 

perception. It is an approach that attempts to set aside universalizing presuppositions about a 

given phenomenon—those systematized conventions prized by semiotic analysis—in order to 

intuit the occurrence or object in its essence. In his General Introduction to a Pure 

Phenomenology (the first book of Ideas), Husserl calls this bracketing-out or setting-aside of 

conventional ideas about what a phenomenon means the epoché: this term, borrowed from 

ancient Greek Skepticism, implies a cessation or restraint of all preconceptions about the external 

world. To exercise the epoché, Husserl explains, is to “[set] out of action,” “disconnect,” or 

“bracket” theses arising from the interpretive frameworks of “all sciences which relate to this 

natural world” as well as of one’s own previous experiences, allowing for a “‘pure’ 

consciousness” or “conscious experience” of an object (Ideas 108, 111-114). As this quotation 
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suggests, Husserl’s philosophy is incredibly complex, and it is not my intention to explicate it 

fully here. I linger over the concept of epoché, however, because it is directly relevant to a 

phenomenological approach to theatre and, in particular, to the semiotic-phenomenological 

tension inherent to theatre.  

In his preface to Palgrave Macmillan’s “Readings in Theatre Practice” series, reprinted in 

every instalment, series editor Simon Shepherd alludes to this semiotic-phenomenological 

tension when he describes the “tense relationship” at the heart of stagecraft. “On the one hand,” 

he writes, “there is the basic raw material that is worked—the wood, the light, the paint, the 

musculature. These have their own given identity—their weight, mechanical logics, smell, 

particle formation, feel…. And on the other hand there is theatre, wanting its effects and 

illusions, its distortions and impossibilities” (x). While Shepherd does not expand on the 

theoretical dimensions of this relationship, the push-and-pull between the materiality of “the 

stuff” of theatre, as he terms it, and “the magic” of its signification (x) is the locus of 

phenomenology. Metz’s description of the material stuff of theatre as opposed to or impeding the 

story it tries to tell illustrates the insufficiency of a semiotic approach that fixes only on 

signification. Metz’s objection to the basic fact that, as Fortier puts it, “people and things on 

stage are not identical with what they represent” (31), is that the physical presence of the people 

and things on stage impedes the audience’s belief in what they represent. It may be difficult, for 

example, to perceive the plastic-backed, tennis ball-footed child’s chair from the kindergarten 

classroom down the hall as the magnificent throne it represents in the school play. Metz’s 

assertion that the fiction of the theatre “exists only in the sense of a ‘convention’” (“On the 

Impression” 10) uses the language of structuralist semiotics to describe the common solution to 

this problem, in which the reality of theatrical fiction is achieved through a “willing suspension 



 
 

252 
 

of disbelief” on the part of the audience. Suspension of disbelief—“that willing suspension of 

disbelief for the moment, that constitutes poetic faith,” as Coleridge formulated the concept in 

Biographia Literaria—is usually posited as essential to believing theatrical fiction, as many 

theatrical usages require a conventional understanding that overrides the immediate material 

realities of the stage. For instance, the audience accepts the fictionally necessary premise that a 

character in soliloquy cannot be heard by the other characters onstage, although the actor’s voice 

is obviously as audible to the other actors as to the audience. Suspension of disbelief equally 

suspends critical judgement about objects like the child’s chair mentioned above, allowing the 

object to signify within the diegesis of the play rather than within the material reality of the 

acting space. In this conception, to return to the phenomenological language of bracketing or 

restraint, the epoché must be exercised against the material stuff of which the fiction is made in 

order to allow the magic of the narrative to take hold. 

Radical phenomenological approaches to theatre seek to disrupt or deny conventional 

understandings of theatrical spaces, objects, and bodies, problematizing the gap between things 

and what they represent in a manner similar to Metz’s but with opposing priorities. Whereas 

Metz is concerned with the ability of theatrical objects to signify something else convincingly, 

others have argued for a theatre in which objects remain themselves—in which materials are 

presented and perceived as phenomena unfiltered through assumptions of meaning. American 

phenomenologist Stanton B. Garner’s emphasis on the phenomenological pursuit of “the thing as 

it is given to consciousness in [the] direct experience” of the theatre (2) and his insistence on 

asking how theatre feels to audience members—or, drawing on Merleau-Ponty, how it is 

“render[ed] present” to an audience “through the body” (27)—leans toward such a denial or 

bracketing of the significative aspects of theatre. Others have advocated an even starker 
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separation between object and signification. French playwright Antonin Artaud, for example, 

saw a “rupture between things and words, between things and the ideas and signs that are their 

representation” (Theatre 7); this gap could only be overcome, Artaud posited, by the use of 

objects “in an immediate sense” unfiltered by representation. “The objects, the props, even the 

scenery which will appear on the stage,” he imagined, “will have to be understood in an 

immediate sense, without transposition; they will have to be taken not for what they represent but 

for what they really are” (Selected Writings 160). Such an object-oriented aesthetics pushes 

against the meaning-making desired by semiotic approaches; in fact, Italian playwright and 

director Carmelo Bene’s 1970s theatre project with Gilles Deleuze was positioned explicitly as a 

project of “desemiotics” meant to disrupt the very idea of text and to encourage performance to 

“Stop making text” (Bene and Deleuze 89). In Bene and Deleuze’s approach, this unmaking of 

meaning is accomplished by perpetual variations and excesses in light, sound, movement, and 

speech which create a “congestion of signs,” an “intolerable presence” of materials and sense 

perceptions, rather than a sense of meaning (Bene 67; Bene and Deleuze 95, 10). In this object-

oriented conception, the epoché is exercised upon the magic—on the assumed or accepted 

significations of the materials of stagecraft—in order to see the stuff of theatre in itself. This is 

the common understanding of phenomenology, as an approach that pursues the thing-in-itself. 

Given the representative nature of the theatre, however, a phenomenological approach to 

theatre cannot excise the conventional or semiotic as Artaud would wish; in theatre, objects are 

never only things-in-themselves, but also serve a fundamental representative function. Theatre 

phenomenologist Bert O. States describes this as the “double aspect” or two faces of any object 

in the theatre, “one of which is significative, the other … self-given.” To “treat one of these 

aspects to the exclusion of the other—it doesn’t matter which,” States argues, is to disavow a 
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truly phenomenological attitude toward what is set on the stage (375). States concludes that, 

rather than imagining the “self-given” nature of the theatrical object as escaping its significative 

aspect, a phenomenological approach to theatre recognizes both aspects and their connection: 

“Phenomenology occurs,” in the theatre, “in the ‘seam’ between these two faces of the object” 

(375). Mikel Dufrenne makes a similar argument when he asserts that he neither confronts the 

material “real as real, because there is also the unreal which this real designates,” nor addresses 

only the fictional unreal, “because there is also the real which promotes and supports this unreal” 

(10). Semiotics and phenomenology—perception of what is signified and perception of the 

signifier’s material reality—are in this formulation complementary rather than oppositional. Held 

in tandem with one another, these two perceptions provide binocular lenses that converge in a 

much richer view of the theatre. 

Holding the “embodied form” of the “spatial thing which we see” in tandem with its 

signification—without conflating “the consciousness of a sign or image” with or substituting it 

for the embodied thing (Husserl, Ideas 136)—enacts a doubled awareness of the presences and 

absences of the theatre. That which is present on stage, the object-in-itself, directs attention to 

that which is absent, the fictional element the object represents. The phenomenological 

imperative for this awareness of what is absent from what is present is expressed in the concept 

of “frontality,” which recalls Haraway’s notion of the embodied “seeing eye” discussed in 

chapter four. Accompanying the phenomenological focus on what is presented to consciousness 

in the physical world is a recognition of what Haraway would call the “partial perspective,” and 

what in phenomenology is called the “frontal view,” of what is perceived. We can never perceive 

any object in its fullness, since we only ever see one side of an object—its “front”—at any given 

time. States illustrates this problem through the parable of how to perceive a mailbox: “No 
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matter how much you fondle it, study it, turn it this way or that, or walk around it,” he explains, 

“a mailbox will always look you straight in the face … [T]he fact that you can never see all of a 

mailbox raises the imponderable question of the frontality of everything in the world before the 

eye of consciousness” (371). States also offers the example of “a sphere revolving in space” to 

exemplify the frontality of the perceived world: “[the sphere] may reveal different sides or 

features as it turns, but it always remains the same sphere, it always continues around ‘the 

backside’” (373). The idea of frontality highlights the centrality of absence to phenomenological 

analysis. As Husserl explains, only the surface facing us is directly perceived, but this frontside 

carries with it an “apperception” of the rest of the object, which is “co-present” though unseen: 

“what is there perceptually,” Husserl writes, “motivates [belief in] something else being there 

too” (Cartesian Meditations 109-10). 

Recognizing the co-presence of and the interplay between frontside and backside, 

between what is perceptually present and what is absent but suggested, is key to a 

phenomenological experience of the theatre. States summarizes the theatrical application of this 

interplay succinctly when he observes that  

theater is the paradigmatic place for the display of the drama of presence and 

absence; for theater, unlike the mailbox, produces its effect precisely through a 

deliberate collaboration between its frontside (‘on’ stage) and its backside (‘off’) 

… and between the frontside illusion (character and scene) and the backside 

reality (the actor, the unseen stage brace that ‘props’ up the illusion). (371) 

For the phenomenologist, theatre requires less of the temporary disavowal of materiality 

achieved by suspension of disbelief and more of a deliberate doublethink in which a perception 

of the material objects, bodies, and spaces presented is simultaneous with a perception of what 
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they represent within a fictional world. Holding backsides in tandem with frontsides—the 

phenomena of the theatre with their signification, the stuff with the magic—acknowledges not 

only the object that is present before the viewer, but the absences toward which it gestures. In 

this way, a phenomenological approach to theatre represents less of a radical desire for 

immediate perceptual presence—Artaud’s “unprecedented eruption of a world” into theatrical 

space (Selected Writings 155)—and more of a powerful recognition of what Garner calls the 

“dys-appearance” (32–3) of theatre, its “Inva[sion] on all sides by an irremediable absence” (29). 

This approach opens analysis of theatrical representation to include what is absent from it. In 

what follows, I use this approach to draw out the absences made present in both Burning Vision 

and Shelter, highlighting the ways attention is drawn to the “backside” of each performance by 

extra-diegetic stage materials as well as intra-diegetic events and themes.  

The Doubled Aspect in Burning Vision and Shelter  

In Burning Vision, Marie Clements takes up the story of the D́line Dene’s struggle with 

the fallout of government mining in a non-realist and non-linear way. There is no discernible plot 

to the play, as events lack clear cause and effect. Rather, events from disparate times and places 

are placed alongside each other in a way that suggests connections between them: two 

prospectors discover uranium; a widow speaks to her dead husband through a fire; a miner and a 

radium watch-dial painter fall in love; a Dene medicine man speaks a prophecy; a Japanese 

fisherman dreams of his grandmother; two stevedores and a boat pilot navigate Northern 

waterways; a Métis woman makes bread; a Japanese radio siren insists she is American; a 

dummy waits to be destroyed by the testing of a nuclear bomb; a bomb explodes. Both Robin 

Whittaker and Theresa May have interpreted the play’s mixing of these events from different 

times and spaces as an indigenizing method of staging. According to May, the play’s repeated 
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juxtaposition of disparate settings is a function of “the indigenous viewpoint from which the play 

is written … [which] allows for simultaneity of past, present, and future” and stresses the 

“radical, familial connectivity” among people and between people and the land (7). Whittaker 

similarly focuses on the way “specifically delineated spaces are allowed to fluidly and 

dialogically converse” in Clements’s play, asserting that with this conversation among times and 

spaces the play “reclaims one indigenous temporal and spatial logic, that of Dene peoples, 

displaced by European linear timekeeping and mapping systems during acts of colonization” 

(131). The connectivity among people, places, times, and events that the play highlights certainly 

recommends it as an “eco-drama,” as May stresses: a stage play whose dramatic structures, 

characters, themes, scenography, and production requirements “fire our ecological imaginations” 

(5). These positive readings of the play’s interconnective ethos, however, move too quickly to 

cover its confusing or alienating elements—the suggestion of both being that the confusing 

aspects of the play can be readily understood if seen through an Indigenous or ecological lens. It 

is important to linger longer than this on the play’s confusing or unbelievable aspects, as they 

draw attention to the material “backside” in a way that prompts a phenomenological holding-in-

tandem of materials with their meanings. A reading of the play’s staging, extrapolated from the 

text of the play and illustrated with reference to three performances, demonstrates the ways in 

which its materiality does not simply make connections between people and events apparent but 

impedes viewer belief in these fictional interactions in service of the play’s larger point. 

The first indications that the play will underscore the interrelatedness of disparate people, 

places, and times appear in its paratextual materials. The cast list included in the print version of 

Burning Vision, which refers to the Rumble Productions premier directed by Peter Hinton and 

performed at Vancouver’s Firehall Arts Centre in April 2002 (Clements 10), reveals that a 
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number of the play’s actors are double- or triple-cast. Marcus Hondro and Kevin Loring are both 

triple-cast: Hondro plays Brother Labine 2 as well as The Miner and one of the two Stevedores, 

and Loring plays Brother Labine 1, the Dene Ore Carrier, and the other Stevedore. Margo Kane 

is double-cast as both the Japanese Grandmother and the Widow, Allan Morgan is double-cast as 

Captain Mike and Fat Man, and Julia Tamako Manning plays both Tokyo Rose and the older 

version of Tokyo Rose, Round Rose. This multiple-casting causes an immediate visual 

disruption of the fiction of characterization, drawing attention to the material body of the actor 

rather than allowing this “backside” to disappear, become, or be replaced by the multiple 

characters the one body represents. Compounding this visual impediment to suspension of 

disbelief are the cross-racializations involved in these cross-castings. In all cases but Manning’s, 

at least one of the racial identities played by the actor departs from that of his or her other role(s), 

and from that of the actor him or herself. Hondro, a Euro-Canadian actor, plays a white Canadian 

in his roles as Brother Labine 2 and The Miner but plays a Native in his role as the Stevedore; 

Loring, a member of the Nlaka’pamux (Thompson) First Nation, plays Native characters as the 

Dene Ore Carrier and the Stevedore but a white man as Brother Labine 1. Kane, a Cree-

Saulteaux performing artist, plays a Dene character in her role as the Widow and a Japanese 

character as the Grandmother, and Morgan, a white Euro-Canadian, plays a racially nondescript 

American as Fat Man but a racialized Icelandic immigrant as Captain Mike. These discrepancies 

between the various racial identities represented by a single actor and between the identities 

represented and that embodied by the actor him or herself hinder the bracketing of the actor’s 

physical body necessary to belief in his or her fictional character. 

The other paratext that gives the audience pause even before the action begins is the 

catalogue of character descriptions, which places the characters within specific time periods and 
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geographic areas. The Dene See-er, for example, is placed in the “Late 1880s,” Fat Man is 

described as “An American bomb test dummy manning his house in the late 1940s and 50s,” 

Koji is “A Japanese fisherman just before the blast of the atomic bomb,” and the Labine brothers 

are “prospectors that discove[r] uranium at the base of Great Bear Lake in the 1930s” (Clements 

13-14). The spatial and temporal incongruities in these descriptions are reinforced by the 

inclusion of a timeline of events (16-17) spanning from the late 1880s forbidden rock prophecy 

to the 2002 premier of Burning Vision and including such events as the Labines’ discovery of 

pitchblende in 1930, the hiring of Dene men as ore carriers in 1932, the dropping of Fat Man and 

Little Boy on Japan in 1945, the testing of nuclear weapons in New Mexico from 1945 through 

the 1950s, and the death of the first Dene ore carrier in 1960. The timeline included in the print 

version of the play was, according to its copyright page, “modified from one created by Rumble 

Productions for the original production of Burning Vision,” which was presumably distributed to 

or displayed for the audience of that performance. The temporal and spatial coordinates provided 

in the character descriptions mentioned above allow the reader or viewer to place characters 

along this timeline, visually concretizing their separation from one another—the Dene See-er, for 

instance, would be placed to the extreme left of the timeline, while Little Boy, who interacts with 

and eventually becomes the Dene See-er, is on the far right. The presence of this timeline, like 

the character descriptions and cast list, impedes audience belief in any fictional world these 

characters might occupy together by foregrounding the impossibility of their physical interaction. 

The physical presence of the actors on the material stage similarly disrupts belief in the 

presences and absences of the play’s fiction. Throughout Movement One, these characters—

who, as we have just learned from the paratexts, are (sometimes radically) separated by space 

and time—are all onstage at the same time. Their interconnectivity is obliquely suggested by 
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their spatial proximity to one another, but they cannot see each other. In the Grande Prairie 

Regional College (GPRC) production of the play directed by Annie Smith in 2009 at Grande 

Prairie Alberta’s Douglas Cardinal Theatre, the set design included material divisions into 

separate playing spaces for characters from different time-spaces. The circular stage space of this 

performance, meant to represent a medicine wheel as well as a compass, is made of quarter-inch 

Masonite painted silver and screwed into the floor; small arrows point inwards at each of the four 

cardinal compass points (see Figure 7.1). “The lines of the compass were not physically drawn,” 

explains Smith, “but were denoted by four light beams that intersected on stage like target cross-

hairs” (56). Four playing spaces are created by these intersections, and a fifth is placed in the 

center of the circle. Characters separated in space and time occupy different segments of the 

circle (or medicine wheel): “The South area was home to The Widow’s fire. The North area was 

the living room of Fat Man … The West area was Hiroshima with a single cherry tree. Rose and 

Round Rose shared the East area. The Centre became, severally, the centre of the earth, the mine, 

the deck and galley of the Radium Prince” (Smith 56). The Rumble Productions stage uses a 

similar compass shape, created in this case by the placement of light and dark gravel (see Figure 

7.2); this set, however, is not divided as cleanly as Smith’s stage into the four-directional 

compass or medicine wheel, and its players are not confined to specific spaces which later 

converge. The University of Oregon’s 2010 production of the play, directed by Theresa May, 

does not use any lines—drawn or lit—to separate its stage into different playing spaces (see 

Figure 7.3). Judging by the size of the overall stage spaces used, the bodies of the various actors 

would be in very close proximity in all three of these productions. In each production, too, the 

fiction of discrete times and spaces is dependent on audience suspension of disbelief in this 

obvious material proximity of actors.  
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While the compass arrows in the GPRC production and the gravel markings of the 

Rumble Productions set facilitate audience recognition of spatio-temporal separations, lighting is 

the primary element in the creation of this fiction across all three performances. As the text of the 

play indicates, lights are up on only one spatio-temporal location and its characters at any given 

time. Light is produced locally and can be understood as part of the fictional world rather than an 

extra-diegetic effect; that is, rather than a spotlight shining on each location in turn, the Labines’ 

space is lit by the flashlights they carry, Fat Man turns his side-table lamp on and off to light his 

space, and the “tunnel light” of Koji’s dream illuminates Koji and his grandmother. Stage 

directions indicate that the lights go down on one character when he or she is no longer part of 

the fiction, indicating that his or her scene has ended and another one, removed in time and 

space, is beginning. For example, in a transition between Koji’s dream of his grandmother and 

Fat Man’s meditation on being “part of the cultural revolution,” the stage directions read: “The 

tunnel light disappears. FAT MAN turns his side table lamp on” (Clements 33). The simultaneity 

of fictional and material realities is quite obvious here. Given the closeness of the actors to one 

another and of the audience to the actors (especially in the GPRC production, which is staged in 

the round [see Figure 7.1]), the audience must be aware that the characters who are unlighted are 

still onstage: the actors’ bodies and the objects that populate their playing spaces are visible in 

the light cast by the other characters’ spaces. This obvious material reality is held in tandem with 

the fiction that lights down on a character excises them momentarily from the action, which has 

moved on to another time and place like a jump cut in a film. Unlike in a film, however, the 

space of the previous scene is still materially present. This choice to stage the separate times and 

spaces of the characters through lighting effects foregrounds the absences and presences of the 

play’s material reality and its fiction—its backside and frontside—in a very literal way: the 
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actors who represent various characters are materially present all along, while their fictional 

characters are presented and absented by turns. To put it another way: the transformation of 

backside-actor to frontside-character and back again is made obvious as the actors are invited 

into and dismissed from the action through lighting. This staging choice makes the fiction of 

separate times and spaces much more difficult to believe than would, for example, alternating 

exits and entrances of characters, where the staged distance between one actor’s action and 

another’s would support the fiction of their characters’ separation in time and space. 

The audience’s attempted suspension or bracketing of awareness of the material presence 

of actors not currently involved in the fiction is echoed by the actors’ own bracketing of spaces 

and bodies outside their respective fictional worlds. Throughout Movement One, the characters 

are unaware of one another, even when stage directions indicate that one character’s playing-

space light falls on another—for instance, although Brother Labine 2’s flashlight “momentarily 

lights Rose’s face” (Clements 21), he cannot see her. As the spaces of the different characters 

begin to collide in subsequent movements, however, they begin to hear, see, and interact with 

one another in a way that exposes the spatio-temporal separations previously established as 

conventional and illusory. At first, only the sounds of other characters are heard from other 

spaces, with no understanding of the source; for example, Brother Labine 2 perceives a “sheek 

sound” when the Widow strikes a match (22). Such aural intrusions occur with increasing 

frequency throughout the first two movements and begin to involve multiple characters; by 

Movement Two, stage directions indicate that Rose’s sack “falling to the ground with a thud” 

can be heard “in FAT MAN’s space,” upon which the Miner, who has also apparently heard the 

sound, calls out from his playing space: “Hello? Is anyone there?” and from his space Fat Man 

responds “Who’s there?” (45). Soon, objects begin to fall from space to space: Rose discovers 
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the note left on the ground for Koji by his grandmother, and Koji catches a loaf of bread Rose 

throws into the air (59). In Movement Three, characters begin to interact with one another more 

fully. Fat Man “looks directly at [Round Rose] for the first time” (86), seeing her character in the 

actor’s body rather than merely hearing and imagining her as Tokyo Rose. With confusion, the 

NWT Stevedores “catch” the Japanese Koji and haul his body into their boat like a trout (88). 

The way the boundaries between characters collapse over the course of the play directs critical 

attention to the conventional, fictional, or “frontside” nature of the boundaries established 

onstage in the first place. We in the audience can see all along that each actor hears and sees 

everything the other actors are saying and doing; we know that something dropped on stage or 

thrown in the air by one actor is easily visible to and within reach of another. When the 

characters break through the fictional separations of the stage and acknowledge this proximity, 

our own denial, bracketing, or suspension of disbelief regarding their closeness is critiqued. The 

audience is made complicit in the construction of boundaries that enable the kind of wilful 

ignorance expressed in Brother Labine 1’s insistence, upon the detonation of the nuclear bomb, 

that he “didn’t know” (118). 

The inclusion of the character list and timeline, the choice to double- and triple-cast 

actors, and the overturning of established stage conventions are ways of drawing attention to a 

performance “backside” that is materially obvious but could be bracketed or suspended from 

recognition by the viewer. In Burning Vision, the material backside does not disappear to 

enhance the fictional frontside, as Metz suggests it should. Rather, the material reality of the 

backside formally undergirds the message of the frontside fiction that connections exist among 

people, places, extraction, production, and consumption even where they are hard to perceive 

due to racial differences, national borders, and expanses of time and space. This formal 
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reinforcement of the play’s themes is only apparent through a phenomenological approach to the 

play in which a doubled perception simultaneously recognizes the fiction performed and the 

physical bodies, objects, and spaces of performance. Whittaker’s view of Burning Vision as 

offering a “scripted magic … with which audiences and readers are encouraged to allow the 

normally divisive elements of time and space to fade behind an interest in fictional combinations 

of performance time and performance space” (137-8) now appears insufficient. The play’s 

amalgamation of diverse times and spaces into a shared playing space does recall a Dene 

worldview in which past, present, and future, multiple places and spaces, and human and 

nonhuman life forms are connected, but it also does much more than simply recall or present this 

alternate configuration. The audience’s inability to allow expectations about the “divisive” nature 

of time and space to completely fade—as Whittaker and May suggest they might—is in fact 

central to the play’s message; this difficulty is cleverly exploited through staging that sets visible 

spatio-temporal connections against the fiction of their division. The play’s positioning of its 

audience in the difficult situation of disavowing obvious spatio-temporal coincidences of bodies 

and objects onstage in order to believe in their fictional separation echoes the larger difficulty the 

play points out: that of believing in connections among times and spaces that appear physically 

and temporally disconnected. 

This directing of audience attention to the backside of performance is reminiscent of the 

foregrounding of performance construction in the alienating or distancing theatre for which 

Bertolt Brecht is most well-known. The alienation effect or, in German, verfremdungseffekt, is at 

the core of Brecht’s theatrical system. The term—popularly shortened to “V-effekt,” an 

attenuation used first by Brecht—is a translation of Russian formalist Viktor Shklovsky’s phrase 

priem ostrannenija, meaning “a device for making strange”; it entered Brecht’s vocabulary after 
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a visit to Moscow in May of 1935 (Willett 99).141 Verfremdungseffekt is also, as John Willett 

points out, “virtually a neologism” (99): the term is an adaptation of the obscurely-used transitive 

German verb verfremden, which in the Grimm German dictionary is explicated with recourse to 

a 1487 deed describing the alienation of lands from their owner (“Verfremden”). In Brecht’s 

theatrical application of the concept, the “alienation effect ... [arises from] playing in such a way 

that the audience [i]s hindered from simply identifying itself with the characters in the play” 

(Brecht 91). This is achieved through such convention-disrupting “effort[s] to make the incidents 

represented appear strange to the public” as extreme stylization of gesture and breaking the 

fourth wall (92-3, 91). The alienation of an audience from immersion in a story was seen by 

Brecht as providing an escape from common theatrical naturalizations and universalizations of 

what were, in reality, historically contingent ideological and institutional constructions (98). 

Foregrounding the constructedness of theatre production and exposing its conventions was 

thought to denormalize theatre in a way that would encourage similar deconstructions of the 

social conventions theatre mirrored.  

The staging effects in Burning Vision evince a common trait of the Peking Opera that so 

influenced Brecht’s formulation of the V-effekt: a spatial flexibility in which the audience is 

asked to participate in the fiction that wide expanses of time and space exist between 

simultaneously-present playing spaces separated by mere feet and inches of stage.142 The 

audience is not merely alienated from the fiction presented by the play’s foregrounding of its 

                                                           
141 As Willett notes, although the essay in which Brecht first uses this term, “Verfremdungseffekt in der 

Chinesischen Schauspielkunst,” was not published in German until 1949, a translation of it by Eric White appeared in the 
London publication Life and Letters in 1936. A pencilled annotation on this piece in the Brecht Archives apparently reads: 
“This essay arose out of a performance by Mei Lan-fang’s company in Moscow in spring 1935” (Willett 99). 

142 The second half of Yao-Kun Liu’s “Brecht’s Epic Theatre and Peking Opera” provides an informative 
explanation of the common elements of the Peking Opera, illuminating the ways Brecht’s V-effekt was influenced by and 
adapted from what he saw in Lan-fang’s Peking Opera in Moscow. Liu describes the Peking Opera’s performances of Fogy 
Zhang Lends His Wife and Exchanged Marriages between Sisters as exemplars of the flexible use of the stage to represent 
spaces separated by anything from a door or floor of a house to miles of land and sea and/or years of time (74). 
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material staging, however; in a way that echoes but exceeds Brecht’s conception of self-reflexive 

theatre, the material constructions foregrounded in performances of Burning Vision reinforce the 

message of the fiction, which itself concerns the dangers of uncritically absorbing conventional 

understandings of time and space, self and other. In this way, performances of Burning Vision 

exemplify what States refers to as the phenomenological “backside become frontside” (372): the 

performance’s backside materials are illuminated in order to strengthen the frontside fiction, in 

such a way that the backside itself becomes part of the frontside—its “absence become[s] 

presence” (372). 

The other stage performance in which this chapter is interested, the recent opera Shelter, 

is more strictly Brechtian in its approach to audience alienation. The opera does, however, lend 

itself readily to a phenomenological analysis of its presences and absences as it enacts a 

foregrounding of material constructedness that, as in performances of Burning Vision, both 

disrupts and paradoxically enriches the fiction presented. Shelter is a darkly comic look at family 

life under the shadow of nuclear armament. It first premiered in Edmonton in November 2012 

and premiered at Toronto’s Berkeley Street Theatre under the direction of Keith Turnbull in June 

2014. The plot brings together two main stories. Thomas and Claire, a young couple who want a 

family, give birth to a daughter who glows. Despite their misgivings about her appearance, they 

resolve to keep the child and to protect her by putting makeup over her glowing face and keeping 

her indoors. A parallel narrative is set up in the opening aria by the character of Lise Meitner, 

who explains that she is a physicist whose experiments are at the forefront of modern nuclear 

theory. As the story develops, Lise reveals that she has fled to America due to the mounting 

persecution of Jews in Germany (this is suggested earlier in the print version of the libretto, 

where stage directions in scene one indicate that Lise is getting off a plane upon arrival in the 
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U.S.). Lise’s story melds with the Claire-Thomas story when Lise acts first as midwife to the 

couple’s baby, whom they name Hope, and then as the girl’s tutor. Hope eventually rebels 

against her parents’ over-protectiveness and, following a duet in which she argues with Lise over 

whether or not to accept an invitation to participate in the Manhattan Project, is taken away by a 

military pilot. Hope’s final solo, which closes the opera, describes falling through the night sky 

toward Japan.  

The narrative seems to be an allegory or fairy tale about the unintended consequences not 

only of such intellectual and professional striving as Lise’s scientific research but also of such 

personal and mundane pursuits as Thomas and Claire’s desire for family. This fairy tale 

interpretation is the one used in one of the few pieces of published writing on Shelter, Mark 

Morris’s review of the November 2012 Edmonton performance for the Edmonton Journal.143 

Morris reads the opera as “a fairly straightforward fairy tale, of the coming-of-age variety 

familiar through such tales as Sleeping Beauty,” complete with the overprotective father and the 

falling-apart mother, the fairy godmother Lise, the princess Hope, and the Pilot as the prince. 

The fairy tale impression, Morris argues, is furthered by the set design and the extreme 

stylization and simplification of characters. Morris ultimately concludes that this fairy tale 

scenario fails as an approach; it might have worked “with a heavy dose of irony, but there is 

none here,” he asserts, noting that the “rather Brechtian” humour of Claire and Thomas’s 

interactions in scene one “[i]s soon left behind.” While I agree on a certain level with Morris’s 

assessment of the extent to which the opera “works,” I perceive the performance as quite heavily 

                                                           
143 Reviews thus far provide the only critical commentary on Shelter. Another substantial review (also of the 

November 2012 Edmonton show) is the Calgary Herald piece by Stephan Bonfield mentioned below. A lighter review by 
Paul Blinov of the same performance run appeared in November 2012 on the online Edmonton entertainment magazine 
VueWeekly.com, and an announcement of the opera’s opening by Sarah Hoyles appeared at the same time on the website of 
CKUA, a local Alberta radio station. The only substantial review of the Toronto performance run is Michael Vincent’s 
“Shelter, an Atomic Cartoon,” mentioned below. 
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ironic: its fairy tale-like American dream narrative is presented to be critiqued, complicated, and 

deconstructed. The absurdist character stylizations Morris identifies are indeed Brechtian: they 

are not merely humorous, but are dissembling of the superficial lifestyle Claire and Thomas 

pursue. More to the point, this tone is not “left behind” after scene one. Morris misses the 

numerous material choices—from staging and set design to musical and vocal arrangement—that 

continuously draw attention to the performance’s construction in the alienating or distancing 

manner of Brechtian theatricality. A number of these choices, in fact, present a 

phenomenological challenge to the fiction through a foregrounding of stage materials similar to 

that discussed above in the context of Burning Vision.  

The set of the opera is sparse; one large circle is projected on the floor in the center of the 

proscenium stage, and another is projected onto a backdrop above the stage. A row of near-

identical dollhouses are placed in a diagonal line from upstage center to downstage left, with one 

house placed out in front of this row to represent Claire and Thomas’s home. The pit band is 

situated on an inverse diagonal to these houses, arranged from upstage center to the stage’s edge 

at downstage right (immediately in front of the audience); a paper chain depicting more houses 

divides them from the main playing space (see Figure 7.4). Three high staircases are used 

throughout the opera to stage the performers, and the only other major set-piece is the large, 

coffin-like crib out of which Hope emerges in scene four. This sparse set means that multiple 

representative demands are placed on certain set-pieces, triggering an awareness of the pieces as 

themselves rather than as specific fictional symbols. The staircases are one such multiply-

representative set-piece. At times, the performers mount these stairs to indicate that they are 

moving upwards: this occurs when Lise arrives in scene one on a staircase that represents a plane 

from Germany to the United States (Salverson and Palmer 6); it is also the case in the opera’s 
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Epilogue, when the Pilot and Hope mount a staircase to indicate their flight over the Japanese sea 

(24). This multiple usage itself brings the construction of the performance to the fore: the 

staircases stay the same, but the audience is to understand that they represent different spaces in 

different times. At other times, performers mount the staircases with no particular diegetic 

impetus—that is, not to signify flying, moving upward, or mounting of stairs within the fiction. 

This occurs, for example, when Lise remains on the staircase during scene one to watch Claire 

and Thomas meet, or in the scene where Thomas, Claire, and Lise perform a trio with each 

performer atop a staircase. In these cases, the staircases become pure props, devices to lift the 

performers up, afford them a greater visual sense of importance, and allow their voices to carry. 

This multiple use of the staircases foregrounds the artifice of the performance by drawing 

attention to its backside, explicitly presenting the audience with an object’s transformation from 

frontside fiction to backside material. Rather than being presented with the stable frontside 

fiction that a staircase represents, say, a staircase in a house, the audience is presented with a 

fluctuating fiction-reality in which the staircase at times signifies within the fiction, but at others 

is imaginatively bracketed from it. The significative confusion that results is the same one that 

would arise if the stage-hand pushing the staircase suddenly leapt onto center stage to perform an 

aria as a character, and then retreated back into imagined invisibility: the audience’s suspension 

of disbelief must become highly flexible to accept the object or person’s entry into and exit from 

the fiction. The dynamic suspension of disbelief required by this multiple use of props recalls 

that demanded by the divisions of stage space discussed above in the context of Burning Vision. 

Like flexible stage space, these flexible props have roots in Brecht’s arsenal of alienating stage 

effects.144  

                                                           
144 And like flexible stage spaces, flexible props made their way into Brecht’s arsenal through the Peking Opera. Liu 

again provides a useful explication of the convention of sparse, multi-purpose set-pieces in Peking Opera. The standard 
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In a more obvious Brechtian vein are the set’s dollhouses, which are suggestive of the 

cookie-cutter American dream lifestyle connected with the post-WWII suburban surge. While 

much of the opera’s action takes place inside the house of Claire and Thomas, the scenery is not 

made to look like the realistic interior of a house. Instead, a dollhouse offset from the diagonal 

row of identical ones represents the house, and it is used by the characters in the same ways a 

more realistic set might be. For example, when Thomas says he needs to lock the doors and close 

the windows to keep the secret of Hope’s radioactive glow, he does not go over to a set-piece of 

a door and lock it, nor mime locking an imaginary such door, but moves to the dollhouse and, 

crouching down, makes a show of locking its tiny doors and “shut[ting] the windows tight” 

(Salverson and Palmer 13). This unrealistic, performative use of the dollhouse draws attention to 

the performance as performance in a set-design echo of what Brecht describes as the actor’s 

“artistic self-alienation” from his or her character (Brecht 91). The dollhouse appears not as a 

house, but as a dollhouse that stands in for a house; like the Brechtian actor who makes an 

obvious pretense of being a fictional character, the dollhouse makes an obvious pretense of being 

a fictional couple’s fictional house. The row of dollhouses also recalls the use of model homes in 

the nuclear testing that took place in New Mexico from 1945 to the 1960s—that strange 

simulacral moment in American history to which Clements also gestures with the character of 

Fat Man. Fat Man, who eats Kraft Dinner and watches TV from a Lazy-Boy chair in his model 

home in the Nevada desert while he waits to be blown up by nuclear test bombs, represents the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

stage for Peking Opera, he explains, consists of a table and a few chairs with a very limited number of other props. The 
table and chairs are put to multiple significative uses that can connote swift changes in setting; as Liu enumerates:  

if a few books are put on the table, this symbolizes a study (as in the play Red Lady). If there are some 
cups and pot on the table, this indicates a dining room, a tea house or a restaurant. If an actor jumps 
over the table on the stage, it may signify that he has just jumped over a wall or a fence. If he stands 
on the table, it may symbolize that he is standing on the roof of a house, or on top of a mountain, or 
even on a cloud if he is supposed to be a spirit. If two chairs are put on both sides of a table, it 
indicates a bridge. If two tables are put one above the other, it indicates a high wall or a castle (as in 
the play Strategy of the Empty City). (73) 
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incredibly detailed dummies and model homes created by the American government as the 

objects of such testing. That his character is a simulation of a simulation is emphasized when, 

after the climactic onstage detonation of the bomb, the actor playing Fat Man is replaced in his 

chair by an actual sack dummy (Clements 119). This replacement of the more realistic material 

of the human body with an obvious object of simulation makes a point similar to that of the 

dollhouses in Shelter: both explicitly foreground their own constructedness, drawing attention to 

the materials behind the representation in order to prompt a Brechtian realization of the 

constructedness of the social norms the fiction reflects.  

Further audience alienation from the story Shelter tells is achieved through its vocal and 

orchestral composition. The speech of the characters is stuttered, repetitive, and/or 

onomatopoeic, and is often accompanied by staccato accents from the percussion section—

especially the woodblock, cowbell, and cymbals—as well as by the percussive syllabic 

repetitions of other vocalists. For example, the lines Claire sings about her plan to snag a man at 

the fundraising party in scene two are punctuated by Thomas’s repetition of the syllable “if if if” 

in disharmonious ascending semitones following his line “Find a wife, get a life” (6-7); 

woodblock and hi-hats add further layers of interruption to Claire’s comparatively smooth lines, 

creating an all-round sense of cacophony. The cacophony rises throughout the scene as Claire’s 

lines, too, become staccato and repetitive. Stomping her feet in small quick steps in 

accompaniment, she sings: “The clock is ticking, t-t-t-t-t-t-t-tickin’ … t-t-t-t-t-t-tickin’ tickin’ … 

You’re shaking you’re shakashakashakashakashaking … Can I take you—takatakatakatakataka 

you home?” (Salverson and Palmer 7-8). The result of this arrangement is a choppy and 

discontinuous aural experience that impedes immersion in the opera where a smooth legato style 

might invite it. Adding to the unpleasantness of the disconnected music are repeated minor-key 
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and even off-key harmonies among the vocalists, within the orchestra, and between the orchestra 

and the vocalists; only three or four measures throughout the entire opera employ aesthetically 

pleasing harmonies. The alienating effects of this disharmony are further compounded by an 

over-filling of simple words and events with meaning. While the passionate performativity of 

many well-known operas seems justified by their dramatic storylines (think of the doomed and 

thwarted loves, treacheries, deceits, murders, and suicides of Carmen, Don Giovanni, Madame 

Butterfly, and Tosca), there seems to be an incongruity between lines like Claire and Thomas’s 

“[We] just need to wash her”—a line repeated a number of times after the birth of their child 

(11)—and their delivery in a dramatic operatic style complete with melismatic runs and 

embellished gestures. This inflation of everyday events with the stylistic drama of opera is one of 

the broadest ways in which the performance draws attention to itself as performance: the 

noticeable mismatch between the mundanity of the events and their stylized presentation directs 

attention to the presentational conventions of opera, bringing opera’s accepted backside into 

frontside view.145 

Presenting Absence: Re/mediation 

Of course, much of what Shelter deals with is dramatic in its own right: world war, 

nuclear winter, contamination, death, destruction. But these aspects are not the focus of the work; 

                                                           
145 Shelter is a highly performative opera set in the “grand opera” style, in which all action is set to music without 

interspersed spoken dialogue. Its setting of quotidian family life to performative operatic conventions recalls post-Romantic 
operatic verismo, a style thought to be more realistic in its portrayal of everyday (though usually violent or sordid) events 
and lower-class characters. This conception of “realism” is very different from theatrical or filmic realism, which is thought 
to arise from the work’s verisimilitude or close reflection of life (though, as discussed in chapter six, there are conflicting 
opinions on how such verisimilitude can or should be achieved). Thus, while theatrical and filmic realism is often 
exemplified by subdued mannerisms and subtleties of expression, verismo portrays “realistic” events and people in a highly 
dramatic, non-realist presentation style. In Shelter, the coupling of mundane events with highly dramatic delivery is echoed 
by other stylistic juxtapositions, such as the contrast between intricate, florid vocal runs reminiscent of nineteenth-century 
bel canto and the atonalities that mark it as modernist or experimental (see Roger Parker’s Oxford Illustrated History of 
Opera, chapters 5, 8-9 for an outline of opera’s progression through bel canto, verismo, and modernist styles). The 
difficulty of “believing in opera,” as the title of the widely-read book by Tom Sutcliffe puts it, is compounded by such 
combinations; as James Treadwell explains, opera productions that depart from or self-reflexively subvert established 
conventions necessarily give rise to highly personalized, contingent interpretations (Treadwell 598-9).  
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they are absences made present only implicitly by allusions like Hope’s eerie glow and the 

reference in the opera’s closing lines to Hope “falling / Over the Japanese Sea” (Salverson and 

Palmer 24). In fact, the specific historical inspiration for the show—Canadian government-led 

extraction of uranium to supply the Manhattan Project from the traditional lands of the Sahtu 

Dene—is totally unapparent. Only the paratextual materials provided in the print version of the 

libretto and in the performance-night program make this clear. In the “Librettist’s Note” included 

in the Shelter program (a condensed version of the Librettist Note printed with the libretto), 

Salverson describes how in 2002 she “entered Tapestry’s intensive composer/librettist laboratory 

with a story”: the story of how, “During World War Two, the Saht́got’ine people from D́line in 

Canada’s Northwest Territories worked at a uranium mine on their land,”146 and how “the 

product of their labour made its way, if indirectly, to the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima.” 

This story, says Salverson, “provided the seed for ten years of exploration and led us to Shelter’s 

atomic family.”  Without this explanation, the viewing audience would be unaware of the 

relation of this work to the experience of the Déline Dene. Without its paratexts, even readers of 

the print version of the libretto would likely not be able to discern this connection without a great 

deal of prior knowledge; I myself can only see one more or less obvious reference to it, in 

Hope’s lines “From the mine to the lake through burial grounds / Men carried me / Science 

handled me / My bones hold secrets from the mine to the lake” (Salverson and Palmer 21). A 

similar obfuscation of the historical events portrayed arises if one excludes the explanatory 

materials provided for Burning Vision. As I suggest above, these paratextual materials 

foreground the absence of specific historical events from the narratives Shelter and Burning 

Vision present. 

                                                           
146 The absence of historical records concerning mine employees (as discussed in chapter four) renders statements 

like this speculative; Salverson is simplifying the history for the benefit of audiences with no prior knowledge of it. 
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The historical events portrayed in these performances are not only absences made present 

in the sense that they are non-linearly and non-realistically portrayed, alluded to and improvised 

upon rather than explicated through direct depiction; they are also absent in the sense that any 

event re-mediated into an art form is an acknowledged absence. While the seamlessness of film 

covers up the temporal absence of its subject, the materiality of theatre directs attention to this 

temporal absence in much the same way as the photographic image. The photo, as Roland 

Barthes writes, conveys not the “being-there” of the object presented (“l’être-là de la chose”) but 

rather a sense of the object’s “having-been-there” (“l’avoir-été-là”); this strange conjunction of 

the photo’s place-present but time-past creates “a reality from which we are sheltered” 

(“Rh́torique” 47). In Camera Lucida, his longer reflection on the nature of the photograph, 

Barthes theorizes that the “mortifying effect” of the image’s “this-has-been” is to suggest the 

death of what is presented, the impossibility of its liveness; the abduction of the live object by 

the camera lens thus ultimately results not in its capture but in its loss (79). Though Barthes does 

not explore how the photo draws attention to its separation from that which it represents, 

asserting that the image attempts (like film) to conceal this difference, Metz’s insistence on the 

obvious materiality of the theatre provides a template for discerning this separation. The piece of 

paper on which the photographic image appears, while itself present, is obviously materially 

different than the scene, person, or object it visualizes. It is through this material difference that 

the viewer is made aware that he or she does not, as Barthes observes, see the objects 

represented, but only their representation. The backside materials of the photo-paper and printed 

colours must be held in tandem with the frontside signification of the image they create to effect 

this realization. Awareness of the absence of the historical events reconstructed in Shelter and in 
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Burning Vision arises in much the same way: the materials of the theatre, like the paper of the 

photograph, are present, but the events they represent are long past.  

This temporal absence of the events from the performances reproducing them is 

compounded by the temporally-confined nature of theatrical performance, which itself remains 

absent from reconstructions such as my own in this chapter. Temporal absence is inherent to 

studies of performance; as Peggy Phelan observes, it is the case “with all theatre performance 

[that] there is no way to recapture the experience once it is over” (146).  Like Fortier, who argues 

that the transience of performance lends it “a special elegiac relation to life, in which the past is 

gone” (50), Smith links the irretrievability of theatre performance to that of history in general, 

and to the events depicted in Burning Vision more specifically. “There is no way to call back the 

creative energies of the performance,” she asserts, “just as there is no way to call back the 

destruction caused by the bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, or the thousands 

of lives that were lost” (Smith 59). This temporal exile of both the events of history and those of 

live performance has, however, an even stronger relation to the experience of the Déline Dene, in 

that unrecoverable performances of unrecoverable historical events participate in the process of 

recalling, recording, and reinterpreting that has occupied the community for decades as they seek 

to retroactively define the environmental risks to which they were subjected. The paradox of 

representing what cannot be made present is at the heart of the concept of re/mediation that 

animates the present study: while creative and critical representations lend legitimacy to (or 

“make real”) certain historical narratives, they replicate neither historical events themselves nor 

previous narratives of them. This chapter’s reinterpretation and reconstruction—but not 

replication—of the events of performances of Burning Vision and Shelter mirrors the 

reinterpretation without replication provided in the performances themselves, in much the same 
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way that this study as a whole participates in the same project of re/mediation in which the works 

it addresses participate.  

The transience of performance is often set against the relative permanence of drama, the 

former being the live events of the theatre, with its bodies, props, lights, and sounds, and the 

latter being the words spoken and stage directions provided in the written piece (Fortier 4). In 

this way the performance is much like an oral history, from which words spoken and actions 

performed can be recorded on video or transcribed in print though the unique combination of 

voices, gestures, movements, settings, and intersubjectivities that make up the live event pass 

away. The printed words form a presence that gestures toward the absence of the live 

performance. Print records of performance are extremely useful for reconstructions of 

performance such as those of Burning Vision and Shelter presented here; other print materials, 

including production notes and other paratexts, reviews, and previous critical interpretations, also 

lend depth to the (re)interpretation of performance. These texts stand as layers of mediation 

between the performances and the present examination of them, which itself places another 

interpretive layer between the performances and their reception. In this mediation chain from the 

historical event to its theatrical representation to the print text or script to myriad textual 

interpretations thereof, however, there is yet another link: the mediating materials that inform the 

theatrical performance’s own interpretation of the events it describes. In both Burning Vision and 

Shelter (and especially in the former), these materials are foregrounded in a way that defines the 

performance self-reflexively as only one version among many of the history of uranium mining 

on Great Bear Lake. Audio recordings, video projections, and live offstage voice-overs in both 

performances draw attention to what is not presented in this version of the narrative by gesturing 

to alternative and additional versions of it.  
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The live performances of both Shelter and Burning Vision use pre-recorded images and 

sounds to represent plot points that are not acted out onstage. In the GPRC production of 

Burning Vision, for example, images of “war, the atomic explosions, Fat Man’s fantasies, the 

‘CBC-TV loon’ … [the] television Indian Chief, ‘the Dene Ore Carrier Spirits,’ Captain Mike 

and the wheelhouse of the Radium Prince, a map of the waterways, moving caribou herds, and 

falling cherry blossoms” are projected from three different angles onto a fifteen foot-high white 

cloth cylinder suspended ten feet above the center of the stage’s circular floor-piece (Smith 56). 

The circular projections onstage and above stage left allow for a similar staging of the offstage in 

Shelter: onto these circular areas, which reviewer Stephan Bonfield interprets as “meant either to 

be the sun … or also the moon,” mathematics equations, atom diagrams, snowflakes, flowers, 

and abstract colours are projected. This recourse to the projected image makes obvious the 

material distance between the events simulated through projections—the history of scientific 

research into splitting the atom and the potential of nuclear winter in Shelter; the atomic 

detonation, the spirit world, and the migration of caribou in Burning Vision—and the space of 

the stage. Put simply, the projections suggest what cannot be physically depicted onstage; they 

allude to events outside the material confines of the stage, making them partially present while 

alerting the audience to their absence from the action depicted. The increasing onstage use of 

such technologies of reproduction—visual projection as well as sound recordings and video 

clips—to include that which cannot be acted out onstage has led Philip Auslander, following 

Baudrillard’s lead, to theorize that the postmodern media age heralds the end of “live” 

performance. Auslander argues that technological reproduction has infiltrated performance to 

such an extent that performance may no longer be conceived of as live (Liveness 158). As Fortier 

puts it, due to the influence of such technologies “the possibility of an unfettered liveness is no 
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longer open. We can no longer be ‘live’ in an essential and authentic way” (44). The un-live 

nature of performance—its reliance on and reworking of previous versions of the story it tells—

is especially foregrounded in Burning Vision, where mediation via technologies of radio and 

television is a central theme.  

One of the roles played by the radio in Burning Vision is to provide an official narrative 

of the importance of the Canadian uranium industry on a global stage and the glory of the victory 

of war—the narrative against which the play is implicitly positioned. This history is delivered in 

voice-over by Lorne Greene, the CBC’s Voice of Doom, who provides information about the 

discovery of uranium ore, scientific breakthroughs regarding fission, and the American order of 

eight, then sixty, then 350 tons of uranium from Eldorado Mines (Clements 40, 64-7). It is 

epitomized by the use of the “U.S. DEFENSE WAR PROPAGANDA CLIP” directly after the 

lighting-effected nuclear explosion, which pronounces the scene “The most beautiful thing in the 

history of mankind” as “A black dust … settle[s] over everything” (119). The dominance of the 

radio as the delivery method for information about the world beyond the community is signalled 

by Rose when she responds to Koji’s question “You know about the war?” with “Sure. I listen to 

the radio you know” (Clements 92). The disembodied, authoritative voices that proclaim this 

onward march of the military-industrial complex in an unanswered monologue represent what 

Auslander describes in Presence and Resistance as the disempowering one-way flow of media 

culture, a one-way flow also suggested in performances of Burning Vision by the television set 

occupying Fat Man’s playing space. The deflation of this single-voiced, one-way definition of 

history accomplished at the level of the play itself is echoed within its treatment of media 

culture. The radio is not the exclusive domain of the national narrative of the CBC’s Voice of 

Doom, but also has a community channel on which families call to loved ones who have moved 
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away or passed on; unlike the passive implied listeners of the CBC, those called through this 

community frequency answer back, their shadows emerging momentarily from the projected 

flames of the Widow’s fire (Clements 44, 52-3, 78, 87, 121-2). The optimistic note at the end of 

the play is achieved via the extension of this channel into not only Slavey but also Japanese and 

English voices “calling their loved ones back home”; as Koji says to the Widow, “They hear us, 

and they are talking back in hope over time” (122). The prophecy of the Dene See-er provides a 

similar interruption of Fat Man’s regular television program: the See-er’s image materializes 

onscreen out of a multi-coloured test pattern suggestive of technical difficulties in regular 

programming, and his song arises out of the high-pitched whine that accompanies the pattern 

(Clements 34).147 As with the community radio channel, the Dene See-er is not confined to the 

television set as an authoritative, monologic voice, but eventually emerges from it; at the end of 

Movement Two stage directions indicate that the image of the multi-coloured Indian Chief on the 

TV  “become[s] more human, less TV-like. He is THE DENE SEE-ER” (73). Little Boy then 

speaks to him, with the same salutation used by the radio voices calling their loved ones: “Neg-

o-tach-otay?” he asks; “How do you feel?” (74). At the beginning of Movement Four, Little Boy 

in fact becomes the Dene See-er: emerging from behind Fat Man’s television set, “He embodies 

the Sahtu DENE SEE-ER…. He walks in the light, his shadow projecting a tall elder as he 

eventually circles the space re-telling his story” (102). The Dene See-er speaks via voice-over as 

the child walks, and his prophecy punctuates the action of this Movement as it rises to the climax 

of nuclear detonation. 

Like the paratexts discussed above, this foregrounding of information technologies points 

to the play’s own reiterative nature by acknowledging previous versions of the history it retells: 

                                                           
147 In the Rumble production of the play, this song was performed in voice-over by Dene elder and storyteller 

George Blondin (Clements 9). 
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the Dene See-er’s prophecy, dominant contemporary narratives of the war effort, oral histories 

from those whose loved ones worked in the uranium industry. The cooption and interruption of 

the flows of radio and television communication within the play mirror the work’s own project 

of reclaiming voice and redefining history. The material construction of these technologies on 

the performance stage through voice-overs, sound recordings, and visual projections produces a 

further layered effect that replicates the chain of mediation in which the play itself participates: 

these are (constructions of) mediations within a mediation within a larger chain of mediation. Put 

another way: the radio’s representation of historical events is represented onstage within a larger 

representation of the same historical events in a myse-en-abyme that signals the recursive, 

multiply-mediated nature of the story told. This foregrounding of the layers of mediation behind 

and within the performance underlines its lack of “liveness” or presence in a manner Auslander 

identifies as common to postmodern performance: performance can no longer offer unmediated, 

authentic presence as a way out of an increasingly mediatized and simulated world, but can 

critique this world “from within [it]” by putting a deflation of performative presence on display 

(Presence 51, 189). The performance foregrounds its own absence or lack of presence, 

acknowledging its saturation with and complicity in the very mediatization it critiques. 

Auslander’s ideas about the critical potential of acknowledging the mediatized absence of 

live performance add a technological dimension to the longer-standing phenomenological 

formulations discussed above, in which all performed presences entail absences. The suggestion 

that performances that draw attention to their own mediation contain a critique of mediatized 

absence also complements the Brechtian theory that performances that foreground their material 

constructedness prompt critical awareness of social constructedness; realization of performance 

as performance is the ultimate goal of both Auslander’s media-related and Brecht’s physical or 
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material techniques of alienation. Such arguments for acknowledging theatrical absences and 

constructions in order to prompt critical inquiry have a long tenure in performance theory. The 

idea that, as Fredric Jameson puts it, one “must participate in the very activity that is being 

denounced … to denounce it” (qtd. in Auslander, Presence 23) can, however, be somewhat 

unsatisfying. The difference between participation and participation-as-denunciation is very 

subtle and may be lost on audience members, leaving them only with the sense of aesthetic 

dissatisfaction or incomprehension that results when disbelief is not successfully suspended. To 

return to the suggestion with which this chapter begins, however, I want to stress that audience 

confusion, incomprehension, and dissatisfaction can be politically generative experiences in 

themselves. To leave a performance with these reactions is to extend the performance beyond the 

brief moment of its action. Unlike the classical tragic drama, for example, which allows audience 

members to purge themselves of feelings of pity and fear arising from a catastrophic plot 

resolution—to leave these emotions behind upon leaving the theatre—the distancing effects of 

Burning Vision and Shelter prompt questions and uncertainties that are much harder to drop. The 

mediatized foregrounding in each performance of other narratives and previous versions of the 

story told offers clear avenues of enquiry to audience members prone to act on their confusion, in 

a kind of performed bibliography of recommended further reading, listening, and viewing that 

includes history books, oral histories, and news coverage.148 

                                                           
148 Treadwell gestures toward the personal responsibility that characterizes interpretation of avant-garde opera (and 

avant-garde theatre more generally) when he notes that in conventional performances, “meaning … is actually being 
supplied outside the theatre, by various kinds of institutional structures (convention, tradition or authority).” With the 
increasing “absence of these institutional expectations” in modern operas, he continues, “meaning becomes a precarious, 
fluid business” (598). This means that, for modern avant-garde productions much more than conventional or neoclassical 
ones, “Interpretations are narratives made by individual members of an audience in order to account for what they are 
seeing, not master-texts written by directors and encoded in the details of their stagings” (599). The insinuation that 
audience members draw on materials outside the theatre—conventions, personal experience, other creative and critical 
works—in order to account for what theatre presents dovetails with my sense that confusion can prompt audience follow-up 
on issues presented in theatre. This approach extends the concept of reader-response to include not only what the audience 
brings to the experience of a work, but also how that experience is made sense of after the fact. 
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The Ethics and Aesthetics of Failure 

Whereas Peter Blow’s pursuit of an inverted tragic narrative in the film Village of 

Widows mimics the retroactive manner in which much modern risk is perceived,149 both Burning 

Vision and Shelter disrupt audience belief in a way that mirrors the difficulty of comprehending 

or understanding the tragic events they represent. The admissions in each performance of their 

absences, constructions, and failures to convince can be situated within a long comedic legacy of 

acknowledging representational failure. The idea that failure is an appropriate aesthetic response 

to bewildering, traumatic, and tragic realities has been theorized most thoroughly by practitioners 

and teachers of clown. Though the idea of clown held by most non-experts might involve a red-

nosed, floppy-footed producer of animal-shaped balloons, teachers and practitioners of this 

performance genre define it less in terms of its sartorial icons and more on the basis of its related 

dynamics of laughter and failure. “Th[e] admission of failure,” as John Davison explains, “is the 

bedrock upon which most clown training of the last century has been founded (Gaulier, Cenoz, 

Clay, etc.)” (Davison 3). The Gaulier cited here is Philippe Gaulier, the French master clown and 

clown pedagogue whose notion of the “flop” has been highly influential in clown theory and 

practice. Flop describes a clown’s onstage admission and acceptance of failure. When a clown 

enters the stage, his or her intent is to make the audience laugh. If the audience laughs, the clown 

can move on with his or her routine. If, however, the audience does not laugh—if the clown’s 

actions have failed to produce the desired effect—the clown is stranded onstage in this moment 

of failure. Rather than deny having failed to be funny, Gaulier encourages the performer to 

acknowledge and accept his or her failure. Paradoxically, this failure to be funny becomes funny; 

when the audience sees the clown’s recognition of failure, they most often laugh (Davison 198). 

The appeal of the flop, Davison explains, is that it “produces the sensation that we are witnessing 
                                                           
149 See the end of chapter six for a fuller explanation of Blow’s approach. 
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something authentic” (198); it seems to reveal “something convincing, something present”: the 

vulnerability of the performer (Davison 199, 228). In a formulation that intimates the tight fit 

between clown and a phenomenological approach to performance, Davison asserts that “The 

failure to convince, the ‘flop,’ could thus be seen as a kind of absence, the absence of success. 

Thus we could say that the clown achieves presence (believability) by admitting his or her 

absence (failure to convince)” (Davison 207). This admission of absence creates presence in the 

same way that the admissions of absence in Burning Vision and Shelter support the themes and 

messages of those performances. In both cases, the phenomenological backside of performance 

material is held in tandem with the frontside fiction: just as the characters and settings 

represented in these performances are revealed in themselves as so much body, stage space, 

metal, and paint, so too is the gestural and sartorial cloak of hilarity punctured by the clown’s 

revelation of the actor inside—“this big idiot who regrets not being funny,” as Gaulier puts it 

(301). 

Salverson has theorized clownish failure’s revelation of vulnerability at some length as an 

appropriate and ethical means of representing the traumatic and the incomprehensible. In a 

chapter for the 2008 Applied Theatre Reader, Salverson proffers clown and the absurd as an 

“alternate vocabulary” to the authenticity-obsessed theatrical modes (including theatre of the 

oppressed, story-telling, and playback theatre) that have become common “for artists working in 

community with people’s stories” (“Clown, Opera” 34). In an earlier article she goes into depth 

explicating the relevance of a clownish approach to witnessing, noting that the clown is 

“characterized by truthfulness and a willingness to engage in the face of failure” (“Witnessing 

Subjects” 153). The clown, she explains, “begins with nothing, is in fact ridiculous but is 

innocent of this fact, innocent of the impossibility of hope. To be ridiculous is normal,” she 
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continues; “ridicule and loss is part of life, flopping, messing up, is inevitable. ‘In the face of 

this, let us begin,’ says this clown” (153). The clown, in Salverson’s view, is an apt pupil of 

Levinas’s theory of witnessing as a radical openness that both recognizes the impossibility of 

understanding “th[e] Other’s absolute alterity” and, at the same time, risks being disturbed in 

one’s own sense of self by what the other might offer—“risk[s] bringing that shaken self to the 

table” (“Witnessing Subjects” 147, 150).150 Inhabiting the clown’s a priori acceptance of failure, 

in this conception, allows the witness to engage—“to step forward without certainty” (Salverson, 

“Taking Liberties” 246)—where he or she otherwise might be paralyzed by an awareness of 

radical alterity.151 The witness’s acceptance of his or her failure to understand and his or her 

willingness to try and fail to understand is akin to the clown’s acceptance of his or her failure to 

convince and his or her persistent willingness to try in the face of imminent failure. While this 

embrace of failure focuses a bit heavily on the witness, and perhaps takes too lightly what it 

might mean to the testifier and the standing of his or her testimony for a witness to fail, I am less 

interested here in Salverson’s conception of the intersubjective event of foolish witnessing than I 

am in the representational aesthetic toward which it moves. How does clown, with its embrace of 

failure and absence, offer an aesthetic appropriate to the depiction of such incomprehensible 

events as those tackled by Burning Vision and Shelter? Salverson provides an entry into this 

question when she observes in her Applied Theory Reader contribution that, since clown starts 

from the acceptance that we inevitably fail, clowning allows us to address stories and 

experiences which seem impossible to comprehend with foreknowledge of their 

incomprehensibility. “It is impossible to face the story of the atomic bomb and its consequences 

with comprehension,” she writes; “Clown offered a way to name this impossibility” (35).  

                                                           
150 Salverson is drawing most notably here on Levinas’s Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo 

(1985), Basic Philosophical Writings (1996), and Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (1998). 
151 This problem of paralysis in the face of alterity is discussed in chapter four and mentioned again in chapter five. 
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The clowning origins of Shelter are made explicit when Salverson notes in her 

Librettist’s Note in the performance-night program (as well as in the Note she provides in the 

print libretto) that “Early workshops, helped by the clown artist Steven Hill, riffed the heightened 

precision of opera and the low-brow improvisation of red-nosed clown.” She continues to 

highlight the ethical or productive aspects of the clown’s embrace of failure, noting that “The 

clown, like all of us, begins with nothing, is in fact ridiculous ... ‘In the face of this, let us begin,’ 

says this clown. It is frightening. There is nakedness in this kind of contact…. In being available 

to the possible, no matter how absurd and unlikely” (Program; see also Salverson and Palmer 3-

4). That this passage repeats the one appearing in her earlier “Witnessing Subjects,” which 

focuses on clownish failure in interpersonal witnessing, points to the continuity between foolish 

witness and foolish theatrical representation and to the way the locus of failure subtly shifts 

across this continuum. The locus of clownish failure in Shelter is indicated by composer Juliet 

Palmer when she tells Paul Blinov of VueWeekly that the opera arose out of a fascination she 

shared with Salverson about the “absurdity of [the fact that] we live in the atomic age,” going on 

to characterize the process of developing a show to reflect that absurdity as one that “allowed for 

a lot of comedy, absurdity, for making mistakes” (Blinov). The show itself can thus be read as 

bearing a kind of foolish witness; in an echo of the acceptance of incomprehension central to 

Levinasian witnessing, the show accepts its inability to represent traumatic historical events and 

acknowledges the absurdity of its attempt to do so. The show’s foregrounding of backside 

materials that fail to fully transform into frontside fictions is part and parcel of the admission of 

its failure to make present or believable that which is absent and incomprehensible. Though 

Clements makes no such claims to inhabiting a lineage of clown, the failures to convince that 

pepper Burning Vision—its unbelievable use of stage spaces and actors’ bodies, its self-reflexive 
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acknowledgment of the absence of the historical events depicted—take part in the same clownish 

admission of impossible presence. In both performances, perception of the work’s attempted 

representations must be held in tandem with awareness of its representational failures. 

Given the clownish nature of this foregrounding of absence, the ways in which failures to 

convince have been received by audiences of both Burning Vision and Shelter need to be re-

examined. Smith notes the way her production of Burning Vision “challenged audience 

expectations,” producing reactions ranging from “infuriated disgust” at the “foul language and 

quasi-sex on stage” to “confusion from students and faculty who expected a linear story and 

resisted multi-layered, circular storytelling” and “unease from people who were haunted by the 

images of the play” (58, 55). Reviews of Shelter reveal similar confusion, unease, and rejection: 

Morris notes that the Edmonton performance “doesn’t entirely come off,” while Vincent judges 

that the Toronto one “quickly falls apart, dissolving into structural incoherence and wild 

improbability.” While both Morris and Vincent laud Shelter for taking risks, and Vincent comes 

close to the mark when he mentions Shelter as an example of “Operas that fail,” neither 

recognizes the importance of foolish failure to the overall aesthetics and ethics of the work. 

Bonfield, who suggests that the eclectic and dissonant musical score of Shelter perhaps “is never 

meant to perfectly congeal” but then makes sense of this incoherence by considering it a musical 

reflection of “the multiple dissonances … of the atomic age,” touches on but then dismisses the 

show’s alienating and incoherent aspects in the same way Whittaker and May do for Burning 

Vision, covering over the uncertain, incomprehensible, and unpleasant aspects of the 

performance without analyzing their potential significance. Rather than fault the artists for the 

improbabilities and dissonances in these works or cover them over with interpretive frameworks 

that coerce them into coherence, these failures can more fruitfully be read within a clown lineage 
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of representational failure: their failure to “congeal” into a coherent and easily understood story 

is in itself a political stance.  

A problem remains with considering Burning Vision and Shelter performances that, like 

the clown’s flop, create presence or believability by admitting absence or failure to convince. 

Salverson sees the clown’s failure as an authentic admission of incomprehension that entails the 

only apt mode by which to approach or depict an incomprehensible and chaotic world. Applying 

this formula to Shelter and Burning Vision might lead to the conclusion that, by drawing 

attention to the backside of performance in a way that impedes belief in the fiction staged, these 

performances in fact become more authentic, more real—“something convincing, something 

present,” as Davison puts it in the context of the failing clown (Davison 198-9, 228). However, 

as Davison points out, the flop is manipulated; it is not an authentic occurrence but a 

performance technique that makes audiences believe they are witnessing authenticity. Thus the 

flop can be seen as a mere “theatrical truth-effect, just like those we can find in all acting styles, 

from Melodrama to Naturalism” (Davison 199). Like these approaches, the flop ultimately seeks 

to convince; that it convinces by simulating failure to convince brings us back to the idea of the 

“backside become frontside” offered by States. In both Burning Vision and Shelter, the material 

elements of the theatre are not only held in tandem with their representations but are corralled 

into a representative mode: their non-fictional aspects support and subsequently become part 

of—or, to use States’s terms, “spea[k] with the permission of”—the fiction. States’s explication 

of stage scenery as one of the Brechtian methods of alienation that evinces this seizure of 

material by fiction is especially useful here, as one of the main alienating aspects of both 

Burning Vision and Shelter is the attention drawn to the stage as a stage. According to States, 
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Even in these forms, in calling attention to itself, in seeming to say “I exist. I am 

nothing but scenery!” scenery is lying, or speaking with the permission of the 

mimesis. Even in Brecht’s tacky world where scenery deliberately remains 

scenery (“built to last three hours”), it is nevertheless fabricated in such a way that 

its fabrication constitutes the illusion. “It must be clear that the play is taking 

place in a theatre,” the designer may have said to the carpenters. “Make the 

scenery look like badly designed scenery.” Whereupon the carpenters labor 

skillfully to bring about this slapdash failure, this nondisguise of bad art, this 

backside become frontside, this absence become presence, of which the 

newspaper critic (with luck) will write, “Y’s settings are brilliantly conceived to 

produce the illusion that the play is taking place in a theater.” (States 372) 

This process of absence made presence, backside made frontside, and stuff made magic is the 

same process that occurs with the clown’s flop, in which the failure of the act becomes part of 

the act, the joke itself being the failure of the joke.152 

Recognition of the performed nature of the performance failures of Shelter and Burning 

Vision might prompt a dissatisfaction similar to that brought about by the subtly self-reflexive 

performance mediatizations discussed above. Here as above, however, I would argue that 

representing representational failure is a politically effective meta-theatrical gesture. In these 

performances, an aesthetic of representational failure supports fictional themes regarding the 

                                                           
152 If the foregrounded absences of clown sound a lot like the foregrounded constructions of Brechtian alienation, 

this is because they are: as Donald McManus explains, Brecht’s verfremdungseffekt is so closely related to the punctured 
fictions of clownish flop that it may owe its inspiration to clown. “Brecht’s theoretical concepts,” writes McManus, “stem 
from his notion of vertrackte Dialektik [perverse logic], which is at heart a related idea to ‘clown logic’” (54); the 
“Verfremdungseffekt,” he continues, “is easily understood when considered as part of clown technique. The clown 
continually breaks with mimetic conventions, thereby disturbing the effect of illusion … Brecht simply adapted clown 
technique” (54). As mentioned above, Brecht attributes the backside-made-frontside nature of the theatre of alienation to 
the performance style of Mei Lan-fang’s Peking Opera. That McManus attempts to find a direct connection between 
Brecht’s V-effekt and the performative failures of clown, however, is evidence of their close resemblance. 



 
 

289 
 

difficulty of reconstructing the past, while making a larger claim about the impossibility of 

making anything “present” in theatre. Neither Burning Vision nor Shelter escapes the age-old 

actors’ problem of “having to pretend that what they are doing is ‘really real’” (Davison 207); 

rather, like the clown, these performances foreground and critique that problem, performing the 

admission that what they are doing is unreal and must therefore fail to convince the audience of 

its reality. The small and large failures of these performances, from unconvincing uses of stage 

spaces and props to the “structural incoherence” noted by reviewers, are part of the performances 

themselves, to the extent that we might claim (with apologies to Derrida) that “il n’y a pas de 

hors-performance.”153 

A phenomenological reading of these performances of Shelter and Burning Vision brings 

the doubled aspect of both works to light, enabling a realization of their radical formal reflection 

of diegetic themes as well as their commentary on the absences of theatre more broadly. These 

works do not make meaning through “liveness” or “presentness” but rather through their 

performance of an absence of meaning, both in the basic poststructuralist sense of 

acknowledging the inauthenticity of signs and in a phenomenological sense in which what is 

present acknowledges and gestures toward what is absent. Just as it is difficult to discuss the idea 

of theatrical absence without recourse to arguments about acknowledging or foregrounding 

absence—in other words, making absence presence—so too is it difficult to speak about failure 

without falling back on a rhetoric of how failure is productive, useful, or successful. It would be 

an easy simplification to formulate the failures of Burning Vision and Shelter as successes: they 

                                                           
153 It should be noted that Derrida’s famous phrase (from Of Grammatology) is widely misinterpreted as meaning 

“there is nothing outside the text” (with the connotation that there is nothing outside of words), when it means something 
more like “there is nothing outside context” (Derrida, Limited Inc. 136). My riff here works better as an update of the 
misinterpretation, hence the apology to the author. This phrase has the added flair of bringing together the notions of 
executing or accomplishing a task with ideas of acting and presentation, all of which may be described in French as 
performance. To reveal the failures of acting or representing is the task executed by these performances.   
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succeed in alerting the audience to the difficulty of believing in or seeing certain connections, the 

impossibility of narrativizing incomprehensible events, and the impossibility of theatrical 

presence more broadly, and may prompt audience members to further pursue the issues these 

performances address by consulting their various intertexts. Neither this inversion of failure as 

success nor a focus on the works as failures in themselves is sufficient, however. As in the 

phenomenologist’s navigation of the object-in-itself and its representation, failures to signify are 

suggested by and must be held in tandem with successful significations. This doubled aspect of 

representation leads me to update Nixon’s evocative description that we must find effective ways 

to “apprehend” slow violence, a description that calls on the word’s connotation both of seizing 

or laying hands upon something and of bringing something to consciousness (Nixon 14-15; 

“Apprehend”). The absences of the performances examined here and their own self-reflexive 

acknowledgements thereof point to the impossibility of representational apprehension in both of 

these senses: occurrences of slow violence like the delayed dispersal of uranium contamination 

on Great Bear Lake cannot be artistically seized and possessed, nor can representation fully bring 

their reality to consciousness. Phenomenological terminology can more accurately describe the 

role of representation—theatrical or otherwise—as bringing such slow violence into 

“apperception,” directing our awareness to events connected to, but always outside and beyond, 

what is frontally presented.  

Recognizing representational failure serves an important function in the case at hand for a 

variety of reasons, not least of which is the ongoing nature of the events represented. The 

clown’s failure, as both Jacques Lecoq and Philippe Gaulier teach, “refuses consolation, 

including the consolation of forgetting” (Salverson, “Witnessing Subjects” 153). This angle on 

clownish failure adds a compelling dimension to the conception of failure as ethical: failure is 
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not only an aesthetic fit for representing the incomprehensible, but also one that provides a 

strong imperative against perceiving representation as closure or consolation. Self-reflexively 

failing representations alert us to the always-ongoing project of representation by asserting their 

inability to close, fix, contain, cover over, or heal; they refuse to complete what Freud calls the 

work of mourning.154 Keeping failure at the forefront of an examination of representations of the 

D́line Dene’s experience of environmental injustice can help us refuse the implications in works 

like Moving Forward Together that losses and the work of mourning them are in the past. 

Refusal of consolation aptly describes the vigilance against forgetting that characterizes the 

complexly future-oriented archival turn in the Dene’s struggle. This turn—from bringing forth 

information and agitating for immediate action to preserving information and recording actions 

taken and untaken—is the focus of the following chapter.  

 

  

                                                           
154 Freud’s well-known “Mourning and Melancholia” provides his relevant early definition of the work of mourning 

as the withdrawal of one’s energy from a love-object that enables a return to normalcy. 
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Figure 7.1: Set of the Grande Prairie Regional College production of Burning Vision directed by 
Annie Smith. Set design by Smith along with designers Laura St. Pierre and Beckett Jubb (Smith 
56). 
 

 
Figure 7.2: Set of the Rumble Productions performance of Burning Vision, directed by Peter 
Hinton, during Movement Four. Erin Wells plays the Radium Painter. Photo courtesy of 
Rumble.org. 
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Figure 7.3: John Zoller as Fat Man and Maggie Corona-Goldstein as Rose on the set of the 
University of Oregon’s production of Burning Vision, directed by Theresa May. Photo credit 
Jonathon Taylor (May 8). 
 
 

 
Figure 7.4: Set of the 12 June 2014 Tapestry New Opera Company production of Shelter, 
directed by Keith Turnbull. Set design by Sue LePage. Author photo. 
 



 

 

Chapter 8  

Inconclusion 

Fluid Memory, Fluid Text 

Failure is a compelling framework with which to approach not just live performances like 

those discussed in chapter seven but all representations of the slow violence experienced by the 

Déline Dene. The recognition that each of these representations fails to fix, contain, or heal—to 

complete the work of mourning for—the trauma represented allows for a reading of the whole 

body of work on this issue as similarly open, inconclusive, and unconsoling. The recent archival 

turn in the Dene’s struggle for environmental justice, in which agitation for immediate action has 

given way to a future-oriented process of recording, is characterized by a clear refusal of what 

Julie Salverson calls “the consolation of forgetting” (“Witnessing Subjects” 153). This rejection 

not only acknowledges the inability of print matter, audio recordings, films, and live 

performances to heal up and close over the wrongs of the past, but actively works against such 

closure in order to prevent the repetition of similar wrongs. In this chapter, the failures and 

refusals of consolation evident in the “archive” or fluid text of creative and critical works on the 

D́line Dene’s Port Radium story and in the community’s nascent physical and digital archive 

itself are positioned as promoting a kind of political melancholia: an extended but not 

debilitating mourning that militates against forgetting. To this end, the first two sections of the 

chapter place some of the creative and critical representations introduced earlier within a 

theoretical framework that brings ideas about adaptation and mediation together with scholarship 

on memory, witnessing, and the ethics and politics of mourning. The third section of the chapter 

draws on my 2014 and 2015 fieldwork in D́line to analyze the community’s attempts to collect 

and preserve Port Radium-related materials, applying the conceit of melancholia developed in 
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the first two parts. I provisionally conclude by relating this process of archival collection to the 

current status of the recommendations made by the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT) in 

2005, revisiting the question of whether—and to what extent—the textual re-mediations now 

being archived have brought about social and environmental remediation.  

The various works that have reinterpreted the story of the D́line Dene’s experience of 

uranium mining and its fallout can be seen, as noted in chapter two, as writing an alternative 

history to that contained in officially-sanctioned texts like Robert Bothwell’s corporate 

biographies155 and in government reports and the scientific studies on which they rely. These 

texts, with their silences on and denials of the damages done to the environment around Great 

Bear Lake and the culture of the Sahtu Dene by federally-mandated uranium mining, have, as 

Peter van Wyck points out, long functioned as “the authoritative, historical datum for virtually all 

research, journalism, activism, dispute, and land claim-related work that touches on this history” 

(Highway 14, 15). They comprise the “official memory” of uranium mining on the shores of 

Great Bear Lake: the “public (and often government approved) interpretation” of this history 

maintained through officially sanctioned “commemorative acts or representations such as 

museum displays … school textbooks … or television series” (Abrams 101). This official 

memory is propped up by public memorials like the disturbingly still-present commemorative 

plaque erected by the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada in July 1978 at Port 

Radium (see Figure 8.1). The history of the mine described on this plaque makes no mention of 

its negative effects, striking instead a celebratory note about the continuing “stimulus to the 

Canadian uranium industry” provided by “The development of nuclear powered generating 

stations in the post-war period.” Works like Cindy Kenny Gilday’s “A Village of Widows,” the 

                                                           
155 See Bothwell, Eldorado: Canada’s National Uranium Company (1984) and Nucleus: The History of Atomic 

Energy of Canada Limited (1988). 
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oral history collection If Only We Had Known, and the community-generated report They Never 

Told Us These Things are representative, by contrast, of the collective memory of the Déline 

community, in which dread of the damages done to the land by uranium mining figures large. 

These collections of oral history and their creative and critical re-mediations—from media 

coverage to academic studies to films and stage performances—reinsert that collective memory 

into a narrative dominated by official memory. To use Rob Nixon’s terms, they write the local 

“vernacular landscape” (17) back over the superimposed official one.  

These re-mediations could be read as straightforwardly as Della Pollock reads staged 

performances of oral histories: in live reinterpretations of oral histories such as historical re-

enactments, museum and heritage presentations, and “less obviously congruent” productions 

such as stage plays and dance productions, Pollock argues, oral history acts “as both a form (a 

container) and a means (catalyst) of social action”; these performances “insert the private 

memory into public consciousness, thus creating new historical memory” (Pollock 1; Abrams 

139-140). Private memory is re/mediated, legitimized as “historical memory” through its 

reinterpretation in a creative medium. This dichotomous separation of private, collective, or 

community memory from official memory is, however, too simplistic, as is the suggestion that 

outside artists and scholars who adapt community narratives displaced by official ones are 

performing a one-way recovery. Both assertions are unsettled by the fluidity of the representative 

process, in which representations—whether of historical “fact” or fictional “story”—are 

informed by those that came before.  

As is implied by Pollock’s reference to “creating new historical memory,” “collective 

memory,” as Lynn Abrams notes, “often transmutes into what is called ‘public memory’” (98). 

This transformation can be usefully explained through Richard Johnson’s idea of the “cultural 
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circuit,” the circular process by which cultural products are produced, circulated, consumed, and 

re-produced. Collective memory is itself exemplary of this cycle: the concept, as developed by 

sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, refers to a networked group dynamic in which personal 

memories contribute to a group version of history and are, in turn, informed by and located 

within that group narrative (Halbwachs 53). Cultural circuitry equally explains how public, 

official accounts of history (what Johnson calls “public-general forms”) can be re-shaped by 

personal or group accounts, with this revised public account in turn influencing future personal 

or group interpretations (Johnson 46-8; Abrams 68, 175). A small but obvious example of this 

collective-official memory circuit appears in the official history of the Radium Gilbert recorded 

by the United States National Oceanographic Data Center (NODC): after a long conflict in which 

the community insisted the boat be removed from the bay outside Déline, against the Canadian 

government’s stance that removal was unnecessary as studies showed the boat posed no threat, 

the Radium Gilbert was finally dismantled and removed in 2005. The NODC entry has absorbed 

the community’s perspective on this conflict, describing that the Gilbert “Was found to be [sic] 

radiate elevated gamma levels and dismantled in 2005.” As time goes on and direct personal 

memories of this debate become further removed, this public-official record of the event as a 

straightforward fix rather than a drawn-out battle of opposing claims will exert more and more 

influence over personal recollections of it. For those without any such personal recollection—

those outside the community or generations removed from this event—this record will exert even 

stronger definitional power. The potential influence of this brief record on future perceptions of 

the Radium Gilbert’s history demonstrates the influential role historical, critical, and creative 

representations play in defining memory. Such “public-general” narratives come to shape the 

more personal stories from which they are themselves derived: in the logic of the cultural circuit, 
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they are part of a feedback loop in which memories themselves are re-shaped by the ways in 

which they are narrated. 

The way the cultural circuit operates in the context of memory is parallel in many ways to 

the process of textual adaptation, in which symbols, story elements, and narrative frames are 

taken from one version of a story by another, which in turn influences further tellings of the 

story. This intertextual process is made obvious in Burning Vision where, as discussed in chapter 

seven, multiple versions of the story the play tells are foregrounded within the play itself, 

destabilizing its claims to authority and believability. Paratextual materials like the timeline and 

intertexts like the radio news coverage and the forbidden rock prophecy highlight the play’s 

situation within a cultural feedback loop in which representations draw on one another for 

meaning. Tracing the movement of symbolic concepts across the chain of adaptation that links 

various versions of the Dene Port Radium story further illuminates the way narratives strengthen 

and extend elements of the stories they draw on in a kind of cultural circuit. The symbol of the 

village of widows, which cuts through not only newspaper coverage but all subsequent retellings 

of the story of Dene experiences of Port Radium,156 is a consummate example of such a 

travelling symbol: the kind of semiotic unit Richard Dawkins calls a “meme,” this concept of the 

village of widows replicates, multiplies, and mutates over time and across textual production 

(Dawkins 191-2, 195). The story element of government secrecy and non-disclosure acts in a 

similarly replicative and mutative way, in that its thematic prominence in They Never Told Us 

These Things is transmitted to print media coverage as a narrative frame and methodological 

                                                           
156 The movement of this symbol across print media coverage of the Port Radium issue is examined in detail in 

chapter five. 
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approach;157 by the time the concept of secrecy and deception reaches more recent 

reinterpretations like Burning Vision, it appears no longer as community perception or research-

based theorization but historical fact.   

The emergence of encompassing symbols like the village of widows from the process of 

adaptation evinces a desire to fix or entrap the issue at hand even as it admits the impossibility of 

doing so. As both Nixon and Ulrich Beck emphasize, “arresting stories, images, and symbols” 

and “Tangible, simplifying symbols, in which cultural nerve fibers are touched and alarmed” 

(Nixon 3; Beck, World at Risk 98-9) are essential to making unapparent risks and invisible 

occurrences of slow violence into public realities. It is for this reason that certain images and 

symbols come to function as shorthands for large and complex issues. For example, as Ursula 

Heise describes, images of so-called “charismatic megafauna” such as panda bears, mountain 

gorillas, or whales are used in environmentalist literature to “synecdochically evoke the beauty 

and value of entire ecosystems such as tropical forests or oceans at risk” (137). Such semiotic 

simplifications are useful for generating basic issue-attention and revealing links between 

connected problems, but they can also detract from an understanding of contextually-specific 

events. The repeated use of stock images such as that of the oil-covered seabird, which has come 

to function as a general icon of environmental crisis (Heise 137), exemplifies the double-edged 

sword of this metaphorical mode of representation: the trouble is that “visual synecdoches,” as 

Heise summarizes, “can make risk perceptions portable, easy to transfer from one specific 

context to another, but also … can occlude an understanding of a particular risk scenario as it is 

being interpreted in terms of images derived from another one” (Heise 138). Largely due to 

anxieties about the extent to which this type of semiotic simplification can alter what those most 

                                                           
157 As noted in chapter five, Andrew Nikiforuk’s first stories on the issue were based largely on research into 

recently declassified Canadian and American government documents concerning the occupational and environmental risks 
of uranium mining. 



 
 

300 
 

affected by a given historical injustice perceive to be its facts, ethical representation of the 

suffering of others has often been interpreted as the most direct representation possible. This 

pursuit of directness is apparent in Pollock’s description above, which disavows the 

reinterpretation and alteration inherent to staging oral histories by framing them as re-

performances, straightforward replications of the original live oral performance. The idea of 

placing onstage the physical persons who experienced recent historical injustice has given rise to 

similarly “authenticity-obsessed” (Salverson, “Clown, Opera” 34) theatrical modes such as 

theatre of the oppressed and story-telling or playback theatre, in which the semiotic 

transformations of the theatre are downplayed by a focus on directly “listening to people’s 

stories.”158  

As noted in chapters two and five, an approach in which the researcher seeks to re-

present the stories of others ostensibly without inflicting the alterations that always attend 

translation and interpretation—an approach to intermediation that denies its own influence—has 

dogged disciplines like Holocaust Studies and Indigenous Studies in which some scholars have 

not experienced the injustices they explore. While representational strategies that seek to avoid 

doing further violence to the victims of historical and ongoing injustice are ethically important, 

eliding the difference between the injustice experienced and its textual, visual, or physical 

representation is neither an effective nor a logical means to this end. Acknowledgement that 

representation is less a re-presentation and more a new creation not only allows for the exercise 

of a creative license that can significantly increase public awareness, but also allows 

representational efforts to sidestep the presumptions of a professed direct presentation that, as 

                                                           
158 A focus on authentic self-expression that downplays the inevitable fictionalizations of theatre is obvious, for 

example, in the approach of the Toronto Playback Theatre company. Toronto Playback, one of a network of Playback 
Theatre companies across twenty countries, describes itself as being “dedicated to listening to people’s stories and 
transforming them spontaneously into theatre…. that build[s] trust, deepen[s] dialogue and generate[s] opportunities for 
personal and professional development” (“Our Story”). 
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Sara Ahmed puts it, “destroy[s] [others] through the assumption that ‘we’ can know what they 

‘themselves’ are” (60). In Ahmed’s framework as in Salverson’s, it is not successful, sensitive, 

or accurate representation of the experience of another that is ethical, but rather 

acknowledgement of the inevitable failure to achieve such representation.159 These approaches 

differ from the cautious non-action of Daniel Coleman’s approach in “Grappling with Respect,” 

which emphasizes the Levinasian impossibility of bridging radical alterity, in their concession to 

the urgency of attempting—if failing—to create such bridges.160 They stress that ethical 

representation of traumatic events arises less from “authentic” presentation of those events than 

from a foregrounding of their representational absence.  

The theatrical aesthetics of clown, the absurd, and alienation explicitly foreground their 

absence, allowing stories and events removed from comprehension to be represented in full 

acknowledgement of the inevitable failure of doing so. While representative failure is less 

explicit in other texts within the Dene Port Radium story than it is in Burning Vision or Shelter, 

strong elements of absence and failure characterize these other works too. For example, the 

symbols and shorthands mentioned above, which traverse the whole body of work, contain a 

profound acknowledgment of the impossibility of directly addressing the issues at hand. Like 

images of majestic whales or imposing gorillas, the image of the grieving widow does not 

encapsulate the problems it represents, but rather gestures toward them in a way that admits of 

symbolic poverty: these images do not make environmental issues present so much as they make 

present the representational absence of these issues. These symbols suggest that certain things—

                                                           
159 Salverson’s approach to witnessing trauma through an aesthetic of clownish failure is discussed further in chapter 

seven. The ethical aspects of failure described by Salverson (see for example “Witnessing Subjects” 153; “Taking 
Liberties” 246) are remarkably similar to those suggested by Ahmed, who advocates “an ethnography of failure” in which 
the ethnographer “does not necessarily unlearn how to know, but rather learns how to know through failure … [and learns 
how] to know precisely what she can and cannot know” (63). What an ethnography of failure would look like in practice is 
much less clear in Ahmed’s writing than is the acting method set out in Salverson’s. 

160 See chapter four for a longer consideration of Coleman’s approach. 
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certain complex problems and difficult to perceive events—must be represented in terms of other 

things; they can only be understood via negativa. The metaphorical approach of representation 

via negativa, where what is incomprehensible is approximated by analogy to what is 

comprehensible,161 is especially obvious in the visual substitutions of the films discussed in 

chapter six: the community’s trauma is described by analogy to the visible tears of a 

grandmother at the funeral of a car-accident victim; the slow violence of radioactive 

contamination is illustrated by analogy to spectacular atomic explosions.  

In a structuralist sense, via negativa describes textual representation at is most basic: as 

Saussure and Derrida together demonstrate, words themselves signify only through the sleight-

of-hand by which a concept is grafted to a certain vocal noise or written symbol, the actual locus 

of meaning infinitely deferred in a comparative this-is-not-that interplay.162 The transfers of 

meaning that occur within the texts examined here testify to the heightened levels of negation, 

analogy, and deferral that are necessary to apperceiving slow violence. These symbolic deferrals 

are structurally compounded by their occurrence within a “fluid” or “palimpsestic” chain of 

adaptation (Bryant, “Witness and Access” 17, Fluid Text 8-9; Hutcheon 9) in which works draw 

on and feed into one another. While this recognition of the inherent absences and deferrals of 

representation may seem to augur some poststructuralist non-conclusion about how nothing 

means anything, I see this representative lack, failure, and absence—in the case at hand, at 

least—as the source of a politically powerful refusal of closure. Nixon encourages the creation of 

                                                           
161 The via negativa, meaning “negative path” or “path of negation,” was one of the avenues described by Thomas 

Aquinas toward knowing God. Aquinas’s argument was that, because God is outside the universe and not within it, it is not 
possible to describe God using words and concepts of this universe; rather, it is better to talk about God based on what God 
is not. This means of coming to know God through the negative relies heavily on the use of “analogous names”: names that 
create metaphors or analogies for God based on things that are of this universe. Aristotle provides a model for analogous 
naming in books seven and eight of the Metaphysics, with an analysis of substance as form alone that draws an analogy 
between material substance and the “substance” of the immaterial (McInerny and O’Callaghan).  

162 On the arbitrary or social-contract nature of the sign’s relation to its object, see Saussure (especially 67-9); see 
also Peirce 1.291, 2.243 on the conventional nature of the sign. Derrida’s well-known description of linguistic meaning as 
based in both difference and deferral can be found in the essay “Diff́rance” (see especially 7-9). 



 
 

303 
 

representations that allow us to arrest or apprehend violences that often go unremarked, but it is 

essential not to conflate such representation with an actual arrest or apprehension. That the text 

neither seizes nor stops the violence it describes is made obvious by the metaphorical and 

intertextual significations via negativa that occur throughout the multiply-mediated textual 

history of the D́line Dene’s experience of Port Radium. The extra-textual gestures within these 

works and across the fluid text they altogether form are profound acknowledgements of the 

aesthetic failure to define, fix, or bring closure to the traumatic events they narrate; their adapted 

nature admits that narrative re/mediation does not accomplish environmental remediation so 

much as reflect its ongoing necessity. Such acknowledgement and admission performs an 

important political function in cases of ongoing injustice like the one at hand, where a refusal of 

consolation or closure is necessary to continued political activism. The fluid or adapted nature of 

texts narrating the Dene’s experience of Port Radium, with their failures, absences, and deferrals, 

militate against a closing-over or tying-up of the problems of uranium contamination and cultural 

degradation they describe—against a sense of “moving forward together” that would place these 

problems in the past. In this view mediation is central, rather than antithetical, to ethically 

representing the ongoing suffering of others. 

An Adaptation Refusing Mourning 

This view of the fluid text as resisting rather than assisting the work of mourning runs 

counter to suppositions that texts take part in and foster a kind of Freudian talking cure in which 

trauma is overcome through narrativization. Thomas Elsaesser demonstrates such a reading of 

textual working-through of trauma when he argues that American cinematic treatments of the 

Vietnam War have given the “‘Vietnam experience’ … a shape, an identity, and a texture (for the 

United States, at least) that makes its history … possible” (146); “In this respect,” he continues, 
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“the United States has been fortunate to have a public art (the cinema) that may be said to have 

done ‘mourning work’ on behalf of the nation” (146). Closer to the topic at hand, Sherrill Grace 

makes a similar claim when she links literature’s capacity to “disturb [official] narratives, to 

challenge and displace them, indeed, to completely undermine and expose them” (109) to the 

successful completion of mourning work. In a contribution to her own co-edited volume Bearing 

Witness (2012), Grace puts a somewhat perfunctory reading of Clements’s Burning Vision into 

conversation with a discussion of Michael Crummey’s 2005 novel The Wreckage to argue that, 

in both works, the history of the Pacific theatre of WWII is not “denied,” but rather 

“remembered, its ghosts acknowledged, and its history brought forward into our present of 

telling, performing, and reading.” Both texts, she concludes, “ask us to bear witness. They 

implore us to face that terrible vision, to see the wreckage left behind by war for what it is, and to 

work through mourning to an informed cultural memory of war that embraces peace” (120). The 

separation of creative and historical texts here is, as I note above, overly simplistic: Burning 

Vision is heavily informed by official historical narratives even as it alters their meaning. The 

assertion that Clements’s narrative “work[s] through mourning,” a politically dangerous 

supposition that lends credence to reconciliatory rhetoric about moving on and putting trauma in 

the past, is upset by this same fluidity. The admissions of failure, intertextual references, and 

general refusals of aesthetic closure that characterize Burning Vision place it firmly outside the 

consolatory box in which Grace would enclose it.  

The problematic implications of Sigmund Freud’s conception of mourning work deserve 

some further examination here. Freud’s most commonly-cited writing on the topic is the 1915 

essay “Mourning and Melancholia,” in which he defines melancholia as a pathological, near-

permanent state in contrast with the normal, temporary reaction of mourning. Mourning is 
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explained in an economic framework in which the work of mourning consists of slowly 

withdrawing the libidinal investments or cathexes made in a loved object, such that these 

energies become available for re-investment elsewhere. In this rational process of de-cathexis,  

Each single one of the memories and situations of expectancy which demonstrate 

the libido’s attachment to the lost object is met by the verdict of reality that the 

object no longer exists; and the ego, confronted as it were with the question 

whether it shall share this fate, is persuaded … to sever its attachment to the 

object that has been abolished. (Freud, “Mourning” 255)  

When all such memories, expectations, and other forms of attachment to what has been lost are 

severed or detached, that is, “when the work of mourning is completed,” “the ego becomes free 

and uninhibited again” (245). In the pathology of melancholia, by contrast, libido is not 

successfully withdrawn from the lost object so that it can be used in other ways. Instead, a 

process of introjection occurs in which what has been lost is set up inside the ego of the 

melancholic. As Freud describes it, the reaction of the melancholic is “not the normal one of a 

withdrawal of the libido from th[e] [lost] object and a displacement of it on to a new one, but 

something different … [T]he free libido was not displaced on to another object; it was withdrawn 

into the ego” (“Mourning” 249). This “narcissistic identification with the object” then becomes a 

substitute for the original erotic cathexis, “the result of which is that … the love-relation need not 

be given up” (249). This identification with the lost object is seen by Freud as productive of 

melancholia in general and, more particularly, of the self-abasement that often accompanies 

melancholia. 

Though they go unnoticed in Grace’s advocacy of textual mourning-work, there are a 

number of problems with endorsing this model of mourning that loom especially large in the 
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context of losses that have been historically or politically denied, discounted, or marginalized. 

Firstly, the return to normalcy that is positioned here as the proper outcome of mourning is laden 

with social value-judgments of the type that initially stymied the Dene’s attempts to make the 

depth of their concerns about environmental contamination understood. As Catherine O’Neill has 

demonstrated at length, dominant social and policy-maker views on what constitute normal or 

acceptable risks and losses often conflict with the views of the local Indigenous people on whom 

these losses are visited (see C. O’Neill, “Risk Avoidance”). As Michael Moon points out, for 

those excluded from social “normalcy” the Freudian insistence on working through grief toward 

a return to normalcy is “privative”: it serves to “diminish the [mourning] process and to foreclose 

its possible meanings” (Moon 235). Compounding this issue is what Douglas Crimp calls “the 

internal opposition of activism and mourning” (6): activist and awareness-raising campaigns that 

seek to reconfigure dominant values systems to include minority priorities are undermined by the 

passive response of mourning. Worse, when normative discourses deny the bereavement of the 

bereft by disallowing what is lost the status of loss, the work of mourning—as a return to 

normalcy—seems complicit in devaluing what has been lost.  

The Freudian process of mourning is most starkly opposed to ongoing activism in its 

insistence on withdrawal of investment from the lost object. Crimp provides a succinct 

illustration of the problem of this withdrawal in the context of gay men mourning loved ones lost 

to AIDS: Freud’s formulation that the ego severs its attachments to the lost love-object as a result 

of a decision not to “share th[e] fate” of being lost, Crimp observes, “is especially fraught for gay 

men mourning now, since our decision whether we will share this fate is so unsure” (9). A 

similar uncertainty about shared fate permeated the community of Déline from the 1960s through 

the 1990s, while the environmental contaminants believed to be responsible for the cancer deaths 
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of so many went unaddressed. Anxieties still abound in Déline today as cancer deaths continue to 

occur even as the risks posed by environmental exposures diminish.163 The ongoing risk of 

sharing the fate of the lost love-object should be seen as a major deterrent to relinquishing 

investment in what has been lost. In cases where continued activism is necessary to imbue lost 

objects with value in order to prevent further such losses, a mourning work in which objects lost 

are shorn of their importance seems far more disordered than a melancholic refusal of 

disinvestment.164  

Freud would later acknowledge the limitations of defining introjection (the process in 

which the lost object is set up inside the ego of the mourner) as pathological in an often-

overlooked section of The Ego and the Id. This work, written two years after “Mourning and 

Melancholia” and, tellingly, after Freud himself had lost a beloved nephew, revises the earlier 

essay’s view of ego-identification or introjection as pathological. In Ego, such identification 

becomes much more commonplace. Here Freud refers back to his earlier essay, noting that in 

                                                           
163 As indicated by the comments quoted in chapter four and confirmed by my own observations in Déline, 

community members have largely accepted the findings of the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT) that ingestion of and 
interaction with the plants, animals, and water of Great Bear Lake pose no significant cancer risk. Community members 
continue to die of cancer, though at a much lower rate than the sudden spike of the 1960s-1970s. According to the 2011 
Northwest Territories Health Status Report, lung cancer, the type of cancer most common in Déline in that period and the 
one associated in the community with uranium mining, has declined somewhat, surpassed in frequency by colorectal, 
breast, and prostate cancers (Northwest Territories Health and Social Services 32-3). This information is limited in its 
relevance to Déline itself, however, as its cancer statistics are for the whole of the Northwest Territories. I was told during 
my visit in June-July 2014 that D́line residents now believe “there must be a genetic component” to ongoing cases of 
cancer in the community (Fletcher, fieldnote 20 June 2014). While this conclusion seems valid, it is difficult for non-
experts to disentangle which cancers might be caused by genetic inheritance and which by shared lifestyle choices (such as 
levels of environmental interaction, smoking, and diet) within families. In any case, continued cancer deaths in Déline are a 
stark reminder of the ongoing nature of the environmental injustice the disease connotes. 

164 In “Melancholy Natures, Queer Ecologies,” Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands suggests that a homologous 
relationship exists between queer and environmental melancholies: both are the result of disenfranchised or discounted 
grief. At the core of modern existence, Mortimer-Sandilands argues, is “a condition  of melancholia, a state of suspended 
mourning in which the object of loss is very real but physically ‘ungrievable’ within the confines of a society that cannot 
acknowledge nonhuman brings, natural environments, and ecological processes as appropriate objects for genuine grief” 
(333). Kriss Kevorkian has coined the term “environmental grief” to describe the disenfranchised mourning felt by humans 
confronted by losses of this kind (“Environmental Grief”). Mortimer-Sandilands draws on Crimp and other queer theorists 
of melancholia to offer a view of productive melancholia similar to mine here; in both queer and environmental instances of 
discounted grief, she writes, melancholia can be a “politicized way of preserving that [lost] object in the midst of a culture 
that fails to recognize its significance” (333).  
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that piece he “succeeded in explaining the painful disorder of melancholia by supposing that [in 

those suffering from it] an object which was lost has been set up again inside the ego—that is, 

that an object-cathexis has been replaced by an identification.” At that time, he continues, he did 

not appreciate the full significance of this identification process nor  “how common and how 

typical it is,” but since then he has “come to understand that this kind of substitution has a great 

share in determining the form taken by the ego” (“Ego” 638). Freud goes on to explain his 

revised idea of the way introjection produces the “form” or “character” of the ego, describing 

that when a person has to give up a loved object  

there quite often ensues an alteration of his ego which can only be described as a 

setting-up of the object inside the ego, as it occurs in melancholia … It may be 

that this identification is the sole condition under which the id can give up its 

objects. At any rate the process, especially in the early phases of development, is 

a very frequent one, and it makes it possible to suppose that the character of the 

ego is a precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes and that it contains the history 

of those object-choices. (“Ego” 638)    

This de-pathologization of introjection is not the main thrust of The Ego and the Id, which may 

be why it is often overlooked in discussions of Freudian mourning. The archival process 

described here, where the ego becomes the holding-place of lost objects, is quite similar to the 

kind of remembrance advocated by Moon in opposition to Freud’s earlier insistence on libidinal 

withdrawal. Moon encourages a remembrance that does not withdraw investment from 

everything associated with the lost object, but rather “re-member[s]” the lost through careful 

preservation of mental and physical “remnants,” “remainders,” and “reminders” (239). 

Maintaining a collection of materials associated with what has been lost, Moon argues, refuses 
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the work of mourning in its insistence on an ongoing relationship with what is lost: in this 

process, “loss is not denied, but neither is it ‘worked through’”; loss itself is kept at the forefront, 

such that “loss is not lost” (239). Ann Cvetkovich has similarly advocated for a melancholic 

preservation of lost queer love objects, which she describes as the building of an “archive of 

trauma” or “trauma archive” (11), and her explication of the Lesbian Herstory Archives as 

addressing a “traumatic loss of history” through “retelling” (241, 242) echoes Moon’s insistence 

on the reminders of remainders. Keeping loss at the forefront through a self-reflexive 

foregrounding of their own status as reminders of—but not reconstitutions of—what has been 

lost is one of the major achievements of the critical and creative works depicting the Déline 

Dene’s experiences at and after Port Radium. This paradoxical maintenance of loss is also the 

goal of the D́line community’s fledgling project to collect and catalogue everything within and 

related to this fluid text in a community archive. 

Archival/Archiving Absence  

Within the last ten years—approximately since the delivery of the CDUT’s Final Report 

in 2005—an archival turn has taken place in Déline that entails a shift in focus from agitation for 

immediate remedial action to the preservation of records of this agitation and its results. Refusal 

of the consolation of forgetting aptly describes the vigilance that characterizes this archival turn, 

which has the same tone of “‘keep[ing] the wounds open’ so as to warn against forgetting” that 

Marianne Hirsch identifies as the aim of much post-Holocaust collecting and preserving (19). 

The community archive answers, in part, to what van Wyck describes as the “archival silence” 

surrounding the history of uranium mining on Great Bear Lake. The materials in the Eldorado 

Nuclear Limited fonds at Library and Archives Canada (LAC), as van Wyck notes, have 

“remained largely inaccessible to researchers” (“Northern War Stories” 176), due to the secret 
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and restricted-access classifications assigned to many files. Even were it not muzzled, the voice 

of this official archive would not speak a complete history; as previously discussed, there are 

numerous documentary absences, including employee lists and information on safety measures 

taken at and around the mine sites. Another significant topic on which this archive is silent is that 

of “the stories of those people who actually live [in the North], who laboured on the Highway of 

the Atom” (van Wyck, “Northern War Stories” 176). The Eldorado fonds at LAC, like the 

Eldorado fonds at the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Center (PWNHC) in Yellowknife, hold 

documents important from a corporate point of view: scoping reports, engineering survey results, 

budget documents, maps, and so on; there is nothing from the perspective of the non-corporate or 

non-government actors in this drama. It is this gap that the community’s archive primarily fills.  

When I first saw it in July 2014, the community archive consisted of a medium-sized 

office at the Déline First Nation (DFN) building. Bookshelves were jammed with bound 

scientific reports, copies of treaties and land claim agreements, books, and binders filled with 

correspondence, meeting minutes, workshop handouts, and other paraphernalia. Six or seven 

cardboard boxes and plastic bins filled with audio tapes, CDs, and DVDs were stacked around 

the shelves and a large number of reports, binders, and loose papers were strewn over the floor 

(see Figure 8.2). When last I saw it in July 2015 the collection was the same but all the materials 

had been moved onto bookshelves or stacked neatly in boxes according to a loose thematic 

arrangement. This is the collection that will eventually become, it is hoped, a formal archive 

housed within the Déline Knowledge Center (DKC), a resource center that is still itself in 

preliminary planning stages. Between 2012 and 2014 the former CDUT Environmental Liaison 

for Déline, Orlena Modeste, worked sporadically to organize and label this jumble of materials. 

She devised a limited topical organization system in which materials are given labels such as 
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Contaminants (CONTM), Health (HLTH), Sahtu Land Use Planning (SAHT), and Education 

(EDU); few of the documents have yet been assigned categories and labels, however, and the 

categories themselves are not comprehensive. To date, a small number of the physical documents 

have been digitized, and an additional number of documents exist only in digital form. 

Comparatively little has been done with these materials in general, due to the demands of 

Modeste’s other community governance positions and the lack of funding to hire a full-time 

archivist or librarian. When I arrived in June 2014 there was no master list itemizing the 

documents, let alone a detail of their metadata or acquisition information. After seeing these 

materials, I offered to help with the stalled archival attempt, especially in organizing, 

cataloguing, and digitizing materials.165 

I suggested that a more comprehensive organizing system should be put in place, 

including a catalogue itemizing every print, audio, video, and digital record kept on the DFN’s 

computer, bookshelves, walls, and floor. Knowing what is actually present in this collection, I 

thought, would be of immediate utility for community work on self-government, environmental 

remediation, or cultural programming that could be informed by past agreements, plans, and data 

collection. Modeste agreed, and cataloguing became my primary focus while I worked on the 

archive in June-July 2014 and June-July 2015. This task presented a number of challenges to the 

                                                           
165 As I explained to Band Manager Paulina Roche when making this offer, I have a fair amount of experience in 

creating digital archival apparatuses. As a Special Projects Manager with the archives at Transport Canada (2010-11) I was 
responsible for locating, digitizating, and cataloguing all of the department’s Research and Development reports since 
approximately 1930 (coincidentally, many of the reports I found dealt with community consultation in Indigenous 
communities in the North, as my branch was Special Projects and Arctic Shipping). I have also been engaged since May 
2012 on a large-scale digital editing project on Canadian scholar and writer George Whalley, the foundational task of which 
was to digitize, catalogue, and create a searchable database of relevant archival materials (manuscripts, typescripts, letters, 
and so on). I also worked on a similar project to digitize the manuscripts and typescripts of Canadian poet F.R. Scott for a 
digital edition of his collected poems. The work I did with the DFN materials in 2014 and 2015 was, I hope, mutually 
rewarding: I was granted access to a collection very few researchers have consulted, while the community was given the 
beginnings of a description of what their collection entails. 
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exercise of authority Derrida sees as inherent to archival organization.166 The materials cannot be 

separated based on their provenance, as little is known about how the documents arrived at the 

DFN; this means that the collection has to operate primarily on the basis of item-level 

cataloguing. Because many of the documents carry no publication dates or authors, much of what 

should be included in item-level descriptions according to the Rules for Archival Description 

(RAD) and Dublin Core standards for record description must be left out. The use of binders 

presented further obstacles to item-level description: massive three-ring binders contain multiple, 

sometimes totally unrelated items, including ones without authors, dates, or any other contextual 

information. While creating a separate entry for each stand-alone piece (for each letter, report, 

set of meeting minutes, budget, and so on) would be the most effective mode of description from 

a user standpoint, taking these items out of their binders would mean disturbing the provenance 

of the records and altering their original order. Original order also nagged me when I was 

confronted with documents that seemed unable to stand alone as records, such as post-it notes 

and one-line handwritten notes, which should properly be thrown into a file within a box within 

an archival fonds. Weighing on each of these seemingly innocuous decisions—to catalogue a 

binder, say, or each of its separate items—were doubts about which approach would be more 

useful to the community. Given the sad record of inadequate and damaging outsider definitions 

of D́line’s experience, I was hesitant to take any action that could not easily be reversed, 

updated, or adapted to suit. I hoped that working with a simple item list including selected 

                                                           
166 In the etymological sense drawn out by Derrida, an archive (from the Greek αρχή, arkhe) means both the 

beginning or origin as well as dominion, authority, law; the archive is at once a place where ideas begin and one from 
which authority over them is exercised (“Archive Fever” 9). The desire of D́line’s community government to “keep things 
within the community” (Gaudet, personal interview) is an acknowledgement of the authoritative, definitional power of the 
archive and the fact that, as Derrida puts it, “There is no political power without control of the archive” (“Archive Fever” 
10-11n1). My experience with digital archiving and with the DKC collection in particular prompts me to add to Derrida’s 
conception of authority the fact that materials often resist the “archontic” hand of law and defy the control of the archivist. 
The control the archive is brought under is only ever partial, and what is exercised over the materials organized is often less 
dominion than it is deference to the way the materials were found. 
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metadata would leave room for any such alterations, acting more as a template for one possible 

approach to organizing these materials than as the “archontic” hand of law Derrida describes 

(“Archive Fever” 9). Upon leaving D́line in 2014, I drew up a number of recommendations 

detailing how the collection could be re-organized as a formal archive, how an online catalogue 

or finding aid available to outside researchers could be linked to a protected database, and the 

necessity of hiring a full-time archivist dedicated to this project (see Appendix B).167 These 

recommendations, written at Danny Gaudet’s request, were to be used in support of the 

community’s request for funding for an archivist and other costs related to the DKC. As of this 

writing, no full-time archivist has yet been found, though progress has been made by Jane 

Modeste and myself on arranging materials thematically and converting the archival item list 

into a fonds- or collection-based catalogue. 

The mess of text at the DFN conjures a very different history from very different 

perspectives than the materials housed at LAC and the PWNHC. The DFN materials do include 

many of the same government-commissioned reports that appear in the national and provincial 

archives: the series of SENES reports finding no risk posed by the uranium contaminants left by 

mining are there, as is the 1931 report from the Department of Mines including McClelland’s 

piece on “Precautions for Workers in the Treating of Radium Ore.” A number of other scientific 

studies and engineering reports, remnants of the community’s extensive and expensive pursuit of 

research from independent sources, present a wider range of information on environmental 

                                                           
167 This brief list of recommendations, titled simply “Recommendations for Archiving and Cataloguing Materials 

Held at the D́line First Nation Office,” has been left with the DFN along with the beginnings of the catalogue I created. As 
mentioned in chapter two, database platforms like Mukurtu enable culturally sensitive digitally archived materials to be 
protected to varying degrees. The community has already had some experience with protecting culturally-sensitive 
materials through their involvement with the Documentation of Endangered Languages (DOBES) project, which has 
digitized over a hundred oral histories from Déline. The recordings and transcriptions of these sessions are inaccessible to 
outside researchers using the DOBES digital archive, though their metadata can be viewed by all (see “D́line”). This 
approach allows others to see the holdings of the archive while its contents remain firmly rooted in the community. 
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contaminants than the larger archives. The most significant difference between the large official 

archives and this community one, though, is topical: where no such materials are included in the 

LAC and PWNHC archives, the DFN materials are dominated by oral histories, descriptions of 

traditional land use, treaties, and documentation of the long processes of the Sahtu Dene and 

Metis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement (SDMLA) and of obtaining self-government in 

Déline. These materials speak where other archives are silent, defining the history of mining on 

Great Bear Lake less as a simple matter of mapping, scoping, and budgeting and more as a 

challenge to cultural traditions and political rights. The neglect of this piece of the story in larger 

archives is the main impetus for the community’s construction of an archive in which their 

perspective is central. Creating a community archive of materials related to this history redefines 

the history itself; as Derrida notes, the archive not only records events but retroactively 

constitutes them: “The archivization produces as much as it records the event” (“Archive Fever” 

17).  

The power of the community archive to redefine history is essential to its power to guide 

future actions. According to Gaudet, who acted both as chief negotiator for Déline in the CDUT 

and as chief negotiator on D́line’s self-government agreement, the archive is essential to making 

informed decisions about future development in the area. Danny envisions the DKC as a source 

of knowledge about the land, water, and wildlife of Great Bear Lake that can guide decisions 

about whether and on what conditions industrial development can occur. Only if the community 

knows what’s in a certain area, he emphasized—“whether it’s a place for caribou or lots of fish 

or whatever”—can they assess whether an area should be developed, what precautions should be 

taken to protect what is there, and how much companies should have to pay to alter and 

potentially damage the area (Gaudet, personal interview). Even in its fledgling state, the archive 
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promotes an awareness about past problems that has exerted influence over decisions on future 

development in the community. An example of this influence can be seen in the community’s 

reaction to the explorations of the Canadian mining company Alberta Star. In the mid-2000s, in 

reaction to a spike in the value of uranium driven by a global uranium shortfall, Alberta Star 

conducted samplings of the uranium-silver tailings and waste dumps at former Eldorado mine 

sites on Great Bear Lake and subsequently blanket-staked the area (Alberta Star; see also van 

Wyck, Highway 195). A number of project status updates, including tables detailing the results 

of drilling and sampling at various sites, were posted on the Alberta Star Development 

Corporation website up to 2007; after this time, however, there are no updates, and my requests 

for information from the company about whether the Eldorado explorations were moving 

forward went unanswered. I learned about the fate of the project while I was in Déline in 2014. 

During a cookout overlooking the lake from a high ridge behind the community, Gaudet and his 

friend George Takazo started talking about the high quality of various minerals on the lake—

gold, silver, copper, uranium—and where different veins could be found. I mentioned that I 

thought there had been quite a resurgence of interest in the uranium on the lake recently, when 

people thought a nuclear renaissance was afoot. Danny and George immediately started telling 

me about Alberta Star, and how that was their thinking; when I asked if their explorations were 

still ongoing, I was told they definitely were not. Alberta Star, it seems, had misrepresented the 

extent of community support for the project. The company’s CEO Tim Coupland was, as is clear 

from Henningson’s film, professing that the community was fine with renewed efforts at mining 

uranium. The troubles of wartime mining were in the past, he insisted: “there’s closure, and they 

[in D́line] can move on with that area” (Henningson 9:51-10:40). This was not the case. While 

approvals had been given for exploration, people in Déline were still very uncomfortable with 
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the idea of uranium mining. When investors intuited the conflict, likely from the stalled progress 

on the mine site after 2007, they began calling the community directly. As Danny put it, “we told 

them, well we’re not really okay with new [uranium mines]” while “we’re in the middle of trying 

to solve the problems of the old ones” (Fletcher, fieldnote 29 June 2014). 

van Wyck refers to this renewed attempt at uranium mining as “a traumatic return of the 

nuclear” (Highway 196), which seems an especially apt description given that Alberta Star’s 

focus was on re-processing tailings left by old mines—quite literally dredging up traumatic 

history and repeating it. This description of return, however, with its Freudian echoes of the 

return of repressed trauma, becomes less useful with the realization that trauma was never 

repressed, hidden, or put away; in fact, it was the extended and ongoing process of confronting 

the traumas caused by past nuclear development that prevented the return of the nuclear. This 

interaction with Alberta Star provides a clear example of the futurist orientation of the archival 

impulse in Déline, which collects knowledge of the past for future use. The archive performs an 

important retrospective legitimation of community definitions of the risks and damages of 

uranium mining, and projects these definitions into the future; that is, redefinitions of the 

precautions that should have been taken in the past come to define the precautions to be taken in 

future. This Janus-faced mode of risk definition, in which a future risk is made real through the 

archive’s depiction of a past catastrophe, is a function of what Derrida calls the “spectral 

messianicity” of the archive (“Archive Fever” 26-7). It is also supremely melancholic: careful 

preservation of mental and physical “remnants,” “remainders,” and “reminders” of past losses 

(Moon 239) refuses forgetting in order to militate against future loss. 

Drawing on Pierre Nora, Johnathan Bordo has used the concept of a “keeping place” to 

distinguish between official and intimate sites of memory. According to Bordo, a keeping place 
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is “a site of memory that in principle gives dominance to living witnesses,” as opposed to “all 

those depositories of memory where preservation takes precedence over recollection—museums, 

galleries, archives, and so on.” Keeping places, Bordo continues, require “interested, engaged, 

and culturally specific custodian-witnesses … Such sites are marked by a continuing contestation 

over custodianship between a hegemonic state-sanctioned practice of memory that acts as if there 

are no living witnesses, and practices of memory that acknowledge living witnesses who claim 

these traces to be theirs to curate” (174). While the first part of this description seems to set up a 

too-strict distinction between official, state-sanctioned sites of memory and local, personal 

ones—between, for example, the Eldorado fonds at LAC and the emerging archive of the 

DKC—the assertion in the second part about the “continuing contestation of custodianship” that 

occurs between these sites points to the way “keeping places” like local archives take part in the 

cultural circuit between official and collective memory.  

As mentioned above, many of the documents that form the official discourse around Port 

Radium have come home to rest in the community archive. The community keeping place 

visibly interacts with more officialized preservation sites through its selection of certain 

materials from those sites as central to the new version of history the keeping place curates. In 

producing this new narrative, the keeping place also draws on the public and creative “archive” 

of Port Radium history in a way the LAC and PWNHC archives do not. It was an uncanny 

feeling for me to see so many of the texts I’ve used for this project on the archive-pile at the 

DFN: Gedicks’s Resource Rebels and Watkins’s Dene Nation; the 1994 SENES report, the 

community’s They Never Told Us These Things and the glossy, full-colour print version of If 

Only We Had Known; shelves of DVD copies of the CDUT’s Moving Forward Together 

documentary and a box of VHS tapes of Blow’s Village of Widows. The sense I had in the 



 
 

318 
 

archives of my research coming home—or of coming home to the origins of my research—

became even more pronounced when I experienced some of this “outside” material inside the 

home of the Neyelles, the family with whom I was staying. At one point, as I sat making notes at 

the kitchen table, I heard from the living room the loud bell-ringing that opens Blow’s Village of 

Widows. Morris Neyelle had put it on without introduction or explanation. As I sat and watched 

it with him, the strangeness of seeing signs alongside their referents—shots of a shoreline I could 

now see through the kitchen window, of the lake whose water was in my coffee cup, of the house 

in which I sat watching television—was heightened by a running commentary from Morris. 

“She’s gone now,” he would say about a person on screen. “He died—cancer.” And less often, 

“She’s still around.” Or “Bernice’s parents—you met them yesterday.” At one point a full-length 

shot of children playing cuts to a half-length shot of a little girl in a pink sweater shuffling her 

feet and laughing. “She graduated yesterday,” says Morris. “Jessica.” I watched her receive her 

diploma in the tiny highschool auditorium (Fletcher, fieldnote 21 June 2014). This experience, 

along with many smaller instances in which the real and its representation were collocated, made 

my first trip a kind of extended punctum: I saw beyond the “blind field” or bounded frame of the 

texts, films, and photographs that had until then formed my understanding of the story.168 More 

concretely, I moved outside the blind field; though only for a short time, my life was sustained 

by the very water, plants, and animals at the center of the narrative storm with which I had 

become familiar. The everyday urgency of a clean and usable environment around Great Bear 

                                                           
168 In Camera Lucida, Barthes uses the phrase “blind field” to refer to the implied world outside of the photographic 

frame, contrasting it with the frame of the cinematic camera. In the cinema we normally take the existence of this outside-
the-frame world for granted (understanding, for example, that characters outside the shot still exist), but in a photo, in 
Barthes’s view, the blind field exists only in the presence of a punctum: the personal detail of a photograph that anchors the 
image to a greater reality. The punctum (or sometimes stigmatum) is an element “which rises from the scene, shoots out of 
it like an arrow, and pierces me” (26, 96). The punctum can be a small detail—a pair of shoes, a dirty fingernail—or else it 
may refer to a difficult-to-describe feeling. Unlike the photograph’s studium, which denotes its cultural, semiotic, and 
political interpretations, the punctum is intensely personal. For a viewer who finds no punctum in a particular image, that 
image remains within its boundaries, taking no part in a world that extends beyond the frame (Camera 51, 55-6).  
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Lake quickly became much more than an abstract matter of values as days and weeks of my 

existence were supported by that environment. The freshly-caught fish, cold clean breezes, and 

lake-water I have ingested in Déline add experiential elements to a bodily archive of otherwise 

abstract knowledge, bringing disembedded knowledge back toward its source in a reversal of the 

movement from local experience to outside adaptation and wide-lens contextualization through 

which I first came to know the Déline Dene.  

The presence of official and public materials in the community archive evinces a similar 

return that illustrates the importance of disembedded knowledge to local understandings of the 

past: interpretations from various disciplines, creative and technical, have been mobilized in 

Déline to ascertain how community experiences were determined by a larger historical and 

political nexus.169 That collection of this kind of material is taking place in the homes of Déline 

residents—in their bookshelves and DVD collections—as well as in its archive is evidence of a 

broader archival turn in the community, a trend toward recording, collecting, and preserving 

interpretations of the past. Both official and unofficial forms of memory are being collected and 

preserved in various physical and digital formats; these efforts, which were likely encouraged by 

the CDUT’s comprehensive collection of documents ranging from scientific reports to oral 

histories, have now extended far beyond uranium-related documentation. One of the more 

obvious manifestations of the unofficial side of this preservation and reinterpretation of the past 

is the appearance of Facebook notes on the accounts of community members which present the 

oral histories of elders or of the user him or herself. Another compelling interrogation of the past 

can be seen in Morris Neyelle’s online documentation of the prophecies of Ehtseo Ayah, 

                                                           
169 See chapters four and five for further discussion of disembedding. 
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complete with indications of whether these prophecies are thought to have been fulfilled.170 

Physical documentations of the past, such as the autobiography-cum-survival guide written in a 

series of faded red science notebooks by elder Johnny Neyelle (see Figure 8.3), have become 

treasured artifacts around which plans for books of traditional stories and guides for traditional 

land use have sprung up. While plans to write histories and story collections are very much 

grounded in expectations for an archive or knowledge center to house them, the widespread 

informal collection and curation of so many remnants and reminders of the past represents the 

larger sense in which the community has become preoccupied with archiving. 

While the fledgling DKC archive and the personal collections of community members do 

fill in many of the silences of the larger official archives at LAC and PWNHC, these collections 

too are haunted by archival absences, gaps, and silences—absences made all the more obvious 

by the newness of the archive. Incompleteness and lack is apparent in the absence of dates, 

authors, and titles from many of the papers, and by the absence of any documentation relating to 

mine operations or safety measures. Archival absence emerges with painful clarity in the post-it 

notes Modeste has affixed to blown-up, hard-backed versions of photos in the DFN collection 

that appear in the LAC and PWNHC fonds carrying generic captions like “Woman with child” or 

“Dene man in boat.” “Can you identify the people in this photo?” or, more simply, “Who is 

this?” ask the notes. Archival absences clearly devolve in part from the silences of the larger 

archives that for so long constituted the authoritative history of uranium mining on Great Bear 

Lake; while some silences are filled in, others are unavoidably inherited and promulgated. The 

absence of signification from the photo-placards also evinces the larger sense of representative 

lack I detail above: the events, persons, and objects depicted in these representations resist 

                                                           
170 See Neyelle, “The Prophecy’s [sic]” for documentation of the Ayah prophecies. Stories drawn from oral histories 

proliferate in the Facebook notes and wall posts of community members; an example of those collected in notes can be seen 
under Neyelle’s “Notes.” 
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mimetic entrapment, slipping out from under frames that attempt to make them present but can 

only ever gesture toward their absence. This representative lack attends the community 

collections just as it does the official archives at LAC and the PWNHC and the public archive of 

re/mediations. As Hirsch puts it, whether images and documents from the past are amassed and 

displayed in “private or public collections, in exhibits or on Web sites,” all that is collected is 

haunted by absence, able only to “gesture toward what has been lost and forgotten” (Hirsch 247). 

The archive, in its inability to arrest or apprehend the events it describes, shares the “sometimes 

melancholic, often vertiginous, always incomplete” nature of the public artistic and critical 

works—the oral history collections, essays, academic studies, plays, and films—that re-mediate 

those events (Foster 12).171 

The refusals of mourning evident in both the public and community archives of material 

on Port Radium can be usefully brought together through Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok’s 

notion of the crypt. Abraham and Torok have reintroduced Sandor Ferenczi’s work on 

incorporation into Freud’s theory of narcissistic identification to arrive at the idea that the ego 

contains what they call a “crypt.” This “sealed-off” space inside the ego, “comparable to the … 

cocoon around the chrysalis,” is where lost objects are preserved as themselves, without being 

assimilated—as Freud’s theory would have it—by the ego (The Shell 141). In his foreword to 

Abraham and Torok’s Cryptonomie (1976), Derrida plays with the archaic French preposition 

fors, which means “except for, barring, save” and also—as in the expression le for intérieur—

designates an “inner heart” or subjective interiority,172 to elucidate the way the crypt keeps what 

is lost “safe” in me “save in me.” That is, what is kept inside the crypt is kept as an absence in 

                                                           
171 This turn of phrase is from Hal Foster’s now famous essay on the “archival impulse” that characterizes 

contemporary installation art (see Foster, “An Archival Impulse”). 
172 More obviously, the word is also a visual echo of the hors in hors-livre and a homophonic echo of the “fore” in 

“foreword.” 
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itself, rather than as something understood by, made part of, or made present to the keeper. The 

crypt, as a psychic holding-place that refuses mourning, provides an evocative symbol for the 

public archive of representations of Port Radium and, in a more material sense, for the 

community archive being constructed to hold these and other materials: what is held in this 

archive is absence in itself, absences made present by their representations.173  

The recognition that neither individual representations of the Dene’s experience of Port 

Radium, the fluid text they collectively form, nor the physical archiving of such materials can 

fix, close, or contain the events they represent militates against the perception that re/mediation 

completes the work of mourning. Rather, these materials keep wounds open in order to prevent 

the infliction of further ones: the losses they depict are held in the crypt without being accepted, 

worked through, or forgotten. The political importance of this refusal of forgetting or closure is 

obvious given the incompleteness of the process of redress and remediation in Déline. As Gaudet 

pointed out, most of the twenty-six recommendations arising from the findings of the CDUT in 

2005 have, as of this writing, not yet been implemented. Only Port Radium has been adequately 

cleaned up while, as the 2013 update on the Remediation Plan outlines, funding for the clean-ups 

on other sites has run dry (Contaminants, What’s Happening; see also Contaminants, Port 

Radium Mine Remediation Plan). The environmental monitoring that was supposed to be in 

place is without funding and thus has also been stalled. While the DKC itself suffers from this 

lack of funding, Gaudet positioned the archive as an essential guide for clean-up and monitoring 

actions: an ongoing, community-based collection of information about the health of the land and 

                                                           
173 Abraham and Torok’s use of the language of crypt, tomb, and burial-place usefully echoes Bazin’s description of 

the photograph as a “death mask” or “embalming” of what it represents (“Ontology” 12n2, 14). In both instances, this 
language highlights the absence of the object from its container: the lost object set up in the crypt, ego, or psyche is, like the 
objects and events represented by a photograph, film, or text, absent from and only approximated by its image.  
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water, and of records of the results of past actions on this score, will dictate both the direction 

remediation takes and the urgency with which it is taken (Fletcher, fieldnote 21 June 2014).  

Like that of the future-oriented DKC archive, the import of the re/mediations examined 

throughout this study might best be seen as their definition of the problems caused by uranium 

mining as processual, ongoing, and without conclusion. A striking parallel can be drawn between 

the idea of the community of Déline and the environment of Great Bear Lake as bearing wounds 

still unhealed by these various texts and the image of the multiply-adapted textual body itself as 

wounded, its representative contents (symbols, keywords, narrative frames) spilling over or 

bleeding into other texts. In the same way the archive draws on the past to inform the future, the 

intertextuality of this body of work is a constant reminder of the previous works on which each 

text draws, and of each text’s openness to future reinterpretation. The present study performs an 

archival act of collecting various parts of this fluid text in one place, but it is also in itself an 

addition to that fluid text, another reinterpretation and adaptation—another re/mediation—of the 

D́line Dene’s Port Radium story. As only the second book-length work on the community’s 

Port Radium experience and the first to analyze textual representations of this experience across 

multiple media, it is far from authoritative, conclusive, or exhaustive of critical possibilities: its 

project, like the re/mediation it charts, is demonstrably unfinished. It is my hope that many of the 

ideas, themes, and images in this study will, like those of the texts it examines, be taken up by 

others and subjected to similar revision and adaptation. 

While maintaining an open-ended spirit to this project, I want to underline some of the 

major arguments arising from its partial and limited explorations. Most basically, I hope to have 

demonstrated the ways in which adaptation, as a form of cumulative representation diffused over 

wide spans of time and space and among diverse subjectivities, offers a riposte to the accretive 
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creep of slow violence and its attendant environmental injustices. The major paradox attending 

this kind of politically motivated adaptation is that connoted by the term “re/mediation,” which I 

have used to suggest the contradictory way in which a given narrative is restored or legitimated 

through mediation. While political utility is one of the most positive aspects of re/mediation, the 

shiftings of intention and interpretation that occur when a story is adapted entail the risk of 

redefining utility itself in terms not congruent with—or worse, damaging to—the expectations 

and needs of those most affected by the issue at hand. What is at risk here is a kind of narrative 

biopiracy in which the observations and claims of one group are mined by others for benefits not 

revisited on their sources. The explicit accusations of theft discussed in chapter two in the 

context of the “money rock” warn against this kind of intellectual property theft; even so, the 

most well-intentioned interpretations can easily stumble over the myriad obstacles presented by 

re/mediation. The works examined here, all of which further community perspectives on uranium 

mining to some extent, demonstrate approaches ranging from close fidelity to community voices 

to almost imperceptible inspiration by them, reaping benefits and planting problems accordingly. 

The straightforward presentation of intensely personal vignettes in the limited edition publication 

If Only We Had Known, for instance, has a much narrower audience appeal than does a carefully 

plotted, easily accessible prose piece like Salverson’s “They Never Told Us These Things”; both 

are surpassed in symbolism and spectacle by the stage productions discussed in chapter seven, 

which creatively rework the story of Dene experiences of Port Radium to the point of occluding 

its origins. While the voices of those most affected by the problem to be remedied are essential to 

keep in view, it must be admitted upon examination of these different approaches that no 

advocacy is possible that does not inherently change that for which it advocates. To profess to 

replicate an original seems less ethical than to admit the shifting agency involved in re/mediation 
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along with its potentially problematic implications. To resist intervention in an issue for fear of 

doing violence to its previous interpretations also seems less ethical, when action is urgently 

required, than to prompt action even by simplifications and decontextualization. The various 

tellings and re-tellings of the D́line Dene’s Port Radium perceptions have garnered issue-

attention and prompted remedial action for community concerns both despite and because of 

their simplifications, symbolisms, and decontextualization; in fact, the lack of follow-up to the 

remediation recommendations made by the CDUT correlates to a steep drop-off in textual 

production on D́line’s concerns after 2006. The multiplicity of these reinterpretations not only 

admits of each one’s (always only) partial apprehension of the problems it addresses, but 

comprises a productive openness to revision that continues to call for ongoing work on still-

unresolved issues. 
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Figure 8.1: “The Uranium Industry,” plaque erected by the Historic Sites and Monuments Board 
of Canada in July 1978 at Port Radium. NWT Archives, Parks Canada fonds. Accession G-1979-
010, Item 0002. 
 

 
Figure 8.2: Part of the collection of materials relating to Port Radium, uranium contamination, 
and traditional land use housed at the Déline First Nation offices. Author photo. 
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Figure 8.3: Pages from elder Johnny Neyelle’s autobiography/survival guide detailing how to 
quarter a moose and how to start a fire in winter. Author photo. 
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Preface 

 
In 1930, two prospectors struck a large deposit of pitchblende on the northeast shore of 

Great Bear Lake, in Canada’s Northwest Territories, and staked a claim. Under the auspices of 
the Eldorado corporation the area, which came to be known as Port Radium (after the name of its 
most active mine), was developed into a major global source of radium and uranium. In 1942, 
Port Radium was nationalized by the Canadian government under mounting pressure from the 
United States, which ordered in excess of two hundred and twenty tons of uranium oxide from 
the mine to support the Manhattan Project. During the mine operations, a number of Dene First 
Nation men from the community of Déline, NWT were hired to assist in moving uranium ore 
along the transportation route from Port Radium through the waterways of the NWT to the 
railway in Alberta. Many of these men moved, families in tow, to be nearer to the mine and to 
the employment opportunities it offered. In the 1960s, men who had worked as ore carriers along 
the uranium transportation route began to die of cancer, a disease previously unheard of in 
Déline. While the Déline community has insisted on the connection between these cancer deaths 
and the Canadian government’s wartime uranium mining, this connection is difficult to prove, 
given the passage of time between these effects and their likely cause. Due to the scientific 
uncertainties involved and the absence of historical documentation such as employee rolls and 
health records, narrative has been an essential tool for legitimating and drawing public awareness 
to the Dene’s claims that their land, water, and culture have been damaged by a Crown 
corporation.  

The story of Port Radium, then, is a site of great contention. Its telling engages in and 
reveals problems of truth definition, risk perception, and power imbalance between the Canadian 
government and Indigenous communities that are urgently relevant beyond the story’s immediate 
context. What happened at Port Radium, who is responsible, and how remediation might best be 
pursued are issues of debate that have been taken up by storytellers both within and outside the 
community. Telling and retelling the story of Port Radium from a variety of angles in different 
genres and in multiple media—from oral history collections to newspaper coverage, 
documentary films, poetry, and stage performances—has expanded it beyond the confines of 
official and corporate histories of nuclear production in Canada, and has brought new aspects of 
the story to light for wider publics beyond Déline. This annotated bibliography presents a 
selection of the most well-known and significant of these retellings, situating them in relation to 
each other and drawing out their political and social influence.  

The selection of works for inclusion here has been only partly objective. Certain works 
that stand out to me personally may not be the same ones that would have struck another 
researcher, and the particular path I have taken to finding these works has perhaps missed, or 
painted as unnecessary, works that another would have included. During my research on the 
D́line Dene’s struggle for environmental justice and redress, for example, I have encountered 
many texts that provide relevant supplementary information on the history of nuclear production 
in Canada, on Indigenous environmental justice in Canada, and on the distinct culture and 
society of the Dene. Few of these are mentioned here. I have chosen instead to focus on 
historical, scientific, critical, and creative works that, in whole or in part, directly address Port 
Radium and the Dene’s attempts to deal with its aftermath. Where a number of works exist that 
are similar in terms of genre and relevant content, the most important or representative example 
is listed as the main entry, while other works in the same vein are listed under the heading 
“Further Reading.” This is the case, for instance, for the early scientific studies that found 
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insufficient evidence of uranium contamination on Great Bear Lake, a number of which are 
mentioned in the entry for the SENES Consultants Limited Report, and for the newspaper 
coverage that proliferated from the late 1990s to mid-2000s, much of which is listed under 
Andrew Nikiforuk’s “Echoes of the Atomic Age.” Titles of works that have been given their 
own entry are indicated in bold when cross-referenced elsewhere, and any other titles mentioned 
within entries are listed under the “Further Reading” heading for that entry. The annotated 
bibliography proceeds chronologically rather than by author, genre, or medium, in order to 
present a trajectory of the story’s evolution over time. A list of Works Cited that lists all works 
mentioned within the bibliography in alphabetical order by creator is included at the end.  

This annotated bibliography does not seek to tell the story of Port Radium and the Déline 
Dene’s experience of it, but rather to tell what former D́line Uranium Team member Deborah 
Simmons has called “the story of the story.” The present draft is a working copy of what I expect 
will become a useful reference guide for other researchers interested in the representation of the 
story of Port Radium. I would like to thank the entire community of Déline for their interest and 
gracious attention to my project in June-July of 2014. I especially thank Chief Leonard Kenny, 
Michael Neyelle, Deb Simmons, and Swanee Fink for helping me plan my trip to Déline, 
Bernice and Morris Neyelle for hosting me, and Leonard, Deb, Morris, and Danny Gaudet for 
their extremely helpful contributions to my project. Thanks go again to Danny and to Orlena 
Modeste for their feedback on this bibliography and the works it addresses. Mahsi! 
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Texts and Contexts 

 

Bothwell, Robert. Eldorado: Canada’s National Uranium Company. Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1984.  
Historian Robert Bothwell’s narrative of Eldorado Gold 
Mines Limited is the history authorized by the 
corporation itself. The book chronicles the internal 
development of the company from a start-up enterprise 
under Gilbert and Charles Labine in 1926 to a major 
player in international uranium production, ending 
somewhat arbitrarily in 1960. Bothwell situates the 
corporation within a larger national and international 
context, and examines the political, economic, and (to a 
much lesser extent), moral issues surrounding the 
extraction, sale, and uses of uranium. The book offers 
useful insights into mining technology, the history of 
radium, resource development in northern Canada, the 
nationalization of the company and its impacts, and the 
emergence of various national and international atomic 
energy agencies (this last is more narrowly explored in 
Bothwell’s Nucleus). It also makes effective use of extensive field and archival research 
conducted at Great Bear Lake, Port Hope, Ottawa, Washington D.C., and London, 
England, and at the Public Archives of Canada, the Saskatchewan Archives Board, and the 
Archives of Ontario.  
A major strength of this work is its ability to interweave technical data regarding atomic 
energy production with the more personal stories told by miners, managers, civil servants, 
and politicians. These personal stories give some indication of the human costs of atomic 
energy production. However, Eldorado fails in its claims to being a complete history due 
to its avoidance of the costs suffered by the Déline Dene and their lands throughout 
Eldorado’s reign on Great Bear Lake. The fact that the history ends at 1960 means that the 
most intense period of Dene claims-making against the government and its Crown 
corporation, Eldorado, regarding destruction of traditional lands and resources, is ignored. 
Bothwell’s under-treatment of another sensitive topic in Eldorado history, the 1945 
Glassco investigation into the allegedly fraudulent activities of three of Eldorado’s 
employees and agents (Pregel, Pochon, and French) further indicates the constraints 
imposed on this history by its corporate sponsorship. As Peter van Wyck has observed, this 
text is neither “historically inclusive … nor is it a critical work, nor does it consider issues 
of health and safety or Aboriginal involvement” (Highway of the Atom 15). From the 
Dene point of view, Eldorado is judged by activist Cindy Kenny Gilday to be an outsider’s 
work, and largely a “glorification of Canada’s involvement in the nuclear industry” 
(“Village of Widows” 114).  

 
Further reading: 
Bothwell, Robert. Nucleus: The History of Atomic Energy of Canada Limited. Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1988.  
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Whyte, Doug. Review of Eldorado: Canada’s National Uranium Company. Archivaria 20 
(Summer 1985): 202-204. 

 
 
Blondin, George. When the World Was New: Stories of the Sahtú Dene. Yellowknife: 

Outcrop, 1990. 
Heralded as the forerunner of written Dene oral tradition, D́line elder George Blondin’s 
first collection of Dene stories marks an important moment in Sahtu cultural history, when 
authors began to translate a traditionally oral art form into other media in order to preserve 
it. When the World Was New is a rich resource for anyone interested in Dene history, 
present life in the Sahtu, and the links between them. The collection formally illustrates the 
way oral traditions inform current practices with its trajectory, which moves from older, 
distant-time type stories of warriors and medicine heroes into three sections of life stories 
that record three generations of Blondin men: Paul Blondin, George’s grandfather, Edward 
Blondin, George’s father, and George Blondin himself. Many of the stories included here 
are also included in Blondin’s other major collections. Of particular interest to the topic of 
Port Radium in this collection is Blondin’s inclusion of the prophecy of a medicine man 

regarding the tragedy that would arise from the extraction and 
weaponized use of a local rock. Blondin explains that, sometime in 
the 1880s or 1890s, the medicine man had a vision of a large whole 
in the ground at the site that would later become Port Radium. Out 
of this hole, men took materials and shaped them into a long stick, 
which was then dropped from what looked like a huge flying bird 
onto people who lived far away, burning them (78-9). This 
prophecy resurfaced and gained importance in the Sahtu 
throughout the 1990s and 2000s, as the Dene attempted to come to 
terms with the destruction that had befallen their land and culture, 
and with the knowledge that they had unknowingly participated in 
similar destructions carried out in Japan.  

 
Further reading: 
Blondin, George. Medicine Power / Ɂı̨k’́ / ̨k’̨ǫ. Hay River: Dene Cultural Institute, 1996.  
---. Trail of the Spirit: The Mysteries of Medicine Power Revealed. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 

2006.  
---. Yamoria the Lawmaker: Stories of the Dene. Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1997.  
Holst, Wayne A. Review of When the World Was New: Stories of the Sahtu Dene. Arctic 45.2 

(June 1992): 204-205. 
 
 
SENES Consultants Limited. Report on Phase I, II and III Investigations of the Historic 

Northern Uranium Transportation Network in the Northwest Territories and Northern 

Alberta for the Low-Level Radioactive Waste Management Office. Port Hope: SENES, 

1994.  
This major, government-funded scientific investigation focuses on specific sites along the 
transportation route of the uranium ore, from Port Radium across Great Bear Lake to the 
loading point outside Déline, down Great Bear River and the Mackenzie and across Great 
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Slave Lake near the Alberta border, down the Slave River into Northern Alberta, and 
through the Athabasca River to the railway at Waterways. Handling and loading areas, 
including docks and landings all along the route, as well as out-of-use barges and other 
vessels are given priority, and considerable attention is paid to the Radium Gilbert, a vessel 
anchored in a small bay outside Déline that caused the community a great deal of anxiety. 
Investigation was conducted through a survey of gamma radiation at each site, and a 
measurement of each site’s corresponding radiation exposure indications. Gamma radiation 
is measured in microroentgen and milliroentgen per hour (Μr/hr and Mr/hr) and 
corresponding radiation dose levels are measured in millisieverts per year (mSv/y). It is the 
stated policy of the Low-Level Radioactive Waste Management Office (LLRWMO) 
producing this report to undertake remedial action “when it is estimated that any individual 
could potentially receive a dose of 1 mSv/y under credible circumstances” from historic 
wastes (6-2). Like a number of previous reports that found no evidence of dangers posed 
by run-off from tailings ponds, heavy metals, uranium, and radionuclides in Great Bear 
Lake (see Myers 16-17, 24-5, 33-4; Kalin 45-6; Swanson 46), the SENES report concluded 
that no danger was evident. The potential for an individual to receive the conservatively-
estimated danger dose of 1mSv/year, according to SENES, was minimal to non-existent. 
Therefore, the report concludes, “under current site conditions no immediate remedial 
clean-up actions are required” (6-7).  
The Dene took issue with the findings of this 
report primarily on the basis of the 
uncertainty of its results—a problem also 
apparent in previous reports—and due to the 
report’s assumption that no concrete finding 
of contamination meant that no remedial or 
preventative action was necessary. Exclusion 
of the Dene from issue-formation (that is, the 
choosing of the topics of study and methods 
of approach) was also a major problem. As 
Gilday explains, the SENES study was “a 
technical and economic analysis,” one that 
did not answer “any questions about Dene health concerns” and was never “made 
understandable to the average person who has no scientific background” or translated into 
the necessary aboriginal languages (“Village of Widows” 116). In the later Canada-Déline 
Uranium Table investigation, the health concerns of the Dene were much more prominent 
in shaping the approach of the study. 

 
Further reading: 
Kalin, Margarete. Port Radium Northwest Territories: An Evaluation of Environmental Effects of 

the Uranium and Silver Tailings. Toronto: Institute for Environmental studies, University 
of Toronto, 1984.  

Moore, James W. and David J. Sutherland, “Distribution of Heavy Metals and Radionuclides in 
Sediments, Water and Fish in an Area of Great Bear Lake Contaminated with Mine 
Wastes.” Archives of Environmental Contamination and Toxicology 10 (1981): 329-338. 
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Myers, Heather. Uranium Mining in Port Radium, N.W.T.: Old Wastes, New Concerns. Working 
Paper #4. Ottawa, ON: Native Women’s Association of the N.W.T. and Canadian Arctic 
Resources Committee. August 1982.  

Swanson, Stella M. Report on Port Radium: Analytic Report. Second Draft. Ottawa: Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada, 1995.  

 
 
Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee. They Never Told Us These Things: A Record and 

Analysis of the Deadly and Continuing Impacts of Radium and Uranium Mining on the 

Sahtú Dene of Great Bear Lake, Northwest Territories, Canada. Déline: Dene First 

Nation of Déline, 1998.  
This Record and Analysis, as its foreword from 
the Déline Dene Band Uranium Committee 
states, “is our story as our people have 
experienced, understood and told it. It details the 
deaths and suffering that are now part of our 
lives and the injustice that we have suffered 
since radium and uranium mining came to our 
Great Bear Lake territory.” This lengthy report, 
the result of community discussions, 
consultations, workshops, interviews, and 
exhaustive research undertaken by the 
community and by hired researchers, represents 
an oppositional discourse to the scientific reports 
described above. While scientific studies 
conducted by outside researchers (often 
sponsored by the government) largely denied or 
found no evidence of ongoing environmental 
contamination, They Never Told Us These 
Things asserts the reality of mining-related 
health and environmental problems dealt with by 

the Déline community on a daily basis. The SENES Report discussed above and the 
studies by Kalin, Moore and Sutherland, Myers, and Swanson (among others) are called 
into question here by community observations and community-generated research that 
suggest higher levels of risk than these reports allow. The scientific uncertainties in such 
reports are pinpointed as major sources of concern. The Record states that, given the 
prevarications in these reports about the limited scope of each study and the difficulty of 
drawing confident conclusions about hazard levels, it seems that “little is known in 
scientific terms about exactly how and how fast radioactive mining waste deposited 
underwater disperses into a lake” (44). Where scientific studies seem to suggest that “if a 
problem is not ‘evident’ … then no action is necessary” (42), taking no action in such 
potentially dangerous circumstances seems to those who live in the community a very 
unwise approach. It is worth noting that, in order to be taken seriously, this report is 
worded and presented in a manner very similar to the scientific reports it opposes. A great 
deal of research on the previous reports has been done in order to combat their findings, 
and opposition is expressed in terms of the established scientific discourse.  
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Significant concerns are raised in this Record about the manner in which the government 
treated the Déline Dene during its investigations of their claims. As mentioned above, the 
consultation undertaken in previous investigations was limited, and did not involve the 
Dene in issue-formation. The Dene’s distrust of the government and its agents is further 
compounded by their realization that, during the negotiation of the Sahtu Dene and Metis 
Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement (entered into in 1992), the government offered 
contaminated areas to the Dene for selection for inclusion under the treaty—without, of 
course, disclosing information about this contamination. Finally, the clean-up efforts at 
Sawmill Bay undertaken in 1997, during which ten Dene men and women were sent to 
clean up hotspots of radioactive soil with two hours of training and insufficient protective 
gear, is cited by the Record as adding to their distrust of the government.  
The Record ends with a clear list of “essential steps” to be taken in order to begin to 
resolve the problems caused by radium and uranium mining in a manner appropriate to 
Dene values and priorities (see 84-89). These include: immediate crisis assistance to 
intervene in mental and emotional issues; compensation for expenses incurred by the Dene 
First Nation of Déline in obtaining legal and scientific advice and bringing awareness to 
their concerns; a comprehensive health, environmental, and social assessment; an 
“appropriate acknowledgement of responsibility for what had happened to our people and 
environment” on the part of the government; cleanups and environmental remediation; a 
joint Great Bear Lake Uranium Committee formed between the Déline community and the 
government, funded by the government and “constituted in a manner that is acceptable to 
the Dene of D́line”; healing and spiritual/cultural development programs; assistance in the 
Dene’s expression of sadness and compassion to the Japanese; disclosure of all available 
documents and knowledge concerning the mining and resulting contamination; appropriate 
compensation for those affected; a program of Canadian history and public awareness 
about the mining on Great Bear Lake; and the revisitation of treaty and land selections 
made under false premises. The joint Great Bear Lake Uranium Committee, the Canada-
Déline Uranium Table (CDUT), which was formed in 1999 and delivered the CDUT Final 

Report in 2005, attempted to answer many of these requests. However, a number of them, 
such as the requests for compensation and for an apology for government wrongdoing, are 
still unanswered. 

 
 
Nikiforuk, Andrew. “Echoes of the Atomic Age: Cancer Kills Fourteen Aboriginal 

Uranium Miners.” Calgary Herald 14 March 1998: A1, A4.  
 Investigative journalist Andrew Nikiforuk’s newspaper coverage of the Dene’s concerns 

over ongoing uranium contamination, and the links between uranium mining and cancer 
deaths in the community, greatly increased public awareness of these problems. 
Nikiforuk’s major story on this topic, “Echoes of the Atomic Age,” is only one of a 
number of pieces he wrote on the issue, including follow-up stories and smaller pieces in a 
number of major Canadian daily papers. While objective, Nikiforuk’s coverage is 
sympathetic to the Dene. The government is chastised for its treatment of both the Dene 
and white mine-workers, and the legitimacy of the Dene’s claims about the link between 
uranium mining and cancer deaths is demonstrated through Nikiforuk’s extensive research 
into declassified documents that cautioned against the cancer risk of uranium mining in the 
1930s and 1940s. Nikiforuk’s coverage is lauded by Cindy Kenny Gilday for “us[ing] 
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independent current sources, including oral tradition” (“Village of Widows” 114). 
Nikiforuk’s writings inspired a number of other stories in major Canadian papers, such as 
those by Anne McIlroy in the Globe and Mail 
and, later, the retrospectives by Randy 
Boswell in the Calgary Herald and the 
Ottawa Citizen. Throughout the media 
coverage of the Dene’s struggle to make their 
concerns heard, the symbol of the “village of 
widows” emerges as an encompassing image, 
or by-word for the Dene’s suffering, and 
comes to stand in as a symptom of larger 
problems about lack of community 
consultation and the environmental dangers 
of nuclear production. 

 
Further reading: 
Boswell, Randy.  “A-Bomb Past Haunts Dene Village: Residents Mined Raw Uranium for ‘Little 

Boy.’” The Calgary Herald 6 August 2005: A5. 
---. “Hard-Luck Town Finds Hope in Hockey.” The Ottawa Citizen 17 May 2003: A5. 
---. “Nuclear Shadow Finally Lifting over ‘Village of Widows.’” The Ottawa Citizen  6 August 

2005: A3. 
McIlroy, Anne. “A Village of Widows Shares its Sorrow.” The Globe and Mail  31 July 1998: 

A1, A4. 
---. “Activist’s Fight Turns Terribly Personal.” The Globe and Mail 6 October 1999: A1. 
Nikiforuk, Andrew. “Canada’s Deadly Secret.” The Gazette [Montreal] 19 April 1998: C3. 
---.  “Dene May Skip Talks over Radiation: Committee Head Cites Insults by Government.” 

Calgary Herald 10 June 1998: A3. 
---.  “Elders Warned of Deadly Radiation: Mining of Uranium for Atomic Bomb Leaves Legacy 

of Death.” Kingston Whig-Standard 16 March 1998: 14.   
---. “Money Good, but Uranium Miners Paid Heavy  Price.” Saskatoon Star-Phoenix 25 April 

1998: C3. 
---. “‘Money Rock’ Took High Toll: Ottawa Kept Uranium Mine’s Peril Secret.” Calgary 

Herald 12 April 1998: A9. 
---. “Motherlode of Misery.” Edmonton Journal 22 Mar ch1998: F3.    
---. “Natives Demand Response to Workers’ Radiation Deaths.” Calgary Herald 25 March 1998: 

A16. 
---. “Ottawa Agrees to Discuss Great Bear Radiation Question.” Calgary Herald 30 May 1998: 

A15. 
---. “Ottawa to Probe Uranium-Linked Cancers.” Calgary Herald 20 March 1998: A3. 
---. “Port Radium Miners Paid for Jobs with Lives.” Edmonton Journal 12 April 1998: A6. 
 
 
Blow, Peter. Dir. and Prod. Village of Widows: The Story of the Sahtu Dene and the Atomic 

Bomb. Peterborough: Lindum Films, 1999.  
 This documentary film by Peterborough-based settler filmmaker Peter Blow is another 

touchstone for wider public awareness of the Dene’s concerns. The documentary 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.biblioottawalibrary.ca/pubidlinkhandler/sng/pubtitle/Edmonton+Journal/$N/46779/DocView/252497259/fulltext/C9A9D43693744D70PQ/7?accountid=46526
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effectively uses archival footage and photos, often with voiced-over narration, to illustrate 
connections between the nuclear production activities of the past and the current 

environmental and health problems in Déline. 
Community members participate extensively 
in the film, and the voices of those who 
experienced mining life and its death-strewn 
aftermath are privileged. The film is wide-
ranging in temporal and spatial scope. Along 
with its re-creations of the past, it also follows 
a Dene delegation sent to Ottawa to meet with 
federal cabinet ministers, and travels with the 
delegation that carried an apology for 

unknowing Dene involvement in the creation of atomic bombs to Japan in 1998. 
Throughout its story, the film struggles to visually represent nuclear contamination, which 
is not easily seen, and uses such images as the mushroom clouds over Japan and the 
beeping and clicking of a Geiger counter to signify the presence of dangerous pollutants 
that cannot usually be seen.  
The film is seen by Peter van Wyck as the beginning of public attention to the Dene’s 
situation. According to van Wyck, the film tells “a harrowing tale that, at the time, no one 
really knew about”; “in a way,” he continues, “until Blow’s film was made, there was no 
story to be told” (Highway of the Atom 38, 48). As is apparent from the above entry, 
media coverage beginning the year before Blow’s film was released did much to draw 
attention to the ongoing struggle for environmental remediation and investigation into 
health problems in Déline. van Wyck is right, however, to note the great impact of the 
Blow documentary, which was both denigrated by nuclear industry leaders who found its 
claims threatening (for example, by Walter Keyes, a pro-uranium former deputy minister), 
and emulated by later documentary filmmakers such as David Henningson (producer of 
Somba Ke: The Money Place). 

 
Further reading: 
Keyes, Walter. “A Review of the Video ‘Village of Widows’: A Lesson of How Much More 

Powerful Emotions Can Be Than Facts,” Canadian Nuclear Society Bulletin 26.4 
(December 2005): 45-6. 

 

 

Gilday, Cindy Kenny. “A Village of Widows.” Peace, Justice, and Freedom: Human Rights 

Challenges for the New Millennium. Ed. Gurcharan Singh Bhatia. Edmonton: U of 

Alberta P, 2000. 107-118.  
 This article is authored by Cindy Kenny Gilday, a Déline resident and an active member of 

the Déline Uranium Committee during the first wave of community-led activism on the 
issue of uranium contamination. It is the most well-known print version of the Port Radium 
story as told from a Dene point of view. As Gilday says, it tells “the Dene oral history of 
the impact of development and transportation of radium and uranium from Port Radium on 
Great Bear Lake in the Northwest Territories (NWT) to Fort McMurray in northern 
Alberta” (107-108), beginning “a few years after the signing of Treaty 11 in Tulita in 
1921” (109). This history outlines the discovery of the “money rock” (pitchblende), the 
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establishment of the Eldorado mine in the 1930s, and its re-establishment as a Crown 
corporation in the 1940s, when many Dene men were employed as ore carriers. It also 
points out changes to the environment and the physical health of the Déline community, 
and the unsatisfactory government response to concerns raised by a number of 
communities about the effects of the mine. This short essay is a rich resource for Dene 
perspectives on the legacy of mining on Great Bear Lake. It provides an alternative history 
to the proxy archives of the nuclear industry in Canada provided by Robert Bothwell’s 
Eldorado: Canada’s National Uranium Company and Nucleus: The History of Atomic 
Energy of Canada Limited, works that have functioned as authoritative records in the 
absence of other  recorded histories.  

Some of the techniques by which Gilday insists upon the 
“truth” of the oral histories she provides are worth 
mentioning, as the contest over the truth of different versions 
of history is central to the environmental injustice the Dene 
have suffered. Gilday repeatedly asserts that the oral histories 
she presents, which connect mining to environmental 
destruction and cancer deaths in the community, are “the 
truth” (107). She is thus writing in direct opposition to the 
seemingly-authoritative scientific and corporate narratives 
that deny the Dene’s claims about the ongoing nature of the 
damages done to their lands and culture by uranium mining. 
Gilday notes that the precedent set by the 1997 Supreme 
Court decision in the Delgamuukw v. British Columbia case, 
in which aboriginal oral tradition was recognized as evidence 
in a court of law, suggests that the oral tradition and oral 

histories she presents in her essay will similarly be received as legitimate evidence. The 
authority of community members who experienced the mining and its aftermath is 
underlined throughout the essay, as is the collective authority of this version of history, 
which is the one agreed upon by Gilday’s relatives, by Dene men along the Mackenzie 
River and in the Dogrib region, by ore carrier widows, and by elders in Déline and Tulita 
(110-12). Gilday’s essay also contains a great deal of language on human rights, and 
positions the government’s neglect of the Dene and their concerns as a serious human 
rights violation that undermines Canada’s signature to the 1948 Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. The inclusion of this essay in a volume on international human rights 
formally echoes Gilday’s insistence on the human rights aspect of the case. The volume’s 
inclusion of other similar issues of environmental injustice, such as Owens Wiwa’s study 
of the exploitation of the oil-rich Ogoni tribe in Nigeria, elevates environmental injustice to 
the level of human rights violation. 

 
Further reading: 
Gilday, Cindy Kenny. “A Village of Widows.” The Arctic’s Military Legacy: Forum on the 

Environmental Impact of Military Weapons in the Circumpolar North. 20 June 2000. 
Arctic Circle Social Equity and Environmental Justice. Web. 
http://arcticcircle.uconn.edu/SEEJ/Military/Forum/gilday.html  

http://arcticcircle.uconn.edu/SEEJ/Military/Forum/gilday.html


 
 

374 
 

Hurley, Mary C. Aboriginal Title: The Supreme Court of Canada Decision in Delgamuukw v. 
British Columbia. Ottawa, ON. Parliamentary Research Branch, Library of Parliament. 
January 1998 (rev. February 2000).  

McEachern, Chief Justice Allan. Reasons for Judgement: Delgamuukw v. British Columbia. 
Vancouver: Criminal Court Registry Office, 1991.  

Persky, Stan. Ed. Delgamuukw: The Supreme Court of Canada Decision on Aboriginal Title. 
Vancouver: Greystone, 1998.  

Wiwa, Owens. “People Before Profits: The Ogoni Experience and Shell.” Peace, Justice, and 
Freedom: Human Rights Challenges for the New Millennium. Ed. Gurcharan Singh Bhatia. 
Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2000. 41-46. 

 
 
Van Camp, Richard. “The Uranium Leaking from Port Radium and Ray Rock Mines is 

Killing Us.” Angel Wing Splash Pattern. Wiarton, ON: Kegedonce Press, 2002. 27-9.  
 Richard Van Camp is a Dogrib (Tlicho) poet who lives in 

Fort Smith, NWT. In this short poem, Van Camp provides an 
imagistic depiction of a cold, decaying community. Images 
of a playground of human hair, of human voices and hair 
turned to marble and metal, of a dead caribou running on 
dead legs, and of trees and plants turning black and fish 
rolling sideways tumble over one another in a frightening 
catalogue of contamination. Van Camp’s repeated use of the 
word “rotting” and his pervasive descriptions of things and 
people as cold and wet add to the sense of destruction 
conveyed by the poem, which, as its title would suggest, 
describes the effects of uranium mining at the Port Radium 
and Ray Rock Mines on Van Camp’s home community. A 
frenetic reading of the poem by Van Camp, accompanied by 
a slide show including maps and archival photos, is available via YouTube. The poem was 
also adapted into a short film installation directed by Brianne Nord-Stewart. This film 
installation was comprised of an audio piece with accompanying clay maquettes, and was 
shown in Vancouver in 2013 as part of the gallery show “Ten Thousand Suns,” curated by 
Jeremy Jaud. 

 
Further reading: 
Nord-Stewart, Brianne. Dir. With Cold Tongues. “Ten Thousand Suns.” Satellite Gallery, 

Vancouver, British Columbia. September 2013. 
Van Camp, Richard. “The Uranium Leaking from Port Radium and Ray Rock Mines is Killing 

Us.” YouTube. 1 March 2011. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H4spzbLs-Zc  
 
 
Clements, Marie. Burning Vision. Vancouver: Talonbooks, 2003.  

Metis playwright Marie Clements is from Vancouver, British Columbia. Her play Burning 
Vision takes up the story of the D́line Dene’s struggle with the fallout of government 
mining in a non-realist and non-linear way. There is no discernible plot to this play, as 
events lack clear cause and effect. Rather, events from disparate times and places are 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H4spzbLs-Zc


 
 

375 
 

placed alongside each other, and this juxtaposition suggests a different kind of causality 
than the clear line we might expect. In the first scene, for instance, an atomic detonation 
(created through light and sound effects) is immediately followed by the “discovery” of 
uranium by the characters of Gilbert and Charles Labine. As these two stumble around on 
stage in the dark, a uranium widow talks, unseen by the other characters, to her dead 
husband, a former ore carrier. This juxtaposition of various times and places suggests the 
link between them, despite the jumbled chronology of the discovery of uranium following 
(rather than preceding) atomic detonation, and the death of the ore carrier coinciding with 
these other events. As Canadian theatre scholars Robin Whittaker and Theresa May have 
suggested, this mixing of times and spaces in the play may be an indigenizing method of 
staging. According to May, the play’s repeated juxtaposition of disparate settings is a 
function of “the indigenous viewpoint from which the play is written … [which] allows for 
simultaneity of past, present, and future” and stresses the “radical, familial connectivity” 
among people and between people and the land (“Kneading” 7). Whittaker similarly 
focuses on the way “specifically delineated spaces are allowed to fluidly and dialogically 
converse” in Clements’s play, asserting that this conversation of times and spaces is 
evidence that the play “reclaims one indigenous temporal and spatial logic, that of Dene 
peoples, displaced by European linear timekeeping and mapping systems during acts of 
colonization” (“Fusing” 131).  

The mixing of different times and spaces in the play is 
enabled to a great degree by the stock or symbolic 
characters Clements employs. The uranium that appears in 
the scene described above is in fact a character, who goes 
by the name Little Boy. Like many of the characters in the 
play, Little Boy is less of a detailed personality and more a 
symbolic character: he represents the darkest uranium 
found at the center of the earth, as well as the bomb that 
would later be dropped on Hiroshima in 1945. He is also a 
First Nations child, and thus represents the exploited lands 
and peoples from which uranium was mined, and suggests 
the imbalance of power between a paternal Canadian 
government and peoples it regards as childlike. Other 
characters in the play are also symbolic: for example, the 
Miner is representative of all the miners who worked at 
Port Radium without knowing the consequences; the Ore 
Carrier, who explains the sense of duty and opportunity 

felt by Dene carriers from beyond the grave (as seen in a sacred fire); and the Radium Dial 
Painter, who is a conglomerate of the female painters whose jobs painting watch faces with 
radium in the 1930s would later cause jaw and bone cancer and often death. 
The overall effect of the play is a tragic one, despite the lack of a coherent cause and effect 
scenario (as is required in classical tragedy). The realization of unknowingly-taken risks 
and unintended adverse consequences is a major theme, as is the unequal power 
relationship between Canada’s First Nations peoples and the corporations and government 
agencies that place risks upon them. The play has been staged a number of times, including 
the premier staging by Rumble Productions in Vancouver in 2002, a combined community 
and student company performance at Grande Prairie Regional College in Peace River, 
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Alberta, in 2009, and the University of Oregon’s Earth Matters on Stage production in 
2010. It has also been translated into Catalan and French. 

 
Further reading: 
Burning Vision. By Marie Clements. Dir. Peter Hinton. Rumble Productions, Firehall Arts 

Centre, Vancouver BC. 23 April-11 May 2002.  
Burning Vision. By Marie Clements. Dir. Theresa May. Earth Matters on Stage, University of 

Oregon, Eugene, OR. 2010. 
Burning Vision. By Marie Clements. Dir. Annie Smith. Grande Prairie Regional College, Grande 

Prairie, AB. 2009. 
May, Theresa. “Kneading Marie Clements’ Burning Vision.” Canadian Theatre Review 144 (Fall 

2010): 5-12. 
Smith, Annie. “Atomies of Desire: Directing Burning Vision in Northern Alberta.” Canadian 

Theatre Review 144 (Fall 2010): 54-59. 
Whittaker, Robin. “Fusing the Nuclear Community: Intercultural Memory, Hiroshima 1945 and 

the Chronotopic Dramaturgy of Marie Clements’s Burning Vision.” Theatre Research in 
Canada 30.1-2 (Spring 2009): 129-151. 

 
 
Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT). Final Report: Concerning Health and 

Environmental Issues Related to the Port Radium Mine. Déline: Déline First Nation, 

2005. 
The Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT) was a five-year investigative mechanism 
appointed in October 1999. The CDUT was comprised of the Déline Dene Band, Indian 
and Northern Affairs Canada (representing Health Canada and Natural Resources Canada), 
and the Government of the Northwest Territories. Its goal was to investigate remediation of 
the mine site and other areas, undertake health and environmental studies and monitoring, 
and review the question of compensation (CDUT 6). Its $6.8 million investigation, which 
focuses largely on determining the relationship between radiation levels and cancer deaths 
in and around Déline, as well as on the risks posed by water, plant, and animal 
consumption, provides a response to the Dene’s protests that previous reports did not take 
their concerns about cancer death and ongoing contamination into account. 
One of the main findings of the CDUT’s Final Report was that “it is safe for people to 
consume traditional foods taken from Port Radium, and safe to drink water taken from 
Great Bear Lake” (ix). The other major finding was on the issue of cancer death—an issue 
not addressed in previous reports. In contrast to the focus of the SENES report and other 
reports on simply measuring toxicity levels in various places, the CDUT investigation 
attempted to reconstruct the doses of radiation actually absorbed by ore transport workers 
and their families. The CDUT’s epidemiology feasibility study, however, concluded that, 
although the estimated historical dose for a uranium transport worker was very high, only 
“1 or 2 cancer deaths would be expected among the 35 ore transport workers, in addition to 
the 9 or 10 cancer deaths that would ‘normally’ be expected in a similar, non-exposed 
group of 35 people” (vi). For both ore carriers and their family members, the report 
concludes, “the risk of radiation-related cancers [was] not much greater than ‘normal’ 
cancer risk” (vi). The report also found that there was insufficient evidence to connect the 
Dene’s work for Eldorado to the cancers experienced in the community. “It is not possible 
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to know for certain,” the summary on Health states, “if the illness or death of any 
individual ore carrier was directly caused by radiation exposure, due to the small number 
of predicted excess cancers and the presence of other risk factors.” A full epidemiology 
study of former ore transport workers was not recommended, for reasons including the 
difficulty of establishing an accurate baseline reference rate for past radiation exposures, 
the small number of predicted excess cancer deaths due to exposure, and the unlikelihood 
of gaining a statistically significant outcome due to the small sample size of thirty-five 
people (vi, 40-41).  
As is the case in previous reports—because it is the case in all scientific reports—there is a 
measure of uncertainty and incompleteness to the CDUT report. While the CDUT’s 
framing of the issues to be investigated was much more in line with Dene concerns than in 
previous investigations, the statistical method of the CDUT report still discounted health 
issues of concern to the Dene. The number of deaths alone, for example, does not provide a 
full picture of the impact of radiation on the population. Furthermore, the CDUT would 
have known before conducting the epidemiology feasibility study that no accurate results 
could be gleaned for past exposures to radiation. Both Peter van Wyck (Highway of the 

Atom 183, 185) and Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox (Finding Dahshaa 129) have criticized the 
CDUT for its incompleteness and its inability to find a concrete link between uranium 
exposure and cancer deaths in the community. Despite these limitations, however, the 
Déline Dene seem to have largely accepted the CDUT Final Report—or, at least, they have 
expressed a great appreciation for the depth of its work. In the foreword provided by the 
Déline Dene Chief and Council to the oral history volume produced alongside the CDUT 
report, If Only We Had Known, the Chief and Council write: “We appreciate the work that 
the Canada-Déline Uranium Table has 
undertaken over the past four years to 
address our concerns about the former 
Port Radium mine … and we look 
forward to seeing the mine site cleaned 
up” (iv). A news story posted by the 
Northern News Service in September of 
2005 presented similar approving 
reactions in the community: then-Chief 
Walter Bayha is quoted as saying “I am 
very satisfied with the outcome of the 
report.… What community members 
believed to be an issue is finally put on 
paper. It is now time to put the 
recommendations in place” (Markey). 
This level of comfort with the report 
may stem from the degree to which community members were included in conceiving of 
and directing the CDUT investigation. Oral histories from community members, for 
instance, were given primacy in the absence of recorded evidence such as employee 
records or evidence of working conditions. A set of “77 Questions” put forth by the 
community in a preliminary workshop held in May 2000 also directed the scope and focus 
of the CDUT’s investigation (the full document, with answers to each question as resolved 
by the CDUT investigation, is appended to the CDUT Final Report). It remains to be seen 
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whether the recommendations made by the CDUT regarding site clean-up and monitoring 
and the implementation of community services, such as mental health support, will be fully 
pursued. As of 2013, Port Radium is the only major mine site on which remediation has 
been substantially completed (the other substantially cleaned-up site is June Lake, a former 
fuel cache in the mountains) (What’s Happening in the Sahtu 7). Clean-ups at other sites, 
including Sawmill Bay and Contact Lake, have been put on hiatus due to an undisclosed 
funding hold (What’s Happening in the Sahtu 4, 6). 

 
Further reading:  
Contaminants and Remediation Directorate of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Canada-

Déline Uranium Table, and SENES Consultants Limited. Port Radium Mine Remediation 
Plan. Ottawa: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2005. 

---. What’s Happening in the Sahtu Settlement Area? Contaminated Site Remediation: 2012 in 
Review. Ottawa: Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 2013. 

Markey, Andrea. “D́line Uranium Report Released.” 12 September 2005.  Northern News 
Service. http://www.nnsl.com/frames/newspapers/2005-09/sep12_05rad.html  

 
 
Déline Uranium Team. Bek’éots’erazhá Nı̨dé: Yahnı̨́ı̨ Sǫ́bak’ǝ́ Gogh̨ Sahtúot’ı̨n̨ Gogodı́.  If 

Only We Had Known: The History of Port Radium as Told by the Sahtuot’ine. Déline: 

Déline First Nation, 2005. 
This collectively-authored 162-page oral history volume, complete with glossy colour and 
sepia-tinted photos, presents a large number of Dene oral histories about mining collected 
by the Canada-Déline Uranium Table (CDUT). The volume is described in the CDUT 

Final Report as a “commemorative book” containing “the collective historical record of a 
crucial period in the history of the 
Sahtuot’ine, as seen through their own eyes 
and retold with their own voices” (13). The 
volume opens with a brief sketch of the Dene 
people and their history, including their 
transition from a nomadic lifestyle around 
Great Bear Lake to settlement in the 
community of Déline, their 1992 land claims 
settlement, the signing of a Self-Government 
Agreement in Principle in 2004, and the 
community’s ongoing implementation of self-
government (3-4). A biographic sketch of the 
major Dene Prophet Louie Ehtseo Ayah is 
followed by a brief but informative history of 

the mining activities undertaken around Great Bear Lake between 1932 and 1982 (15-22). 
The bulk of the text is taken up by “Saht́ Dene Stories,” the oral histories provided by the 
people of Déline. Stories are organized by family unit, with each grouping of stories 
prefaced by a couple’s or family’s biography describing dates of birth, marriages and 
deaths, number of children and their marriages, and one or two distinguishing features of 
the persons in question (such as his or her spirituality, generosity, or skills at cooking or 
storytelling). The stories included here, like those excerpted, summarized, and referred to 

http://www.nnsl.com/frames/newspapers/2005-09/sep12_05rad.html
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by Gilday in “Village of Widows,” are narrowed in on the history of mining on Great Bear 
Lake and perceptions of its effects. Almost all of the narratives are accompanied by a 
photo of the speaker or of his or her family, and most of them also appear in North Slavey, 
the text of which is printed following the English text. There are no framing materials and 
no interpretation provided for the individual oral narratives presented; the volume seeks 
primarily to present individual Dene views and voices that were previously unheard or 
disregarded. This volume’s major preoccupation is commemoration and preservation for 
the future. As the foreword from Chief and Council emphasizes, although  many of those 
who worked at the mine people passed on before the Canada-Déline Uranium Table began 
its work, “the history has been passed on through the generations,” and the present volume, 
it is hoped, “will aid in perserving [sic] these stories” (iv). A somewhat similar oral history 
archive, though one not narrowly focused on stories of mining and its legacy, can be found 
online in the “Sahtu” section of the Native Communications Society of the Northwest 
Territories (NCSNWT) channel archives. 
 

Further reading: 
Native Communications Society of the Northwest Territories (NCSNWT) channel archives. 

Isuma TV. 2009. Web. http://www.isuma.tv/en/ncsnwt  
 
 
Henningson, David. Dir. and Prod. Somba Ke: The Money Place. Urgent Service Films, 

2006.  
 In this film, Japan-based Euro-Canadian director David Henningson seeks to update the 

story of the D́line Dene’s struggle with uranium mining fallout first told in documentary 
film by Peter Blow with Village of Widows in 1999. Somba 
Ke effectively conveys the basic situation of the Dene in 
relation to their unknowing shouldering of the risks of 
uranium production, and uses the case of the Navajo in New 
Mexico as an indictment of the Canadian government. While 
the Navajo Nation received monetary compensation and an 
official recognition of wrongdoing from the American 
government for its uranium mining on Navajo lands and the 
pollution and cancer deaths this mining caused, the Dene 
have received neither compensation nor an official 
recognition from the Canadian government. The film is 
visually compelling, and its depiction of a wide selection of 
landscapes—ranging from Canada’s Northwest Territories to 
Ottawa to New Mexico to Hiroshima—provides a visual 
collage of the disparate spaces that are brought together in a 
network of nuclear weapons manufacture and deployment.  

 Where Blow’s film operates in a tragic mode, Henningson’s narrative mode is one of 
mystery. Somba Ke is shaped by and focused on the global nuclear renaissance that took 
place in the mid-2000s (a renaissance to which Clements’s Burning Vision was also 
responsive), and insinuates that some sort of corruption, or at least a deplorable short-
sightedness, is behind the re-opening of the former uranium and radium mines on Great 
Bear Lake. The film explains that in 2005 the Alberta Star Development Corporation, a 

http://www.isuma.tv/en/ncsnwt
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Canadian mining company under Tim Coupland (brother of author Doug Coupland), 
received permits from the Déline Land Corporation to re-open mines at former mine sites, 
including Port Radium. An accusatory, nearly salacious tone permeates the film, which 
makes implied accusations of corruption on the part of most, if not all, of its subjects, from 
the Canadian government to the management of Alberta Star to D́line’s community 
leadership itself. Likely due to this accusatory approach, interviews with community 
members in this film are not as in-depth as in Peter Blow’s earlier film. In fact, 
Henningson documents in his production notes that he encountered resistance to his film 
and a decreasing willingness on the part of the community to participate in it as production 
continued. It seems that the film’s provocative focus on the mystery of re-emergent mining 
was perhaps maintained at the expense of the wishes of the community, while at the same 
time this focus constrained the film from a more nuanced and full depiction of the issues at 
hand.  

 
Further reading: 
Henningson, David. “Production Notes.” Somba Ke: The Money Place. Web. 

http://www.sombake-themoneyplace.com/  
Stainsby, Macdonald. Review of Somba Ke: The Money Place. Monthly Review (MR) Magazine. 

2006. Web. http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org/2006/stainsby031206p.html  
 
 
“Waterheart: the Déline Project.” CBC North. July 2008.  
 This 45-minute feature radio documentary produced by CBC North in partnership with 

Polar Radio takes as its departure point the Dene legend of the Waterheart, or Tudzǝ. In 
this story, a medicine man turns into a loche in order to chase the trout that stole his fishing 
hook deep into the center of the lake. There, he finds a giant heart beating, surrounded and 
guarded by many fish. This is the heart that pumps the life-giving water to everything in 
the physical world, including plants, trees, fish, animals, and human beings. The 
Waterheart documentary follows a group of ten students in Déline as they explore the 
meaning of this legend today. A particular metaphorical 
resonance emerges between the idea of the submerged, 
half-forgotten, but still-beating heart and the fading but 
still-vital Slavey language. Most of the documentary is in 
Slavey, which the students use to interview a generation of 
their elders for whom it is the most familiar language. 
Many of these interviews (indeed the entirety of section 
three of the documentary) recall the elders’ experiences of 
Port Radium. As the production notes for the documentary 
suggest, the gaps in time and cultural changes over which 
the two generations struggle to communicate are mirrored 
by the gaps in time and environmental changes, including 
uranium run-off and heavy metals pollution, through 
which they also struggle to communicate with the Tudzǝ. 
The original Slavey version of the documentary was 
broadcast in July 2008, and an English version was later 
also produced. 

http://www.sombake-themoneyplace.com/
http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org/2006/stainsby031206p.html
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Further reading: 
“Tudzǝ́.” CBC North. Web. http://www.cbc.ca/north/features/waterheart/  
 
 

Irlbacher-Fox, Stephanie. Finding Dahshaa: Self-Government, Suffering, and Aboriginal 

Policy in Canada. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2009.   
Irlbacher-Fox, a Cambridge-educated polar studies scholar, 
presents in this book multiple case studies of self-
government processes in Canada’s North. While it does not 
concentrate on the history of uranium mining on Great Bear 
Lake in itself, chapter four, “D́line Child and Family 
Services,” presents a cogent explanation of the way the 
fallout of uranium mining prompted the Déline community to 
seek self-government. The concept of having “one 
government,” Irlbacher-Fox explains, was a means by which 
to prevent further fragmentation of authority and the 
confusions of multi-agency miscommunication, thus 
forestalling the difficulties encountered during the struggle to 
address the mining legacy (93). Useful background on 
previous self-government and treaty process in the Sahtu can 
be found in chapter ten of Kerry Abel’s Drum Songs: 
Glimpses of Dene History (231-269).  

In a “Postscript” to her chapter on D́line, Irlbacher-Fox also provides an unflattering 
reading of the CDUT Final Report. She critiques gaps in the CDUT’s fact-finding, faults 
its dosage reconstruction study as being incomplete, and harshly criticizes the suggestion 
of Dr. Douglas Chambers, a scientist hired to double-check the CDUT’s scientific data, 
that smoking might be a cause of elevated cancer rates in Déline (126-130). This negative 
view of the CDUT process is understandable especially in light of the larger project of 
Irlbacher-Fox’s book, which examines the achievements and faults of self-government 
processes and other interactions among government agencies and Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada. 
 

Further reading:  
Abel, Kerry. Drum Songs: Glimpses of Dene History. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University 

Press, 2005.  
 
 
van Wyck, Peter C. Highway of the Atom. Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 

2010.  

http://www.cbc.ca/north/features/waterheart/
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This settler-scholar text is the only literary academic 
monograph to date focused on the D́line Dene’s struggle 
for environmental justice in the wake of government-
mandated uranium mining. While the case study of 
Déline is van Wyck’s ostensible focus, he takes the idea 
of the highway of the atom—the transportation route 
from along which ore from Port Radium was moved to 
the railway in Northern Alberta and from there to Port 
Hope and other refineries—more metaphorically. In this 
book, as in van Wyck’s earlier article on the same topic, 
the highway of the atom becomes less concrete, and is 
used instead as a departure point for meditations on 
history, place, memory, and trauma. Metaphorical play 
between the idea of a journey in space and one in time is 
prominent throughout the text. The language used by van 
Wyck and the concepts with which he engages are 
coherent with a particular academic and theoretical discourse that, for many, may be 
difficult to understand. The theoretical register in which the text operates is both 
intellectually elegant and linguistically evocative, and allows the idea of the route to open 
out into much larger considerations. However, this choice of discourse also risks losing or 
obscuring the details of the case at hand; that is, the specific grievances of the Dene and the 
various stages throughout their struggle to be heard. Some of the more immediately 
compelling sections in the text are van Wyck’s field notes from his trip to D́line and to 
Port Radium. These inserts, usually accompanied by photographs taken by van Wyck, do 
not use the highway of the atom as a jumping-off point for academic meditation, but rather 
insist upon the embodied experience of being in the place where the route began, and 
where its effects are still being felt. 

 
Further reading:  
van Wyck, Peter. “The Highway of the Atom: Recollections Along a Route.” Topia: Canadian 

Journal of Cultural Studies 7 (Spring 2002): 99-115.  
 
 
Salverson, Julie. “They Never Told Us These Things.” Maisonneuve: A Quarterly of Arts, 

Opinions, and Ideas. 12 August 2011. http://maisonneuve.org/article/2011/08/12/they-

never-told-us-these-things/  
 In this article Julie Salverson, a theatre scholar based at Queen’s University, provides a 

personal, experience-based narrative of her lifelong dread of and fascination with atomic 
weapons, and of her trip to Déline and what 
she learned there about Canada’s role in 
producing the atomic bomb. The style of the 
writing of this article is plainspoken and 
direct, and avoids the kind of theoretical 
departures common in van Wyck’s Highway 

of the Atom. The stylistic approach of the 
article, along with its dissemination in a free 

http://maisonneuve.org/article/2011/08/12/they-never-told-us-these-things/
http://maisonneuve.org/article/2011/08/12/they-never-told-us-these-things/
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online format, makes it a very accessible piece of research. It is also quite a community-
engaged piece, as it foregrounds the voices of D́line residents. Salverson’s commitment to 
community involvement is also suggested in this article through her mentions of the 
various local practices and events in which she participated (such as ice-fishing and a 
community feast). Like van Wyck, Salverson uses the example of the D́line Dene’s 
environmental justice struggle as a departure point for wider discussions about the 
extraction, manufacture, testing, and deployment of atomic materials. Unlike van Wyck, 
however, Salverson uses autobiographical (rather than theoretical) frameworks to connect 
these different aspects. For example, Salverson describes a visit to the Norman Wells 
Historical Center to view the trinitite plaque linking Great Bear Lake to atomic testing in 
New Mexico. Physically and narratively, this visit prompts her journey to the nuclear 
Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in Albuquerque, and to Ground Zero at the White Sands missile 
range. Salverson’s life serves here as a thread that ties these different spaces together, and 
her personal movement mirrors the wartime movement of atomic materials through these 
transnational networks of nuclear weapons production. In her other major work on the 
topic of uranium mining on Great Bear Lake, the opera Shelter, Salverson similarly uses 
the issue of nuclear arms production to tell broader stories about family life, anxieties 
about the future, and the always-present potential for unintended consequences. 

 
 
Canada-Déline Uranium Table. Moving Forward Together: The CDUT and the Legacy of 

the Port Radium Mine. 2012. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=USgQz07TlJw 
This film marks the culmination of the activities of the Canada-Déline Uranium Table 
(CDUT), and makes an optimistic forecast of the ability of the Déline Dene and the 
Canadian government to “move forward together” from the events of the past. A limited 
history of the mining activities on Great Bear Lake is provided, and a handful of elders are 
interviewed regarding their experiences of these activities. Danny Gaudet, the chief 
negotiator for Déline in the CDUT, and Jim Cuddy, the principal investigator from the 
Department of Indian Affairs, are the subjects who feature most prominently throughout 
the film. This choice of pairing the 
main Déline and Canadian 
representatives together as the 
primary spokespeople of the film 
is a structural choice that echoes 
the film’s basic emphasis: that the 
CDUT succeeded due to the 
partnership it was able to (re-)build 
between the Déline community 
and the Canadian government. The 
film is at times overly optimistic 
about both the success of the 
CDUT and the extent to which 
relations have actually been repaired between the community and the government. The 
film’s uncritical reporting of the findings of the CDUT Final Report—that the water, the 
caribou, and the fish of the Great Bear Lake area are “healthy and clean and safe,” that the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=USgQz07TlJw
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soil and vegetation at the Port Radium site is only locally affected (not, for example, 
running off into the lake), and that the heightened levels of radiation at the site are “not 
such that they are dangerous to humans” (34:30-37:05; 38:07-38:56)—conveys a sense of 
closure that seems rather overstated. This overstatement of the past or finished nature of 
the CDUT seems especially strange given the insistence of community members within the 
film (such as Gaudet) on the need for multiple kinds of ongoing monitoring, including 
environmental monitoring, ongoing health mental well-being assessments and treatments, 
and continued attention to cultural revitalization.  
The film serves an important archival role in that it preserves a record of the CDUT 
process, its purpose, and its conclusion. However, its language of putting things in the past 
and moving forward “together” is disturbingly reminiscent of other reconciliation efforts, 
such as Prime Minister Harper’s 2008 apology for residential schools. This apology 
defined governmental abuses of Indigenous peoples as something of the colonial past, 
without acknowledging the ongoing negative effects of colonial power structures or 
presenting clear means by which to alleviate them (for this and other criticisms, see Dorrell 
28; Henderson and Wakeham 1; Corntassel et al 6; Mackey 54). While Moving Forward 
Together does not bracket out the importance of future attention and actions in so complete 
a manner as Harper’s apology, its narrative of moving on downplays the very present and 
very real nature of ongoing problems in the Déline community.  

 
Further reading: 
Corntassel, Jeff, Chaw-win-is and T’lakwadzi. “Indigenous Storytelling, Truth-Telling, and 

Community Approaches to Reconciliation.” English Studies in Canada 35.1 (March 
2009): 137-150.  

Dorrell, Matthew. “From Reconciliation to Reconciling: Reading What ‘we now recognize’ in 
the Government of Canada’s 2008 Residential School Apology.” English Studies in 
Canada 35.1 (2009): 27-46. 

Henderson, Jennifer and Pauline Wakeham. Eds. Reconciling Canada: Critical Perspectives on 
the Culture of Redress. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013. Print. 

---. “Introduction.” Reconciling Canada 3-30. 
Mackey, Eva. “The Apologizers’ Apology.” Reconciling Canada 47-62. 
 
 
Salverson, Julie and Juliet Palmer. Shelter. Tapestry Opera, June 2014. 

This opera, with music by Juliet Palmer and libretto by Julie Salverson, is a darkly comic 
look at family life under the shadow of nuclear armament. It first premiered in Edmonton 
in November 2012, and premiered in Toronto in June 2014. 
The performance is narratively, visually, and musically diverse. The plot brings together 
two main stories. Thomas and Claire, a young couple who want a family, give birth to a 
daughter who glows. Despite their misgivings about her difference, they resolve to 
protect the child by putting makeup over her glowing face and keeping her indoors. A 
parallel narrative is set up by the opening aria, performed by the character of Lise 
Meitner, who explains that she is a physicist whose experiments are at the forefront of 
modern nuclear theory. As the story develops, Lise reveals that, as a Jewish woman, she 
must flee to America due to the mounting persecution of Jews in Germany. Lise’s story 
melds with the Claire-Thomas story when Lise acts as midwife to the couple’s baby, 
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whom they name Hope, and then as the girl’s tutor. Hope eventually rebels against her 
parents’ over-protectiveness, and, following a duet in which she argues with Lise over 
whether or not to accept an invitation to participate in the Manhattan Project, is taken 
away by a military pilot. Hope’s final solo describes falling through the night sky toward 
Japan. The narrative is primarily an allegorical fairy tale about the unintended 
consequences not only of personal striving and intellectual exploration (as with Lise’s 
commitment to scientific research), but also of the most mundane and apparently safe 
pursuits (as with Thomas and Claire’s desire for family). 

The play signals the different stories it 
brings together visually, through stage and 
scene choices. The Thomas and Claire 
narrative (which largely subsumes the Lise 
narrative) employs set pieces and 
costumes suggestive of the cookie-cutter 
American dream lifestyle most readily 
connected with the post-WWII suburban 
surge. Lise’s costume and props are 
similarly distinctive, drawn from early 
WWII-era Germany and conveying her 
academic and scientific character. Hope’s 
costume evolves from a childlike pyjama 
outfit to a pink dress to a revealing baby-
doll affair, conveying her coming of age. 
The pilot is firmly placed in a world apart 
by his bomber jacket and goggles. Given 

the 1950s-era look and feel of the Thomas-Claire story, and the toy houses on stage that 
recall the model homes used in New Mexico nuclear testing from 1945 to the 1960s, 
there seems to be some temporal and spatial conflation occurring in the opera: the atomic 
production of WWII and its use in Japan is conflated with the nuclear arms race of the 
Cold War and its testing in the American West.  
The musical composition of the opera mirrors the diversity of its mise-en-scene. Palmer 
draws on sounds as diverse as Brahms, big band, funk, and 1990s Japanese punk-rock (a 
fairly distinct section of rock opera is given to Hope to convey her adolescence). The 
instrumental accompaniment is essentially a jazz ensemble, with violin and electric bass 
most prominent. The music is quite dissonant throughout, and the staccato accents to the 
vocals added by the small percussion section increases its sense of eerie disharmony 
(xylophone is used effectively to this ends). Only a trio performed by the parents and Lise 
temporarily breaks out of this minor-key (sometimes off-key), dissonant register. 
Due to the lack of characterization and narrative explanation in the opera libretto, its 
connection to Déline and the production of uranium nearby is not immediately apparent. 
A number of paratextual materials explain this connection, including Julie Salverson’s 
background notes (available on the Tapestry website), and Salverson’s explanation in her 
program biography that the story of the Sahtuot’ine was in fact the foundation for Shelter. 
In many ways this opera tells a newer version of the story of Port Radium, one that 
concentrates on the future and the health of future generations rather than revisiting the 
actions of the past. The way Shelter brings the story of uranium production on Great Bear 
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Lake into the homes of Cold War-era American families effectively demonstrates the 
wide reach of the nuclear, but to some degree it also obscures the specifics of the story 
and silences the voices of the people most immediately affected by it. 
 

 
Further reading:  
Morris, Mark. “Shelter Casts Unusual Glow.” Edmonton Journal 17 November 2012: E3.  
Salverson, Julie. “Shelter Background Notes.” Tapestry: Shows. Web. 

https://tapestryopera.com/sites/default/files/SHELTER%20BACKGROUND%20NOTES.p
df  

 “Shelter.” Tapestry: Shows. Web. https://tapestryopera.com/shelter  
 

 

  

https://tapestryopera.com/sites/default/files/SHELTER%20BACKGROUND%20NOTES.pdf
https://tapestryopera.com/sites/default/files/SHELTER%20BACKGROUND%20NOTES.pdf
https://tapestryopera.com/shelter
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Recommendations for Archiving and Cataloguing Materials Held at the Déline First 

Nation Office 
Provided by Alana Fletcher, Queen’s University 

July 2014 
 
Introduction 
Over the past twenty-five years a large number of documents have been produced relating to the 
uranium mining that took place from 1930 to approximately 1960 under the aegis of the Crown 
Corporation Eldorado Mining and Refining. These and related materials are currently housed in 
an office at the Déline First Nation (DFN), where they are being held in anticipation of the 
creation of the Déline Knowledge Center (DKC), where they will eventually be transferred. The 
materials are wide-ranging in terms of topic, genre, and media.  
 
Description of Materials 
Print materials are largely “grey”  literature (literature not associated with publishing houses and 
not for wide circulation) and include, very broadly: reports produced by the community as well 
as by consulting firms and outside researchers regarding radioactive contaminant levels on Great 
Bear Lake; minutes (including draft budget and expense reports) of the Canada-Déline  Uranium 
Table, the Sahtu Secretariat, and other local government meetings; correspondence regarding 
initiatives and research projects; a number of documents and reports related to the Great Bear 
Lake Watershed Management project; copies of Treaty 11, the Indian Act, and the Sahtu Dene 
and Metis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement; summary reports of workshops undertaken in 
the community; and transcribed oral histories. While it is difficult to estimate the number of 
individual documents for reasons explained below, a conservative estimate in which binders of 
multiple reports are counted as one document would suggest that there are more than 700 pieces 
of grey literature in the holdings. There are also approximately 125 regular books on topics such 
as ecology, treaties, Sahtu Dene epistemology and tradition.  
Audio materials include: approximately 900 audio tapes and CDs of oral histories, local 
workshops, and traditional songs. 
Audio-visual materials include: approximately 130 VHS tapes and CDs, mostly documentary 
films on the Sahtu, the history of uranium mining, and cultural revitalization (most of the DVDs 
are copies of the CDUT documentary Moving Forward Together). 
Visual materials include: approximately 80 large plate prints of photographs, some with texts of 
accompanying stories. 
The number of digital items is not estimable at this time, though some of the physical materials 
are known to have digital copies. 
The former Environmental Liaison for Déline, Orlena Modeste, has been working to organize 
and label these materials. A limited topical organization system has been devised which includes 
topics such as Contaminants, Health, Sahtu Land Use Planning, and Education, though few of 
the documents have been assigned categories and the categories themselves are not 
comprehensive. Comparatively little has been done with these materials in general due to the 
time demands of Orlena’s other community governance positions and the lack of funding to hire 
a full-time archivist or librarian. 
 
Recommendations 
It is recommended based on the current condition of the holdings that: 
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1. A full-time, short-term position be created for an archivist/digital librarian to head 

the archiving of these materials and coordinate their placement in the DKC.  
To accomplish the major tasks listed here, I recommend that this position be a minimum 
of one year in duration. If this position is longer term, the archivist would be able to 
provide input or work directly on the movement of materials to the DKC. The archivist 
hired would ideally have experience in digital database creation and digital preservation 
of materials as well as archive usage.  

2. A catalogue be created of every item currently held at the DFN.  
Over the last three weeks I have begun to create such a document, beginning with the 
physical print matter held at the DFN. A copy of this nascent catalogue, which records 
selected metadata for each item and provides a brief summary description of each, is 
attached. This list is in its very early stages, but it provides an example of the catalogue 
that could be created. This list can be altered as well as added to and is in a spreadsheet 
that could later be extracted to a searchable online format for the use of both community 
members and outside researchers. 

3. The current mode of preservation for a number of kinds of print matter in binders 

be altered.  
In order to create a comprehensive list of the holdings of the archive, individual reports in 
these large binders must be taken out and itemized individually. The correspondence 
could be gathered together according to its provenance and year. Other materials could be 
collected topically by year (CDUT meeting minutes might be grouped together, expense 
reports and budgets for various entities grouped together, etc). This may result in an 
overhaul of the limited categorization system that is currently in place. 

4. All materials be digitized.  
The first priority here is the audio-tape material, but ideally the archives would ensure 
that a digital copy of each physical item held will be accessible. This will entail scanning 
print documents and transferring audio, audio-visual, and visual materials into digital 
format. 

5. A searchable digital database of the materials be created.  
Once the requisite items have been digitized and a comprehensive catalogue of all items 
held is created, the last task could be to create a searchable database of the materials that 
can be accessed online. This can be done on a number of online information management 
platforms; I would recommend Drupal. This database would include a query feature 
whereby users could search for items by keyword, author, title and so forth, and locate 
both the description of the physical item and its digital copy. I am aware that some of the 
items in the holdings may be culturally protected or sensitive. These can be encrypted 
using the cultural protocol tools provided by such software as Mukurtu (see 
http://www.mukurtu.org/), so that only certain users may access them. I would 
recommend that the metadata or description of every item be available to all users, even 
if the actual text, video, audio, or image itself is hidden. The archivist hired will be able 
to do much of this task on his or her own, though some coding and bug-fixing may 
require the assistance of a computer programmer. 
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APPENDIX C 

Research Ethics Approval 



 
November 21, 2013 

 

Ms. Alana Fletcher 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Department of English Language and Literature 

Queen's University 

Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6 

 

GREB Ref #: GENG-017-13; Romeo # 6011145 

Title: "GENG-017-13 Re/mediating Indigenous Environmental Justice: Resource Extraction, Divergent Risk 

Perception, and Economic Equality in the North" 

 

Dear Ms. Fletcher: 

 

The General Research Ethics Board (GREB), by means of a delegated board review, has cleared your proposal 

entitled "GENG-017-13 Re/mediating Indigenous Environmental Justice: Resource Extraction, Divergent 

Risk Perception, and Economic Equality in the North" for ethical compliance with the Tri-Council Guidelines 

(TCPS) and Queen's ethics policies. In accordance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (article D.1.6) and Senate Terms 

of Reference (article G), your project has been cleared for one year. At the end of each year, the GREB will ask if 

your project has been completed and if not, what changes have occurred or will occur in the next year. 

 

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB, with a copy to your unit REB, of any adverse event(s) that 

occur during this one year period (access this form at https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and click 

Events - GREB Adverse Event Report). An adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or 

unexpected event that alters the level of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial 

change in approach to a participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be reported to the GREB 

within 48 hours. 

 

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. For 

example you must report changes to the level of risk, applicant characteristics, and implementation of new 

procedures. To make an amendment, access the application at https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and 

click Events - GREB Amendment to Approved Study Form. These changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics 

Coordinator, Gail Irving, at the Office of Research Services or irvingg@queensu.ca for further review and clearance 

by the GREB or GREB Chair. 

 

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

 
Joan Stevenson, Ph.D. 

Chair 

General Research Ethics Board 

 

c:  Dr. Sam McKegney, Faculty Supervisor  

 

https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/
https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/
mailto:irvingg@queensu.ca


 
October 23, 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

Ms. Alana Fletcher 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Department of English Language and Literature 

Queen's University  

Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6 

GREB Romeo #: 6011145 

Title: "GENG-017-13 Re/mediating Indigenous Environmental Justice: Resource Extraction, Divergent Risk 

Perception, and Economic Equality in the North" 

 
Dear Ms. Fletcher: 

 

The General Research Ethics Board (GREB) has reviewed and approved your request for renewal of ethics 

clearance for the above-named study. This renewal is valid for one year from November 21, 2014. Prior to the next 

renewal date you will be sent a reminder memo and the link to ROMEO to renew for another year. 

 

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB of any adverse event(s) that occur during this one year 

period. An adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or unexpected event that alters the 

level of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial change in approach to a 

participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be reported to the GREB within 48 hours. Report to 

GREB through either ROMEO Event Report or Adverse Event Report Form at 

http://www.queensu.ca/ors/researchethics/GeneralREB/forms.html. 

 

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. For 

example you must report changes in study procedures or implementation of new aspects into the study procedures. 

Your request for protocol changes will be forwarded to the appropriate GREB reviewers and/or the GREB Chair. 

Please report changes to GREB through either ROMEO Event Reports or the Ethics Change Form at 

http://www.queensu.ca/ors/researchethics/GeneralREB/forms.html. 

 

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

  

Joan Stevenson, Ph.D.  

Chair 

General Research Ethics Board 

  

c.: Dr. Sam McKegney, Faculty Supervisor 

 

http://www.queensu.ca/ors/researchethics/GeneralREB/forms.html.You
http://www.queensu.ca/ors/researchethics/GeneralREB/forms.html

