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Abstract 

My dissertation examines writing that responds to and reimagines the genre of travel 

poetry by Indigenous, diasporic, and settler women writers who reside in Canada to 

illuminate the differential stakes of mobility within and beyond the nation. These works 

variously reveal and challenge the ways that different forms of travel are foundational to 

the projects of settler colonialism and decolonization. My focus on “poetics in transit” 

opens up a new archive through which to consider travel. Poetics, I contend, can offer 

unique ways of perceiving the Indigenous land on which Indigenous people, people of 

colour, and settlers live and travel and imagining futurities that enable solidarities 

between different groups. I put into dialogue Double Negative (1988) by lesbian white 

settler poets Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland, Looking for Livingstone: An Odyssey of 

Silence (1991) and A Map to the Door of No Return: Notes to Belonging (2001) by Black 

diasporic writers Marlene NourbeSe Philip and Dionne Brand, respectively, and 

Indigenous writers Louise Bernice Halfe’s/Sky Dancer’s (Cree) Blue Marrow (2004) and 

Lee Maracle’s (Stó:lō) Talking to the Diaspora (2015), along with poems by Indigenous 

writers Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm (Anishinaabe), Marilyn Dumont (Cree and Métis), and 

Leanne Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg). In doing so, I consider how mixed-genre 

poetics can challenge colonial heteropatriarchal constraints on intersectional women’s 

movement and be used to chart solidarities with Indigenous peoples on whose lands the 

poets move. I analyze the ways writers of different positionalities emphasize or 

undermine Indigenous relationships to their lands and exemplify the multiplicity of ways 

travel can damage or respect Indigenous sovereignty. By putting into conversation 

Indigenous and diasporic women’s poetic accounts of travel within Canada and to other 

settler colonial nations, I participate in scholarly debates about Indigenous–Black 

allyships and consider how travel poetry may resist settler colonial goals of Indigenous 

erasure, even while registering histories of violent displacement.  
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Summary for Lay Audience 

This dissertation examines an unconventional form of travel writing. The travel writing 

genre has historically been dominated by white male authors who craft their realist, 

autobiographical narratives in prose. In contrast, I study poetry and mixed genre creative 

texts published between 1988 and 2020 authored by Indigenous, Black, and white settler 

women who write about literal and imagined travel. Poetry can offer alternative ways of 

perceiving the land on which different groups live and travel, and therefore help to foster 

potential solidarities between peoples. This project interrogates the privileges of mobility 

in the settler colonial state of Canada and abroad and considers how poets may present 

ethical movement on Indigenous lands. Settler colonial states are formed and maintained 

through certain forms of exploratory travel and settler mobility, which continue to 

displace BIPOC subjects. However, travel and movement also offer ways for Indigenous 

peoples and people of colour to resist settler colonialism and honour Indigenous 

sovereignty. Because settler colonial states continue to infringe on Indigenous lands, such 

as Turtle Island, I foreground Indigenous land-based knowledges, teachings, and 

practices. Through examining the work of Indigenous writers including Louise Bernice 

Halfe/Sky Dancer (Cree), Lee Maracle (Stó:lō), Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm (Anishinaabe), 

Marilyn Dumont (Cree and Métis), and Leanne Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg), 

Black diasporic writers Marlene NourbeSe Philip and Dionne Brand, and lesbian white 

settler poets Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland, I show how, in different ways, writers 

perceive types of displacements and imagine paths towards better futurities among 

communities.  
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 Introduction 
 

In January 2022, as fears of COVID-19 began to dissipate, Canadians on foot and 

in trucks gathered in Ottawa to protest federal requirements that cross-border truckers be 

fully vaccinated. The protestors, who dubbed themselves “The Freedom Convoy,” soon 

grew to reject all COVID-19 restrictions. However, in their travel to and within Canada’s 

capital and the racism they perpetuated while there, they also infringed on the freedoms 

of the Algonquin nation on whose land they trespassed and the rights and freedoms of 

racialized and 2SLGBTQQIA+ people who currently reside on this land. In response to 

the Confederate flags, racist symbols, and slurs used by the protestors, historian Laura 

Madokoro explains, “The protesters clearly believe they are exercising their freedom of 

peaceful assembly and their freedom of conscience, but there is nothing peaceful about 

racism and hate.” Building on Tyler Stovall’s White Freedom: The History of a Racial 

Idea, Madokoro outlines how the concept of freedom in settler nations like Canada is 

historically and presently connected to white supremacy, and, as I will show in this 

project, settler colonial mobility.  

As part of the protest, the participants drove from British Columbia to Ontario 

across Indigenous lands—which Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg writer Leanne Simpson 

rightly points out include “[e]very piece of North America” (As We Have 195)—to assert 

their presumed right of mobility to travel across The Medicine Line unvaccinated. When 

some members of the Convoy returned to Ottawa in March 2022 after the Federal 

government had already removed many COVID-19 restrictions, one protestor explained 

that the “right to mobility” remained central to their continued protests (Praill). The 

protestor was likely referring to their belief that they should be able to travel across 
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settler colonial state borders without vaccines; however, as I demonstrate throughout this 

dissertation, the proclaimed “right” to mobility the Freedom Convoy sought is deeply 

intertwined with the foundations of the Canadian nation. This is a nation formed, after all, 

through the violent travel of white settlers who invaded, occupied, and stole Indigenous 

lands, denying freedom and mobility to Indigenous people and people of colour.  

I begin my project with this recent public controversy to demonstrate that settler-

proclaimed “rights” of mobility remain crucial to settler colonialism. With events like 

this in mind, my dissertation dissects unequal privileges of mobility in Canada and 

rethinks settlement and settler colonialism as movements within and beyond the nation-

state. More specifically, I consider how literature might help to illuminate the crucial role 

that travel plays in settler colonial politics and imaginaries. To this end, I analyze a broad 

range of what I term “poetics in transit”—a collection of poetics that spans the past four 

decades in which the authors foreground representations of literal and figurative travel 

and movement through their form and content—to illuminate how differently-positioned 

women writers continue to be displaced via heteronormative, patriarchal, and settler 

colonial structures. These poetics in transit, however, in some cases help to imagine 

decolonial movements upon the land. I choose poetic texts by women writers differently 

positioned in terms of their races, histories, sexual orientations, and relationships to 

Canada, who move with different motivations and awareness of the settler colonial 

context of Canada and the places in which they travel. This enables me to think through 

how these works variously reveal and challenge the ways that historic and present travel 

is foundational to the project of settlement. While travel writing in the West has typically 

taken the form of memoirs, journals, and other non-fiction prose, my dissertation 
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considers the role of poetics in re-writing travel. In this vein, I coin the phrase “poetics in 

transit” to signal a broad range of writing that exceeds the boundaries of prose while also 

complicating Euro-Western understandings of poetry as a genre. Poetics, I demonstrate, 

can offer alternative ways of perceiving the land on which we live and travel and 

fostering potential solidarities between different groups.1 However, like any literary form, 

it can also be mired in settler colonial frameworks. This project grew out of my desire, as 

a settler scholar, to engage ethically with the lands of the Anishinaabek, Haudenosaunee, 

Lūnaapéewak, and Chonnonton peoples, upon which I continue to travel and live. As 

such, my guiding questions include: What are the possibilities and limitations of 

solidarities enacted through travel? How do differently-positioned writers’ modes of 

solidarity represent, challenge, or support Indigenous land-centred sovereignty and forms 

of movement? How can poetics of travel through and away from Canada help us think 

differently about settler colonialism within the nation-state? 

In answering these questions, I put into conversation contemporary poetic travel 

texts by Indigenous, diasporic, and white settler women writers who reside in Canada. 

These texts offer generative points of entry for considering how mixed-genre poetics can 

variously challenge colonial heteropatriarchal constraints on intersectional women’s 

movement and be used to chart solidarities with Indigenous peoples on whose lands the 

poets move. In contrast to the more often studied prose, realist, autobiographical travel 

 

1 I use the term “solidarity” as Yellowknives Dene scholar Glen Sean Coulthard leverages it when he states 

that “relations of solidarity” with others who are “struggling against the imposed effects of globalized 

capital,” including with “racial and ethnic communities that find themselves subject to their own distinct 

forms of economic, social, and cultural marginalization” (173), are vital to “challenge the hegemony of 

settler-colonial capitalism in the long term” (172). However, in each chapter, I also engage other terms that 

build from the authors’ and their communities’ own important work on relationalities between different 

groups.  
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narratives, I consider how poetic use of language and sound may offer new ways to 

perceive and write dislocation, solidarities, and Indigenous sovereignty. Via their poetic 

redefinitions, the writers reconceive terms such as “travel” and “diaspora” in relation to 

their positionalities within the settler colonial context in which they reside and the places 

to which they travel. Following James Clifford, who reflects on the historical and present 

“taintedness” of the word “travel” (Routes 39), I use a range of very different terms like 

“travel,” “mobility,” “movement,” “displacement,” and “settlement” to analyze the 

unequal privileges and settler colonial mechanisms these terms can connote. As stated in 

the OED, the term “travel” was in use by the fifteenth century, and by this time suggested 

“making a journey, esp. to distant places or through foreign lands” (OED “travel”). As 

such, travel has long been associated with exploratory and leisure travel. This type of 

settler colonial travel continues to displace and restrict movements of Indigenous people 

and people of colour, creating diasporas and fortifying white Euro-Western settlers’ 

illegitimate claims upon Indigenous lands. While the term “travel” has conventionally 

been used to describe settler leisure travel, I broaden the concept to examine how 

Indigenous and diasporic writers reclaim the concept through their resistant, resurgent, 

and respectful forms of movement. This project, therefore, attends to the ways that travel 

can at once register the present and historical colonial forces that wrenched BIPOC 

subjects from their homes and forced them to live and labour elsewhere, as well as how 

poets can model and practice ethical movement over Indigenous lands. I therefore ask, 

how, and in what ways, might poetics of travel and movement constitute land reclamation 

for Indigenous peoples on Turtle Island, even as it also registers histories of violent 

displacement for BIPOC subjects in Canada and globally? 
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To reflect upon different experiences of mobility within and beyond Canada for a 

range of different subjects, my dissertation engages with Double Negative (1988) by 

lesbian white settler poets Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland and Looking for 

Livingstone: An Odyssey of Silence (1991) and A Map to the Door of No Return: Notes to 

Belonging (2001) by Black diasporic writers Marlene NourbeSe Philip and Dionne 

Brand, respectively. Throughout this dissertation, however, I focus on Indigenous forms 

of movement and perspectives on solidarity by foregrounding texts by Indigenous writers 

including Louise Bernice Halfe’s/Sky Dancer’s (Cree) Blue Marrow (2004) and Lee 

Maracle’s (Stó:lō) Talking to the Diaspora (2015), along with individual poems by 

Indigenous writers Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm (Anishinaabe), Marilyn Dumont (Cree and 

Métis), and Leanne Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg). Comparing the modes of travel 

these writers convey enables me to address the possibilities and limitations of the 

solidarities they envision between Indigenous nations, diasporic and Indigenous 

communities, and white settler invaders and Indigenous peoples. By centring Indigenous 

knowledges, I show how the movements of these poets of varying positionalities can 

recognize or neglect the sovereignty of the Indigenous peoples on whose lands they tread. 

I examine how these Indigenous, diasporic, and white settler women poets make 

use of poetic conventions to reveal, undermine, and resist colonial heteropatriarchal 

travel as fortifying settlement. I argue that these writers challenge patriarchal and settler 

mobilities and histories specifically via their innovative travel poetry—they elude and 

bypass colonial and/or heteropatriarchal temporal and spatial advancement both in textual 

and physical forms of movement. The poetic styles, forms, and structures at work in the 

texts embody the concepts of travel the writers point towards. I establish how, via their 
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textual movement and remapping strategies in Canada and abroad, the writers emphasize 

or undermine Indigenous relationships to their lands and foreground the multiplicity of 

ways travel can damage or nurture Indigenous lands. 

Through putting into conversation women’s poetic accounts of their travels 

through and away from Canada—especially to other settler colonial lands—I interrogate 

the differential stakes of mobility both within and beyond the settler colonial nation of 

Canada. I examine how Black and Indigenous women writers redefine and disentangle 

the concept of “diaspora” through their emphasis on forms of colonial displacement and 

land-based solidarities from within their intersectional subjectivities and imaginative 

writing styles. These diasporic and Indigenous writers critique settler mobility, and, in 

their physical and imaginative movements may resist settler colonial goals of Indigenous 

erasure, while embodying alternative forms of movement that attend to their distinct 

positionalities, histories, and displacements. 

I study works from the past four decades to consider how poetry has both shaped 

and been shaped by evolving social, political, and literary critical discussions. In 1988, 

The Canadian Multiculturalism Act was passed in Canada. The Act sought to “promote 

the understanding that multiculturalism is a fundamental characteristic of the Canadian 

heritage and identity” (qtd. in Sugars and Moss 545). It acknowledged that people of 

colour live in Canada, while neglecting the settler colonial basis of Canadian society.2 I 

begin with a collection from 1988, the same year in which the Act was passed, to 

 

2 As Sugars and Moss explain, the concept of multiculturalism was earlier proposed by Prime Minister 

Pierre Elliott Trudeau. In 1971, Trudeau introduced the multiculturalism policy to Parliament. With this 

policy, he also sought to conceal the history of settler colonialism in Canada stating, “Although there are 

two official languages, there is no official culture, nor does any ethnic group take precedence over any 

other” (544). 
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demonstrate how the literary archive must be read differently in light of greater critical 

insight into the continued impact of settler colonialism on various groups in Canada and 

abroad. The 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s intensified postcolonial, second and third 

wave feminist, and queer scholarly approaches in academia; however, the voices of 

Indigenous writers have often been ignored. In the 1980s, though academics and writers 

alike often challenged heteronormative and patriarchal hegemony (which I refer to as 

heteropatriarchy), white academics and creative writers often also tacitly perpetuated 

settler colonial ideology through their critiques. As such, whereas women travel writers 

are often read as being more empathetic towards the cultures they encounter because they 

are often oppressed within patriarchal cultures, in Chapter One, I examine how white 

settler women writers like Marlatt and Warland obscure their own complicity in settler 

colonialism, while they textually assert their claims over Indigenous lands in Canada and 

abroad. I revisit poetics by Canadian canonical writers to illustrate that although their 

poetic form can and does open up different ways in which to perceive women’s 

experiences of travel and movement, these works should also be critiqued for their 

participation in settler colonial logics. As exemplified in this introduction, I begin each 

chapter with a short discussion of a news story in Canada which occurred while I drafted 

this dissertation. This enables me to highlight the fact that my own work emerges from a 

particular historical moment, as well as to demonstrate the continued relevance of the 

chapter’s topics and how they can be newly grappled with through analysis of 

imaginative travel texts.  

The Black- and Indigenous-authored works I take up in Chapters Two and Three 

have additional relevance today in the context of the Black Lives Matter and Idle No 
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More movements across Turtle Island beginning in the second decade of the twenty-first 

century. With continued forms of anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism across Turtle 

Island, I believe that it is important to attend to a longer history of Black and Indigenous 

thinking and creating in relation to movement across the land, as well as Black and 

Indigenous challenges to settler colonial mobility. In Chapter Two, I revisit works by 

Black authors in Canada published in 1991 and 2001, a period in which, according to 

Rinaldo Walcott and Idil Abdillahi, “Black Canadian contributions . . . proliferate[d] 

across multiple spheres, institutions and cultural genres, changing the Canadian landscape 

indelibly and maybe even enshrining an authentic representation of our avowed 

multicultural present” (12). Because neoliberal policies in Canada increased, “such 

desires never came to fruition” (Walcott and Abdillahi 12). Revisiting texts from this 

period allows me to address the history of Black writers’ poetic representations of 

possibilities of ethical movement and solidarity in a period in which “Black Canada 

asserted itself, indelible evidence of its presence in the nation” (Walcott and Abdillahi 

12).3 In the current period of increased state restrictions of Black movement through 

means such as incarceration,4 it is important to revisit texts that examine both the history 

 

3 Walcott and Abdillahi focus on the period between 1992 and 2005 in Canada between a Black protest 

against police violence in Toronto in 1992 and the 2005 period which the media referred to as “the summer 

of the gun,” which resulted in policy changes increasing police surveillance in predominantly Black 

neighbourhoods in Toronto (11). They title their introductory chapter “The Black 1990s, or How BlackLife 

Came to Matter” (11). Therefore, I consider both creative pieces I analyze in my dissertation (published in 

1991 and 2001) as within and influenced by “The 1990s [which] marked the full emergence of Black 

cultural politics in Canada in a manner that had not previously existed” (Walcott and Abdillahi 12).   
4 As Walcott explains in On Property, “Between 2004 and 2016, the Black population in Canada’s federal 

prisons has grown by about 70 percent and currently constitutes about 8 percent of the incarcerated 

population” (78). In his call for abolition of property, he also explains, “Policing and prisons work to 

institute and make possible and available the ongoing condemnation of Black life from transatlantic and 

plantation slavery to the present” (97). “For Black people,” he states, “the prison industrial complex is more 

than just a place, a building, a site—it is also all the other means through which Black people are confined. 
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of Black and Indigenous containment and how writers of those different positionalities 

imagine possible futures involving respect towards each other and the land.  

I consider Indigenous poets, scholars, and activists in each chapter in order to 

reflect on their representations of ethical treatment of Indigenous peoples and lands in 

Canada and abroad. As a white, cis-gendered, heterosexual, middle-class woman settler, I 

revisit these works from the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in order to 

better understand and grapple with what they can teach settlers about (re)conciliation5 

and building better relationships between communities through honouring Indigenous 

rights and protocols regarding their lands now and in the future. My ancestors travelled to 

Turtle Island from Britain, Italy, and Poland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, and all eventually settled in Sault Ste. Marie (called Bawating by the 

Anishnaabeg who lived and continue to reside in this region).6 In my academic and 

personal pursuits, I have continued to travel over and live on Indigenous lands. While 

settler discourses often attempt to naturalize white settler presence on and travel over 

Indigenous lands, I show throughout this dissertation that reading and analyzing the work 

of Indigenous poets and storytellers can estrange settler presence in Indigenous territories 

and teach settlers to relate to these lands more respectfully. 

 

Parole, bail conditions, tracking and coercion technologies—these are what we have come to call the 

carceral state” (75). 
5 The brackets around the prefix of “reconciliation” are intended to disrupt the colonial idea of historical 

peaceful relations between Indigenous peoples and settlers that the prefix connotes. As Métis scholar David 

Garneau states, “Re-conciliation refers to the repair of a previously existing harmonious relationship. This 

word choice imposes the fiction that equanimity was the status quo between Indigenous people and 

Canada” (30). Rather than repeating this colonial fiction, Garneau uses the word “conciliation,” which 

denotes an “ongoing process, a seeking rather than the restoration of an imagined agreement” (31).  
6 This region is under the Robinson-Huron Treaty signed in 1850. 
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Postcolonialism, Settler Colonialism, and Settler Mobility 

 

From the 1980s to early 2000s, critics of colonialism debated the use of the term 

“postcolonial” as a way to grapple with Canada’s political situation. In their seminal 1989 

text The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, 

Australian settler scholars Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin describe 

literatures produced in places as diverse as Canada, India, and Caribbean countries as 

postcolonial (2). They argue that this is because each of these societies are “affected by 

the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” (2), but, by this 

point in history, “have achieved political independence” (6).7 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and 

Tiffin assume that Canada is postcolonial because settler Canadians have separated 

themselves politically from Britain. Although Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin mention the 

existence of Indigenous cultural production in settler colonial locales, they 

problematically categorize them as postcolonial texts (143), rather than as a separate 

body of orality, literature, stories, and theory. Instead of focusing on Indigenous 

literatures, in their discussion of “The Settler Colonies” including the United States, 

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, they explain that “the first task seems to be to 

establish that the texts can be shown to constitute a literature separate from that of the 

metropolitan centre” (133). White settler writers, they state, should “[establish] their 

‘indigeneity’ and [distinguish] it from their continuing sense of their European 

inheritance” (135). Settlers seeking to “indigenize” themselves on Indigenous lands, as I 

 

7 Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin are conflating extraction colonialism—in which invaders do not intend to 

stay, but to steal resources—with settler colonialism, in which settlers continue to exist on and violate 

Indigenous lands. 
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point out in this dissertation, however, should be understood not as a positive 

postcolonial approach, but as a means of continued colonization.  

By the 1990s, some literary critics in Canada did note that settler writers continue 

to colonize Indigenous people by appropriating Indigenous cultures and voices. Cynthia 

Sugars collected many critiques of postcolonial theory by Canadian critics in her 2004 

anthology Unhomely States: Theorizing English-Canadian Postcolonialism. She 

includes, for example, a 1990 selection by Terry Goldie who notes that it is through 

appropriating Indigenous culture that “the white character gains soul and the potential of 

becoming rooted in the land” (199).8 Indigenous writers, as well, leveraged their own 

critiques of postcolonialism. My dissertation builds on the work of Indigenous scholars, 

who, as Sugars nicely sums up, agree that “the Canadian locale is far from post-colonial 

(by which I mean a sense that the forces of colonization have been superceded in some 

idealized utopian postcolonial time/space)” (xx). Sugars includes essays from Indigenous 

writers including Thomas King (Cherokee) and Lee Maracle, who explain why they do 

not view Indigenous art or Canadian society as postcolonial. In King’s 1990 essay 

“Godzilla vs. Post-Colonial,” he explains several reasons why he does not use the term 

post-colonial to discuss his own work. These include that the term “assumes that the 

starting point for that discussion [on Indigenous literatures] is the advent of Europeans in 

 

8 Sugars also includes a 1987 essay from Gary Boire who points out a consistent problem in what was 

considered postcolonial Canadian literature: “[F]rom the midst of these declarations of a decolonized 

aesthetic, paeans for an indigenous art, Canada’s indigenous peoples are conspicuously absent” (223). He 

discusses how settler writers “either [marginalize] native people or [render] them altogether invisible” 

(223) to obscure settler participation in colonization. Sugars also includes a 1995 selection from Alan 

Lawson who explores the “nonunified” nature of the settler subject who is “simultaneously colonized and 

colonizing” (155), that is, colonized by Britain while colonizing Indigenous peoples.  
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North America,” and therefore, it “cuts us off from our traditions” (185). In 1992, Lee 

Maracle also pointed out that the term postcolonial is inappropriate for Indigenous 

literature or Canadian culture because, “Unless I was sleeping during the revolution, we 

have not had a change in our condition, at least not the Indigenous people of this land. 

Post-colonialism presumes we have resolved the colonial condition” (205). In a similar 

vein, in her discussion of Indigenous resistance to the idea that “post-colonialism is over, 

finished business,” Linda Tuhiwai Smith describes Aboriginal activist Bobbi Sykes 

speaking up at an academic conference on postcolonialism to ask, “What? Post-

colonialism? Have they Left[?]” (24). In recognition of scholars and writers like these, I 

do not use the term “postcolonial” to discuss Canada or Indigenous creative work. 

Instead, to name the structure that continues to displace and disadvantage Indigenous 

people and people of colour in Canada and in other similar locations to which some of the 

writers I study travel, I use the term “settler colonialism.”  

In 2006 in “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Australian 

settler anthropologist Patrick Wolfe explained that settlers’ continued occupation of the 

land in locations like Australia and Canada constituted a different form of colonialism. In 

contrast to extraction colonialism in which invaders intend to return to the original land 

from which they came, in settler colonial societies, invaders “[erect] a new colonial 

society on the expropriated land base . . . [S]ettler colonizers come to stay; invasion is a 

structure not an event” (388). After the initial invasion, settlers create a range of means to 

steal and hold Indigenous lands. As Wolfe explains, these can include “frontier 

homicide” as well as “encouraged miscegenation, the breaking-down of native title into 

alienable individual freeholds, native citizenship, child abduction, religious conversion, 
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[and] resocialization in total institutions such as missions or boarding schools” (388). 

These structures continue to pervade settler colonial countries, including Canada and the 

United States of America. Settler American scholar Mark Rifkin refers to the current 

“legal and political structures that enable nonnative access to Indigenous territories [to] 

come to be lived as given, as simply the unmarked, generic conditions of possibility for 

occupancy, association, history, and personhood” as “settler common sense” (Settler 

Common Sense xvi). In the Canadian context, Emma Battell Lowman and Adam J. 

Barker concisely state, “It is not too bold to claim that colonialism more than any other 

force drove the creation and shape of Canada, and that it continues into the present. . . . 

Canada’s present laws, politics, economic systems, cultures, and social practices are all to 

some extent rooted in the ideologies, practices, and histories of settler colonization” (24, 

47). As these scholars assert, although settler states like Canada, the United States, and 

Australia have different histories and are home to many different Indigenous nations, 

they are all settler colonial nation-states maintained through dispossessing Indigenous 

peoples of their lands. In their travel from Canada to other settler colonial locations, I 

demonstrate how the poets I examine critique settler colonial structures and show various 

levels of solidarity with Indigenous peoples on whose lands they move.  

Despite the emphasis upon stasis and settlement that has become key to settler 

colonial criticism, travel, too, is an important dimension of its process and structure. 

Tony Ballantyne explains that, in fact, “mobility” was, and I argue remains, the “defining 

characteristic” of settlers (27). Beyond the initial travel from an imperial metropole to 

Indigenous land, settler national unity is based on transcontinental connections and 

transportation of extracted resources across Indigenous territories. As such, settler 
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mobility defined and continues to constitute settler colonial nation-states. Georgine 

Clarsen explains, “Foundational to settler colonialism are both the potential and actual 

capacities of settlers to roam as autonomous sovereign subjects around the world and 

across the territories they claim as their own—and conversely to circumscribe and control 

the mobilities of Indigenous peoples, to immobilize the former sovereign owners of those 

territories” (42). Settler colonialism, in part, functions through settlers continuing to 

move across Indigenous territories, while displacing Indigenous peoples and disrupting 

their relationship to their lands. Chickasaw scholar Jodi Byrd points out in The Transit of 

Empire that “the United States has used executive, legislative, and juridical means to 

make ‘Indian’ those peoples and nations who stand in the way of U.S. military and 

economic desires” (xx), as, for them, “To be in transit is to be made to move” (xv). In his 

description of Indigenous peoples as moveable, René Dietrich explains that “land is 

assumed to be property and thus desired and claimed as such, while Indigenous peoples 

inhabiting it are imagined alternatively as nomadic or passively static” (510). This settler 

colonial logic is complementary to capitalism, as settlers imagine that “there is always 

more and richer land for settlers to move to” allowing them to “[exploit] . . . a land's 

resources until it is made practically uninhabitable,” then move on to steal additional land 

from Indigenous peoples (Dietrich 510).   

Settler colonial mobility is also fundamentally based on anti-Black racism. 

Settlers in New France, for example, stole and capitalized on Indigenous land through the 
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use of both Black and Indigenous slave labour,9 thus increasing their own mobility 

through decreasing that of Black and Indigenous people. Walcott and Abdillahi explain: 

[O]ne of the principle attributes of European modernity that we must grapple with 

continually is its initial movement of people around the globe in ways that 

disrupted previous settlements of [Black and Indigenous] peoples. Such 

movements that we now call migration are founded in anti-blackness, taking their 

logic from transatlantic slavery. . . . Embedded in that actual movement and real 

politics of migration is the simultaneous construction and production of Europe’s 

invention, ordering, cataloguing and naming of people, places and things 

according to its own views of the world [including race, sex, gender, and culture]  

. . . which are also conceived as outside blackness[.] (22-23) 

Racialized settler colonial logics continue to inform mobility, deeming people of colour 

and Indigenous people other and, hence, moveable. White settlers continue to move over 

and exploit Indigenous lands, as well as forcibly move and violate BIPOC people. As will 

be discussed, although settler colonial logic dislocates Black and Indigenous people, 

despite this forced movement, Black and Indigenous people have forged solidarities. In 

the writers’ poetic accounts of travels through Australia, Canada, New Zealand, regions 

of Africa, the United States, and other colonized locations, I show how they critique 

racist and colonial heteropatriarchal historical and present forms of mobility across these 

regions and tread alternative paths that variously honour Indigenous continued 

sovereignty of these lands. 

 

9 With reference to Marcel Trudel’s 1960 L’esclavage Au Canada Francais, Robyn Maynard states, “In 

New France, the buying and selling of Black men, women and children and the non-consensual unpaid 

labour extracted from approximately four thousand Indigenous and Black enslaved people helped build 

infrastructure and wealth for white settlers during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries” (34).  
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Foregrounding Indigenous Sovereignty in Indigenous Travel 

 

My research considers how Indigenous forms of movement are a vital aspect of 

Indigenous sovereignty. I use Lenape scholar Joanne Barker’s concept of sovereignty in 

“For Whom Sovereignty Matters” in relation to travel. Barker explains that while 

“[s]overeignty [as a term and concept] carries the horrible stench of colonialism” (26), 

because nation-states have used it to claim their sovereignty over Indigenous peoples and 

lands, sovereignty has also been used by Indigenous peoples to assert their rights as 

autonomous nations. “Following World War II,” Barker states, “sovereignty emerged as a 

particularly valued term within [I]ndigenous scholarship and social movements and 

through the media of cultural production. It was a term around which analyses of 

[I]ndigenous histories and cultures were organized and whereby [I]ndigenous activists 

articulated their agendas for social change” (17-18). Barker is careful not to limit the idea 

of sovereignty through definition, as “[w]hat it has meant and what it currently means 

belong to the political subjects who have deployed and are deploying it to do the work of 

defining their relationships with one another, their political agendas, and their strategies 

for decolonization and social justice” (26). She demonstrates that for many Indigenous 

peoples, sovereignty is a useful concept because “[i]n its link to concepts of self-

determination and self-government, it insists on the recognition of inherent rights to the 

respect for political affiliations that are historical and located and for the unique cultural 

identities that continue to find meaning in those histories and relations” (26). Without 

limiting the term, I use the word “sovereignty” in a similar way as Barker to convey 

Indigenous nations’ self-determination and autonomy over their territories. Travel is one 
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way, amongst many, for Indigenous peoples to practice lived sovereignty upon their 

lands.   

In my discussion of Indigenous movements over their lands, I reject the concept 

of nomadism for, as Barker further details, stereotypes of Indigenous nomadism have 

often been used to legally dispossess Indigenous peoples in settler colonial nations. The 

Marshall Trilogy, legal rulings in the United States between 1823 and 1832, “established 

that American Indians were not the full sovereigns of the lands that they possessed but 

were rather the users of the lands that they roamed and wandered over for purposes of 

shelter and sustenance” (Barker 7). These doctrines, Barker says, decreed, “property in 

the land belonged to the nation who discovered the lands” and “[d]iscovery was 

demonstrated by the appropriation of the lands for agriculture” (8). These precedents are 

not only significant for colonialism in the United States, as “these rulings were taken up 

by England’s Colonial Office to justify the usurpation of [I]ndigenous territorial rights in 

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand” (14).10 In these settler colonial nations, historical 

Indigenous movement across their territories, as practiced by many but not all Indigenous 

nations, in contrast to settler agriculture, was used to justify settler land theft. As Chelsea 

Vowel explains in her blog titled “The wandering nomad myth,” this perception of the 

“wandering nomad” who is “[o]f no fixed address” and “just roamed the lands aimlessly, 

never really settling down permanently” continues to be taught in schools to justify settler 

mobility and settler colonialism. Because of the past and present use of the term by 

colonizers, I steer away from the concept of nomadism and instead discuss Indigenous 

 

10 As Barker explains, in Canada, “The discovery doctrine was taken as an extension of the principles set 

forth in the [British Royal Proclamation of 1763], especially in regard to the notion that the Crown alone 

enjoyed the right to treat with and purchase lands from First Nation peoples” (16).  
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historical and present movement as informed by and informing their sovereignty and 

continued relationships to the land.  

I align my discussion of Indigenous movement with Leanne Simpson who asserts, 

“Indigenous peoples and our mobility can certainly be an expression of agency and self-

determination within even shattered grounded normativity” (197). She sees contemporary 

Indigenous mobility as “layered with multiplicity” involving “direct or indirect forced 

expulsion, relocation, and displacement and the creation of Indigenous diaspora” as well 

as “mobility within grounded normativity as an embedded Indigenous practice, mobility 

as a response to colonialism as resistance, [and] mobility as a deliberate and strategic 

resurgence” (197-98).11 Jarrett Martineau (nêhiyaw [Plains Cree] and Denesųłiné) 

similarly considers Indigenous concepts of movement as different from those of 

Westerners. He expands Leroy Little Bear’s (Blackfoot) work and explains: “In this 

immanent becoming, or becoming immanent, the world as we apprehend and experience 

it is perpetual movement, a force already in motion” (Creative Combat 102). Building on 

Simpson’s and Martineau’s explanations, I view Indigenous travel as resistant and 

resurgent movements anchored in relationships to land. 

  I do not intend to suggest that all Indigenous peoples have the same philosophies 

of movement. In this study, I attend to the different nations and practices of the authors 

and, with them, their unique representations of their travels and views of solidarity. To do 

so, I put writers of different positionalities and nations into dialogue to inspire new and 

 

11 In contrast to Renate Eigenbrod who focuses on the differences between Indigenous movement in the 

past “pre-contact lifestyle, closely linked with nature and its seasonal cycle,” nomadism, and present 

“migrations imposed by colonization” (122), I build on Simpson’s definitions to unravel multiple 

contemporary Indigenous forms of movement in relation to Indigenous philosophies. 
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complementary representations of resistant mobility. In this, I take cues from Chadwick 

Allen. To explain his use of the preposition “trans” in “Trans-Indigenous,” Allen states:  

The point is not to displace the necessary, invigorating study of specific traditions 

and contexts but rather to complement these by augmenting and expanding 

broader, globally Indigenous fields of inquiry. The point is to invite specific 

studies into different kinds of conversations, and to acknowledge the mobility and 

multiple interactions of Indigenous peoples, cultures, histories, and texts. (xiv) 

 

In my study, I attend to these “multiple interactions” of “peoples, cultures, histories, and 

texts” that are elucidated through analysis of modes of “mobility” and travel. These 

comparisons and conversations allow me to better understand the relationships between 

various places and peoples affected by settler colonialism, without losing sight of the 

specificity of the authors’ nations and intersectional positionalities.  

 I focus on Indigenous women’s travels because Indigenous women have been 

physically and ideologically displaced from their important roles within many Indigenous 

nations. The Indian Act of 1876, for example, revoked the status of Indigenous women 

and their children if they married non-Indigenous men, and forced them to leave their 

reserves. The Act displaced them not only from their lands, but also from the important 

positions they held within their often-matrilineal societies. Indigenous women also have 

unique relationships with the land on which they move, often including responsibilities to 

care for their lands and waters.12 Therefore, in connecting Indigenous “[a]lienation,” or 

displacement, from their “homeland” with “sexual victimization,” Muscogee scholar 

Sarah Deer quotes Jack D. Forbes (Powhatan-Renape and Delaware-Lenape) to describe 

how “colonial forces found it easy to shift ‘from the raping of a woman to the raping of a 

 

12 Anishinaabe people, for example, understand water as related to and under the care of Anishinaabe kwe 

(women). As Wahsayzee Deleary explains in a 2018 article for the Western Gazette, “As an Anishinaabe 

woman, it is my responsibility to create and take care of life. Without water, there would be no life. That is 

my relationship to the water” (qtd. in Mann). 
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country to the raping of the world’” (xv).13 In settler colonial societies like Canada, 

settlers continue to exercise violent domination over the land through extractive 

industries which harm the land and women.14 Instead of treating the land, water, and 

women, as Annette Kolodny puts it, as an “object of domination and exploitation” (5) as 

settlers did (and do), Indigenous women and peoples often relate to their lands within a 

system of grounded normativity. As Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) explains, this 

includes “a struggle not only for land in the material sense, but also deeply informed by 

what the land as system of reciprocal relations and obligations can teach us about living 

our lives in relation to one another and the natural world in nondominating and 

nonexploitative terms” (Coulthard 13, italics in original).15 From this perspective, 

Indigenous women may not simply move over the land, but with the land.16 Their current 

 

13 As summarized in Reclaiming Power and Place: Executive Summary of the Final Report of the National 

Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, colonial policies and practices continue 

to disproportionately affect Indigenous women and girls: “While the Canadian genocide targets all 

Indigenous Peoples, Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA people are particularly targeted. Statistics 

consistently show that rates of violence against Métis, Inuit, and First Nations women, girls, and 

2SLGBTQQIA people are much higher than for non-Indigenous women in Canada, even when all [other] 

differentiating factors are accounted for” (3).  
14 The report “Violence on the Land, Violence on Our Bodies: Building an Indigenous Response to 

Environmental Violence” authored by the Women’s Earth Alliance and Native Youth Sexual Health 

Network emphasizes the continued environmental destruction of Indigenous lands and the impact this has 

on Indigenous women. Such environmental racism ranges from “waste dumping” in proximity to 

Indigenous settlements, which pollutes the environment and emits toxins that affect women’s reproductive 

systems, to the hypermasculine culture cultivated in the “man camps” that house pipeline construction 

workers, and which have been identified as a site for violence upon Indigenous female bodies (2). 
15 In Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (2014), Glen Sean Coulthard 

defines grounded-normativity as the “place-based foundation of Indigenous decolonial thought and practice 

. . . the modalities of Indigenous land-connected practices and longstanding experiential knowledge that 

inform and structure our ethical engagements with the world and our relationships with human and 

nonhuman others over time” (13). In As We Have Always Done (2017), Simpson expands on the concept in 

relation to her Nishnaabeg nation and perspective. For her, the term is a way of discussing what Indigenous 

peoples have always known: “[O]ur way of life comes from the place or land through the practice of our 

modes of intelligence. We know that place includes land and waters, plants and animals, and the spiritual 

world—a peopled cosmos of influencing powers” (22).  
16 Deborah McGregor expresses how this type of relationship may be expressed through travel in 

“Indigenous Women, Water Justice and Zaagidowin (Love).” She establishes that The Mother Earth Water 
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travel practices and travel texts thus may reinforce their vital and ongoing relationships 

with their lands. 

White Women Travellers as Critics and Colonizers 

 

 While Indigenous women often carry forward their distinct relationships to their 

lands in their practices, writing, and unique forms of mobility, the travel writing of white 

settler women, I show, demonstrates different degrees of recognition of Indigenous 

continued relationships with their lands. Beginning with the travel writing of male 

explorers to Turtle Island, travel and travel writing were primarily dominated by men. 

Due to their marginalized positions in European societies, as Kristi Siegel reminds, it is 

important to remember the “vast number of women’s journeys that have never been 

written” (Introduction 2). Since women in European societies were historically often 

confined to the private domain, when they travelled, women had to “negotiate the public 

sphere” (Siegel, Introduction 5), as they journeyed into patriarchal space and defied 

patriarchal expectations. When they did manage to write and publish travel accounts in 

the eighteenth century, as Marguerite Helmers and Tilar J. Mazzeo articulate, they still 

had to “negotiate their various roles as both seeing subject and seen object” (269). As 

travel and travel writing was historically a male domain which perpetuated 

heteronormative and patriarchal expectations of women, women travellers and travel 

writers historically and more recently often focus on resisting patriarchal tropes in their 

writing.   

 

Walks reflect “lovingly enacted responsibilities” that “will assist in the restoration of appropriate co-

healing relationships with water” through walking and ceremony (76). 
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The stylistic elements of women’s travel accounts prior to the twentieth century 

were largely determined by the expectations of their audiences. These writers, according 

to Clare Broom Saunders, “had to tread a careful course between providing material that 

was exciting and original enough to warrant an audience, and remaining within the 

bounds of appropriate behaviour in order to keep that audience” (3). As such, women had 

to be cautious about how they relayed what they witnessed. In the 1980s, the period in 

which I begin my study, feminist and queer theory was on the rise in academia, 

prompting women writers to speak out about structures of oppression they still faced at 

“home” and while travelling. However, as I unpack in Chapter One, while white settler 

women writers often wrote in opposition to heteropatriarchal elements of settler 

colonialism, they also often reinforced Indigenous erasure. Through analyzing the writing 

of women of various backgrounds who published between the 1980s to 2010s, I study the 

ways their writing grapples with their positions as women within settler colonial locales 

in Canada and abroad.17 

 As Sara Mills explains, though women have been writing travel narratives since 

the fourteenth century, until recent decades, their texts have largely been ignored by 

critics and publishers (27). In her 1991 book Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of 

Women's Travel Writing and Colonialism, Mills declared herself to be the first to “set 

 

17 As feminists participating in third wave feminism effectively argued, women must not be understood as a 

monolithic group. Distinguished Professor of the Humanities, Women’s and Gender Studies Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty points out in her 1988 essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 

Discourses” that studying women and patriarchy as if it were the same across locations and periods “leads 

to the construction of a similarly reductive and homogeneous notion of what I shall call the 'third-world 

difference' - that stable, ahistorical something that apparently oppresses most if not all the women in these 

countries” (63). In my own study, I intend to avoid this essentializing approach by attending to the writers’ 

and characters’ unique positionalities, their relationships to settler colonialism in Canada, and their 

relationships to the places to which they travel.   
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women travelers within the colonial context” (2). Mills observes that female authors 

found themselves in the cross pressures of “the discourse of femininity,” which requires 

“passivity from the narrator,” on the one hand, and “the discourses of colonialism,” 

which “demand action and intrepid, fearless behaviour,” on the other (21). In other 

words, Mills analyzes these women’s accounts as illustrative of their intersectional 

positionalities as both subjugated within patriarchal systems and “agents within the 

colonial context” (58). Wendy Roy also considers women’s self-representation through 

travel writing, focusing on European writers who travelled to Canada and Canadian 

writers who travelled away from Canada between the 1830s and 1960s. She states that 

these writers “occupied a unique position as reporters on and critics of colonialism” (9). 

However, the limited scope of her study—she exclusively considers white women—

prevents her from observing the possibilities and limitations of diasporic and Indigenous 

solidarities via travel. In my examination of contemporary travel writing, I build on 

previous critical readings of the genre to assess how women of varied positionalities are 

complicit in and/or resist settler colonial structures through their poetic travel accounts.  

 I concur with Siegel who points out that women’s travel writing should not be 

celebrated unilaterally for challenging colonialism. As she states, “while some women 

travel writers managed to elude the imperialist tone that so often characterized earlier 

travel literature; many did not” (Introduction 5). In the introduction to their 2002 

anthology, An Anthology of Women’s Travel Writing, Shirley Foster and Sara Mills state 

that context, including locational and positional factors, are integral to understanding how 

gender variously plays a role in women’s travel writing and critiques of imperialism. “In 

particular contexts,” they state, “gender may be the most salient variable,” whereas in 
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others, “gender is overridden by other facts, for example, where perceived racial or class 

antagonism prevents women from viewing others as similar to themselves” (3). From the 

eighteenth century onwards, women travel writers who were middle-class and white have 

often written about others who they encountered in their travel, especially Indigenous 

women (Foster and Mills 14). These white women often write in such a way as to 

“constitute the construction of a superior position for Western women,” while they also 

“critique the [perceived] oppression suffered by indigenous women” (Foster and Mills 

14). In her dissertation, Unsettling Sympathy: Indigenous and Settler Conversations from 

the Great Lakes Region, 1820-1860, Erin Akerman convincingly argues that the 

characteristic sympathy for Indigenous peoples evident in such travel accounts as Anna 

Jameson’s Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada (1838) “contributes to both 

the ideological legitimation and structural implementation of settler colonialism” (22). 

Canadian travel writers like Jameson, Catharine Parr Traill, and Susanna Moodie, who 

immigrated to and moved through Canada in the early- to mid-nineteenth century, 

discussed their perceptions of Indigenous women’s appearances, customs, and 

relationships in their travel texts.18 Their sometimes blatantly racist and sometimes 

strategically sympathetic language was used to “implement Euro-Western policies and 

attitudes of elimination” (Akerman 31). Building on the work of Edward Said, Mary 

Louise Pratt’s Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation provides other 

examples of how both men’s and women’s travel writing from the eighteenth to twentieth 

centuries can “[produce] ‘the rest of the world’ for European readerships at particular 

 

18 Here, I am referencing Jameson’s 1838 Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada, Parr Traill’s 

1846 The Backwoods of Canada, and Moodie’s 1852 Roughing it in the Bush. 
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points in Europe’s expansionist trajectory” (5). She coins the term “contact zone” to refer 

to “the space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into 

contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of 

coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict” (6). While encounters between 

people of varying powers and positionalities during travel can certainly cause conflict, I 

am also interested in the ways poetic depictions of such encounters can uniquely 

constitute relationships and solidarities, especially when diasporic and Indigenous 

peoples connect.  

Diasporic Displacements and Solidarities 

 

As diaspora studies emphasizes, people move, are forcibly displaced, and have 

their movement restricted for different reasons, including religious, cultural, and racial 

persecution by the state. In recognizing varying colonial forces at work in past and 

present travel, my project grapples with reasons for and resistances to diasporic 

dislocations. Adapted from Latin and Greek sources (OED “diaspora”), according to Jana 

Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, the term “diaspora” was first used to denote the exile of 

Jewish communities in Alexandria and has “historically referred to displaced 

communities of people who have been dislocated from their native homeland through the 

movements of migration, immigration, or exile” (1). Smaro Kamboureli explains: 

Diaspora . . . is commonly understood as a condition induced by the trauma of 

loss[.] . . . [W]hat grants diaspora its distinctive character is that this experience of 

loss lingers, attaining a haunting quality that becomes integral to diasporic 

consciousness. . . . [T]he trauma of loss materializes through a persistent, and 

multiply articulated, relationship with the homeland, despite the distance that 

separates a diaspora from it. (2)  
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As Kamboureli further notes, important themes within diaspora studies include 

“dispersion; trauma; cultural memory; minoritized otherness; and nostalgia, the gnawing 

desire to return to the homeland, which, though it may remain unrequited, helps maintain 

affective bonds with origins” (6). In recent decades, diaspora studies has “emerged as one 

of the most prominent and diverse fields” (Kamboureli, “Diaspora” 16). My intervention 

builds on important work in the field through analysis of the ways in which poetics can 

relay unique representations of diasporic movement, displacement, and solidarities.  

As Kamboureli adds, “Diaspora has come to belong to the global lexicon of 

mobility, mobility understood as both an enabling and disabling condition whose diverse 

configurations produce, and are produced by, different social and political materialities” 

(9). Mobility is, of course, a broad term, and critics have often had difficulty theorizing 

the specific type of travel diaspora connotes. James Clifford explains, “Diaspora is 

different from travel” as it “bends together” “both roots and routes” (“Diasporas” 307-

08). In her discussion of diaspora, Lily Cho centres on the routes—travel—portion of the 

concept. She states that her “primary aim is not to define diaspora” (14), or place into 

categories peoples who can and cannot be considered diasporic, but to articulate 

“diasporic subjectivity” (17), a “condition marked by the contingencies of long histories 

of displacements and genealogies of dispossession” (15). She therefore argues: 

[T]o be black, for example, does not automatically translate into a state of being 

within the black diaspora. Blackness is not inherently diasporic. Black diaspora 

subjectivity emerges in what it means to be black and live through the 

displacements of slavery and to carry into the future the memory of the losses 

compelled by the legacy of slavery, to be torn by the ambivalences of mourning 

losses that are both your own and yet not quite your own. (21) 

 

For Cho, as for me, the particular form of movement diaspora invokes is key to 

understanding its possibilities and limitations. 
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 The Black diaspora, my focus in Chapter Two, was mainly created through Black 

people being violently removed from Africa by European powers, dispersed throughout 

Western locations including Turtle Island, and then restricted in their mobility via 

perpetual racial logics like segregation. Philip discusses the present manifestations of the 

legacy of slavery on Black diasporic communities. In her 2017 poetic essay “Black 

W/holes: A History of Brief Time,” she states, “for five hundred years the essence of 

being black is that you can be transported. anywhere. anytime. anyhow. . . . ever since the 

holds of the slave ship, the european attempts to curtail the every moving of the african” 

(119). For Philip, Black people whose ancestors were abducted into slavery carry that 

forced movement and loss and, thus, may be considered diasporic. Christina Sharpe 

similarly articulates the legacy of slavery through a metaphor of movement. In her 2016 

monograph In the Wake, Sharpe invokes multiple meanings of “the wake” as the 

“ongoing locations of Black being: the wake, the ship, the hold, and the weather” (16) to 

theorize that “Living in the wake means living the history and present of terror, from 

slavery to the present, as the ground of our everyday Black existence” (15). For the Black 

diaspora, the forced relocation of slavery persists in present manifestations of colonial 

and systemic violence against Black bodies.19 As Walcott and Abdillahi also state, the 

past and present movement of Black people and people of colour has present 

ramifications in how they view and speak of present travel and globalization: “To put it 

crudely, white folks do globalization and folks of colour do diaspora or white folks 

 

19 Robyn Maynard explains, “For centuries, Black lives in Canada have been exposed to a structural 

violence that has been tacitly or explicitly condoned by multiple state or state-funded institutions. Few who 

do not study Black Canadian history are aware that dominant narratives linking crime and Blackness date 

back at least to the era of the transatlantic slave trade, and that Black persons were disproportionately 

subject to arrest for violence, drugs and prostitution-related offences throughout Canada as early as the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” (18).  
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invoke the global as a necessary good, forgetting how much of it is undergirded by brutal 

forms of violence and death—Black death” (25, italics in original).  

Philip, Sharpe, Walcott, and Abdillahi express the affective resonances of Black 

traumatic dislocation, which sometimes result in the perception of disconnection from the 

land on which they currently reside. In “Indigenous Place and Diaspora Space: Of 

Literalism and Abstraction,” quoting Dionne Brand’s Land to Light On, Daniel Coleman 

also theorizes this lived sense of displacement: “Having been physically and emotionally 

detached from ancestral homeland[s] as well as both chosen and unchosen homelands 

over generations, for many diasporans the land ‘isn’t land, / it is the same as fog and mist 

and figures and lines/ and erasable thoughts’” (7). Coleman discusses foundational 

theorist of Black diaspora studies Paul Gilroy, who conceives the Black diaspora in 

opposition to “ethnic absolutisms” of nationalism that have left many members of the 

diaspora (like Brand and Philip, as will be elaborated in Chapter Two) with a feeling of 

unbelonging. Coleman explains that theorists like Gilroy “inspire us to recognize cultural 

hybridity and endorse social plurality and exchange” (6).20 However, as Coleman 

recognizes, theories like these that divorce identity from land, emplacement, and origins 

may also undermine Indigenous relationships with their lands. 

 

20 Like Gilroy who critiques “national belonging” (52), Stuart Hall, another foundational theorist of 

diaspora studies, proposes thinking about “identity as a ‘production’ which is never complete, always in 

process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (234). By problematizing singular 

racialized identities within nation-states, these theorists suggest diasporic identity offers possibilities of 

hybrid identities which transcend national and racial belonging. In “Kinship, Nation, and Paul Gilroy's 

Concept of Diaspora,” however, Stefan Helmreich explains some of the drawbacks of these theories 

including their gendered perspective—they prioritize the experiences of men—and their lack of recognition 

of Indigenous identities.  
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Diaspora Meets Indigeneity 

 

Through my study of poetics by differently-positioned writers, I seek answers to 

Byrd’s question, “[H]ow might we place the arrivals of peoples through choice and by 

force into historical relationship with [I]ndigenous peoples and theorize those arrivals in 

ways that are legible but still attuned to the conditions of settler colonialism?” (xxvi). 

This is a complex task that involves a range of theorists and positionalities because, as 

Kamboureli states, “Learning how to reconcile the incommensurability of diaspora with 

the sovereignty of Indigeneity is one of the major tasks of current diaspora studies” 

(“Diaspora” 16). Studies of diaspora are often considered “incommensurable” with 

Indigenous research because the two fields have oppositional notions of belonging and 

land. Coleman explains:  

The scandal of the relation between Indigeneity and diaspora is that, despite their 

shared challenge to the settler state’s claims to liberal equity and justice, their 

different histories of displacement by colonialism and by the racial nation-state 

have tended to set very different, even opposed, political and social objectives for 

Indigenous and diasporic peoples. The goal for refugees and migrants excluded 

from national citizenship or from participation in the global economy has often 

expressed itself in a politics of inclusion – and when the bid for inclusion 

encounters racism, class oppression, or other forms of rejection, then a politics of 

unbelonging – whereas the project for Indigenous peoples, engulfed by corporate 

extraction of resources from traditional lands and by unwanted assimilation into 

settler colonial systems of governance, has often expressed itself in a politics of 

separatism and sovereignty. (2)  

 

When scholars of the diaspora like Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin explain that the “lesson 

of Diaspora” is that “peoples and lands are not naturally and organically connected” 

(110), or Avtar Brah conceives of “diaspora space” as “conceptual category [that] is 

‘inhabited’ not only by those who have migrated and their descendants but equally by 

those who are constructed and represented as indigenous” (181), in their quest to 
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reconceive belonging, they obscure important Indigenous relationships to their lands 

upon which Indigenous sovereignty is founded.  

In foregrounding Indigenous sovereignty and relationships to their lands, some 

scholars suggest that people of colour must be understood as settlers. In 2005, Bonita 

Lawrence (Mi’kmaw) and Enakshi Dua famously argued that fields like critical race 

studies and postcolonial theory are complicit in colonization because they “fail to make 

Indigenous presence and ongoing colonization, particularly in the Americas, foundational 

to their analyses of race and racism” (127). As such, Lawrence and Dua assert that 

“people of color in settler formations are settlers on stolen lands” (132). Other scholars, 

however, argue that the reasons behind diasporic movement often complicate questions 

of complicity in settler colonialism. As Nandita Sharma and Cynthia Wright point out, 

“Discourse that positions ‘all migrants as settler colonists’ renders the entire process of 

human migration a serious problem. People migrate for different reasons, including that 

they themselves were dispossessed” (123). Identifying the harm that the conflation of 

white settler and Black movement inflicts on Black people, Walcott and Abdillahi 

respond with indignation towards “white people, especially white scholars” who “speak a 

‘we of settlers,’ meant to enfold Black people in that plurality” (56). As Tiffany Lethabo 

King states, the “settler-Indigenous binary . . . [erases] the nation’s own history of slavery 

and anti-Black racism” (The Black Shoals 13). Therefore, I follow the lead of Black 

thinkers like these and do not refer to Black people in Canada as settlers. Instead, this 

dissertation builds on work like that of Malissa Phung who complicates the “unified 

monolithic subject position” of settlers (292) to query how Black, Indigenous, and white 

writers differently imagine settlement and travel upon Indigenous lands.  
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In settler colonies like Canada, it is important to note that the government 

disadvantages both diasporic and Indigenous peoples but does so for different reasons. 

Wolfe refers to larger settler colonial tactics of targeting Indigenous people through 

means including removing children from their families, creating policies in which 

Indigenous rights rest on a particular amount of Indigenous blood as dictated by white 

settlers, and projecting the narrative of the “vanishing Indian” as part of the “Logic of 

Elimination.” In contrast, Wolfe explains, the “Logic of Segregation” was used by white 

settlers to control Black people and their movements. Even after slavery was abolished, 

Black people “became surplus” but “continued to have value as a source of super-cheap 

labour” under the settler colonial regime in North America (Wolfe 404). The “one-drop 

rule,” wherein any individual Black ancestor deemed a person Black, became the basis of 

legal racial designation. Robyn Maynard builds on the work of scholars including Wolfe 

to discuss racial violence against Black and Indigenous people in Canada. She explains, 

“Despite differing racial logics, the living legacy of slavery and the ongoing practice of 

settler colonialism at times result in similar forms of repression. [In Canada,] Black and 

Indigenous peoples experience grossly disproportionate incarceration, susceptibility to 

police violence, poverty and targeted child welfare removal” (25).21 Chapters Two and 

Three attend to the forms of displacement referenced by scholars like Wolfe and 

 

21 Maynard elaborates the historical conditions that continue to encourage settler displacement of and 

violence against Black people: “After slavery’s abolition in 1834 . . . anti-Black racism in Canada has been 

continually reconfigured to adhere to national myths of racial tolerance,” and “two centuries of slavery” 

were erased from textbooks (18). Knowing that slavery, segregation of schools, discrimination, and Ku 

Klux Klan membership are significant part of Canadian history (18) is essential to grappling with “the 

contemporary disenfranchisement of Black life through policing and other state institutions” (34).  
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Maynard to foreground how Black and Indigenous poets uniquely reconceive the 

relationships between diaspora and Indigeneity.  

This relationship is further complicated by the fact that white settlers have often 

pushed Indigenous people off their lands; as such, Indigenous people have sometimes 

self-identified as and been discussed by scholars as diasporic. For example, describing 

her experience at York University when a professor asks, “Why do you think I included 

Indigenous literature in a diaspora course?” Tuscarora writer Alicia Elliott answers, 

“Because Indigenous people are almost always put in the position where they’re 

displaced on their own lands” (45). In her conclusion to her essay, she describes that 

although “[n]o trace of Indigenous history is etched into these [Toronto] sidewalks, . . . 

[d]escendants of this land’s original caretakers are still here[.] . . . We’re here, in diaspora 

on our own lands” (50). Scholars in both the United States and Canada have also 

published anthologies that begin with the assumption that Indigenous people have been 

rendered diasporic by settler colonialism. In Native Diasporas: Indigenous Identities and 

Settler Colonialism in the Americas, Gregory D. Smithers notes that the term “diaspora” 

is invoked to “underscore how the contributors endeavor to center [I]ndigenous identities 

in the context of colonialism’s many regimes of power and knowledge throughout the 

Caribbean, the Americas, and the Pacific” (5), identities conceived of as “as much 

geographically mobile and culturally fluid as they are fixed to a specific piece of land” 

(ix). In Cultural Grammars of Nation, Diaspora, and Indigeneity in Canada, Christine 

Kim, Sophie McCall, and Melina Baum Singer think more critically about the 

relationships between the terms “diaspora” and “Indigeneity.” In her contribution to this 

anthology, McCall argues, “Theories of diaspora may offer some vital insights into the 
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history of displacement of Aboriginal peoples in Canada” and, through putting these 

viewpoints into dialogue, “[w]e might garner a better understanding of sovereignties-in-

motion, or confederacies, and develop new ways of conceptualizing Native nationalisms 

that address the wide range of relationships that Aboriginal peoples have to their 

ancestral territories” (22). Like McCall, I centre Indigenous sovereignties and 

relationships to their lands while attending to varying settler colonial displacements of 

diasporic and Indigenous peoples.  

Black and Indigenous scholars have recently provided models for thinking 

through Black diasporic and Indigenous solidarities that refuse to centre whiteness. 

Tiffany Lethabo King uses the metaphor of a shoal, “a space of liminality, indeterminacy, 

and location of suture” to “represent an analytical and geographical site where Black 

studies attempts to engage Native studies on ethical terms that unfold in new spaces” 

(10). Her book “functions as a critique of normative discourses within colonial, settler 

colonial, and postcolonial studies that narrowly posit land and labor as the primary 

frames from which to theorize coloniality, antiIndigenism, and anti-Black racism” (The 

Black Shoals 11). Indigenous theorists have similarly discussed the possibilities of 

shifting the analytical frame to foreground Indigenous lifeways alongside Black thought. 

Leanne Simpson, for example, points towards the possibility of forming “personal 

relationships with other communities of coresistors beyond white allies” as 

“constellations of coresistance within grounded normativity” (231). In Chapters Two and 

Three, in foregrounding Black and Indigenous poets, respectively, I reveal alternative 

modes of solidarity which focalize respectful movement over Indigenous lands that do 

not centre whiteness.   
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Challenging Settler Mapping 

 

In their reflections on their travels to Indigenous lands, the writers I study 

differently represent settler colonialism and Indigenous relationships to their lands, 

including through their poetic remapping of the lands to which they travel. As Sherene 

Razack contends, “mapping colonized lands enabled Europeans to imagine and legally 

claim that they had discovered and therefore owned the lands of the ‘New World.’” The 

project of “unmapping [as undertaken in her anthology] is intended to undermine the idea 

of white settler innocence (the notion that European settlers merely settled and developed 

the land) and to uncover the ideologies and practices of conquest and domination” (5). 

The colonial mapping project, as I elaborate throughout my dissertation, affects different 

peoples and lands in different ways.22 In each chapter, I elaborate on a dimension of 

mapping as it relates to the authors’ and speakers’ positionalities. Katherine McKittrick 

explains how mapping conditions Black women, an argument I put into conversation 

with Black depictions of settler colonial maps in Chapter Two. As McKittrick states, 

“geographies in the diaspora are accentuated by racist paradigms of the past and their 

ongoing hierarchical patterns” (xii). McKittrick is particularly interested in how “black 

women are both shaped by, and challenge, traditional geographic arrangements” (xvi). In 

the settler colonial nation of Canada, racialized women have continued to “struggle with 

discourses that erase and despatialize their sense of place” (xiii), and, as I will elaborate 

 

22 Walcott provides an example of how settler mapping strategies continue to erase Black history and 

presence in his discussion of Holland Township Council’s decision to change “Negro Creek Road” to 

“Moggie Road” (after a white settler) in the 1990s. He states of this decision, “Canada’s continued 

forgetfulness concerning slavery here, and the nation-state’s attempts to record only Canada’s role as a 

place of sanctuary for escaping African-Americans, is part of the story of absenting blackness from its 

history” via mapmaking (‘A Tough Geography’ 278, 283) 
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in this project, continue to grapple with their relationships to the land and the Indigenous 

peoples on whose land they are displaced.  

Not just racialized women, but as Patricia Price-Chalita explains, many women, 

including those who are queer, often feel they have been “left off the map” (243). As 

such, many scholars and creative writers use “the metaphor of the map” in order “to make 

a powerful political statement in spatial terms” (243). Wendy Roy provides an example 

when she uses the word “mapping” in the title of her analysis of women’s travel writing 

in her 2005 book Maps of Difference. The term, she explains, “links the works of three 

Canadian travel writers to a literal meaning of the verb ‘to map’ but also refers to 

mapping in its metaphoric sense, as a minute record of cultural, gender, race, and class 

difference” (3). In Chapter One I engage Marlatt and Warland as white poetic 

cartographers to query how viewing maps and land as metaphors to encompass women 

writers’ experiences can also reinscribe colonialism.  

I take it as a starting point that the land on which I live and to which many of 

these writers travel is Indigenous land. Indigenous place names as expressed in 

Indigenous languages can often be used to communicate alternative stories and 

relationships to places. Leanne Simpson expresses this articulately in Dancing on our 

Turtle’s Back: 

The river that runs through the city I live in is called the Otonabee. The Otonabee 

runs through Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg territory from the river we call Zaagaatay 

Igiwan into Pimaadashkodeyong. . . . Thousands of times a day the word 

“Otonabee” is spoken by people who have no idea of what the word means, and 

who are ignorant of both the history of this Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg land they 

live on, as well as our contemporary Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg presence. . . . I 

asked my Elder Gdigaa Migizi what the word Otonabee means in 

Nishnaabemowin. He began by telling me that the first part means “heart,” 

coming from the word ode; and the word odemgat means boiling water, because 

when the water boils, it looks like the bubbling or beating of a heart. He then 
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explained that Otonabee is an anglicized version of Odenabe—the river that beats 

like a heart in reference to the bubbling and boiling waters of the rapids along the 

river. (93-94) 

 

Simpson goes on to elaborate the various meanings of the name of the river in relation to 

her knowledge and language,23 a discussion to which I return in my conclusion. 

Indigenous place names and maps, as Simpson articulates, are inextricably connected to 

specific lands, histories, and knowledges. As such, Indigenous narrative and poetic maps 

express profound Indigenous connections to their lands. In my discussion of Indigenous 

poetic map-making, I build on Mishuana Goeman’s (Seneca) articulation of 

“(re)mapping.”24 Through this project Indigenous women writers may “challenge the 

seemingly objective and transparent forms of Western mapping by including narrative 

experiences and cultural systems that tell and map a story of survivance and future” (23). 

I am especially interested in the implications of Goeman’s observation that Indigenous 

women’s forms of (re)mapping may articulate alternative Indigenous relationships to 

space as well as time.  

Although several of the poets offer time markers for their travels in the tradition 

of travel writing,25 I show how poetry can uniquely challenge settler mythologies of the 

 

23 In Gloria Alvernaz Mulcahy’s (Tsalagi Aniunwiya) poem “through the eye of the eshkan ziibi,” she also 

articulates how Anishinaabemowin conveys Anishinaabe relationships to the land and waters in London, 

Ontario, the place in which I write this dissertation. In 1793, John Graves Simcoe, Upper Canada’s first 

Lieutenant Governor renamed the Deshkan Ziibi The Thames River to assert colonial control over the 

region (Worsfold). Mulcahy’s title and her use of diction foregrounds Anishinaabe relationships with this 

body of water as demonstrated in their language.  
24 Goeman defines (re)mapping as “the labor Native authors and the communities they write within and 

about undertake, in the simultaneous metaphoric and material capacities of map making, to generate new 

possibilities” (3). She further explains, “The framing of ‘re’ with parentheses connotes the fact that in 

(re)mapping, Native women employ traditional and new tribal stories as a means of continuation or what 

Gerald Vizenor aptly calls stories of survivance” (3). I take up Goeman’s framework in Chapter Three 

through engaging Halfe’s and Maracle’s (re)mapping of Turtle Island via their poetics.  
25 Marlatt and Warland include date stamps at the beginning of each poem, for example. 
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past, present and future. In Comparing Mythologies, Cree writer and theorist Tomson 

Highway explains the representation of time that some Indigenous poets especially 

critique. In Christian mythology, he states, time “is the essence of space, meaning the 

planet, the universe, our environment, meaning air, water, soil, vegetation and all that 

sustains us, is of little to no consequence” (31). For Indigenous people, he says, in 

contrast, land is central. Moreover, Highway states that in Western Christian 

understanding, “time functions according to the principle and structure of one straight 

line, a line that travels from point A to point B to point C” (31). While I do not wish to 

reduce all Indigenous or Western relationships to time to this simple depiction, I use this 

explanation to demonstrate the basic understanding of time that all the authors I study 

challenge from their various feminist, queer, diasporic, and Indigenous standpoints. In 

settler colonial societies, settlers also often depict history in such a way to justify settler 

presence on Indigenous lands. As Razack explains with reference to Anne McClintock, in 

settler mythology Indigenous people are relegated to “an earlier space and time” while 

“people of colour are scripted as late arrivals, coming to the shores of North America 

long after much of the development has occurred” (3). White settlers, as she 

demonstrates, create a linear timeline which depicts “European settlers as the bearers of 

civilization while simultaneously trapping Aboriginal people in the pre-modern, that is, 

before civilization has occurred” (Razack 2). Through the organization of their texts, their 

typography, and poetic devices, the poets I study variously undermine this timeline and 

convey Indigenous continued relationships to the land, Black survivance on the land, and 

futurities with better relationality between peoples.   
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Travelling Form and Content 

 

 In attending to the poets’ literal, figurative, and temporal travels, I carefully 

analyze their imaginative structures and forms. While the travel genre has historically 

been dominated not only by men, but by prose, memoir, and realist travel writers, poetics 

offers new ways to perceive possibilities of travel as well as relationships formed via 

movement. Travel writing itself “inevitably raises questions of blurred genres” (Mulligan 

172); however, by further incorporating their poetic and mixed-genre styles, the writers I 

study counter an objective, realist, scopophilic approach to travel, and may conceive 

otherwise of place, space, and futurities. I read the poetic and mixed-genre form of the 

pieces, which often contain both poetry and prose as well as fiction26 and non-fiction,27 

alongside the travel they describe in their pieces to consider how their form and content 

unite to direct their audience towards alternative literal and textual movement. As I will 

briefly elaborate below, Double Negative may be understood as an adaptation of a long 

poem that critiques the patriarchal and nationalistic implications of canonical long poems 

through its form; Looking for Livingstone and A Map to the Door of No Return are 

diasporic texts that do not fit neatly into genre binaries like fiction or theory; and Blue 

Marrow and Talking to the Diaspora are best understood as Indigenous poetics, a 

heterogeneous category which, as Indigenous theorists and poets have established, resists 

Western genres. Focusing my study on imaginative travel texts thus allows me to read the 

 

26 Looking for Livingstone, for example, clearly includes fictional elements.  
27 Commentaries provided by the authors sometimes invite reading the texts as partially autobiographical 

(as is the case with Double Negative, for instance); therefore, in my analysis, when appropriate, I consider 

the poet speakers and poets as synonymous.  
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authors’ figurative travel between genres, forms, and styles as correlated with the form of 

physical travel they envision.  

Double Negative, my primary text in Chapter One, may be understood as an 

adaptation of a long poem, a form that has particular relevance to Canada as a settler 

colonial state. In their preface to the collection Bolder Flights: Essays on the Canadian 

Long Poem, Frank M. Tierney and Angela Robbeson state, “According to the suggestion 

made by a growing number of literary historians and critics, the long poem is 

distinctively Canadian in its documentary aspects, often serving a topographical and 

memorial function” (1). Critics have attested that the form is often used to narrate Canada 

because of its generic liminality.28 D. M. R. Bentley notes that the long poem dwells in a 

liminal position between the epic, which records “narratives of imperial civilizations” and 

the lyric, which gives voice to “solitary individuals.” This liminality registers the inherent 

tensions within Canadian identity because the long poem is a “vehicle” for colonial 

triumphalism while also staging textual negotiations between nationalism and 

individualism (8-9). As I discuss in Chapter One, through their poetry and the poetic 

criticism integrated into their long poem about their travel to settler colonial Australia, 

Marlatt and Warland critique but also reify elements of heteropatriarchal settler colonial 

nationalism in Canada.  

 Black diasporic texts also frequently grapple with the in-betweenness diasporic 

subjects feel via their elusive forms. In “Straddling Shifting Spheres: A Conversation 

with David Chariandy,” Kelly Baker notes at the outset that “Caribbean writers have a 

long tradition of straddling the worlds of critical and creative work” (111). Later in the 

 

28 Smaro Kamboureli famously declared the long poem as “on the edge of genre.” 
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interview, discussing his own creative and academic interests, Chariandy assesses the 

possible reasons Black diasporic writers often write “outside of [generic] categories.” The 

reason they do so, he states, is because diasporic texts are “constituted through travels 

and traveling cultures” and are “haunted by the fundamental displacements of 

transatlantic slavery” (118), a contention I look at in Chapter Two. In diasporic texts, 

fragmentation often occurs at the level of genre and diction. Philip, for example, connects 

her poetic style to her history and diasporic positionality. In “Interview with an Empire,” 

she discusses her “profound distrust of language” because “this was a language that the 

European forced upon the African in the New World” (54). The English language “spoke 

of my non-being. It encapsulated my chattel status” (55). As such, “The only way I can 

then work with it is to fracture it, fragment it, dislocate it, doing with it what it did to me 

and my kind.” For Philip, “part of the transformative and decontaminating process is also 

to find the appropriate form for what I’m saying” (56). Brand also uses form to grapple 

with her diasporic positionality. In his discussion of Brand’s poetic novel Another Place, 

Not Here, Walcott states that “Brand uses her characters’ experiences to write a text that 

exists at/ on the in-between space; in fact the very language of the novel occupies the 

space in between. Brand constructs sentences that bring Canada and Caribbean together 

in ways that remap both” (“A Tough Geography” 281). I look at Brand’s A Map to the 

Door of No Return to examine how Brand articulates diasporic travel and relationality via 

textual travel through other travel narratives and writing styles. As I argue in Chapter 

Two, Philip’s and Brand’s forms in Looking for Livingstone and A Map to the Door of No 

Return—which are fragmented and include within their travel accounts prose, poetry, 

criticism, and intertextual elements—allow them to articulate their diasporic 
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positionalities in relation to settler colonialism in Canada while resisting colonial 

language, form, and structures.  

 Indigenous poetics, as well, do not fit easily into Western genre categories. In the 

introduction to Indigenous Poetics, Neal McLeod explains, as per Lee Maracle’s 

suggestion, he chose the word “poetics,” rather than poetry, because this terminology 

“allows one to understand the connections to classical Indigenous narratives, and to move 

beyond the conceptions of what poetry is from the Anglo-môniyâw interpretative matrix” 

(4). Many Indigenous poets, including those whom I discuss, include stories within their 

poetics. In his essay, Métis artist and scholar Warren Cariou articulates Indigenous poetry 

as defying generic borders: 

Contemporary poetry is an arena of edges and boundaries. There are competing 

schools and styles, pitched battles for supremacy in the pages of review journals. 

Manifestoes proliferate. Cliques and cadres and coteries. Young poets are 

encouraged or required to choose between language and lyric, concrete and 

spoken word, New Formalism and old free verse. Poems these days are being 

inscribed into the DNA of bacteria; they are being written by algorithms. Where 

does “Indigenous poetry” fit in this tumultuous field? Is it a style, or a school, or a 

way of relating language to the world? Does it have to jostle for space against all 

these other contemporary aesthetic categories that trumpet their principles so 

fiercely— or does it exist in a fluid relationship to them, flowing through and 

around their borders? Does it point toward their obsession with boundaries? I like 

to think that it infiltrates the colonial aesthetic categories and shows them that 

there is more to art than drawing distinctions. (31)  

As will be discussed in the final section of Chapter One, in detail in Chapter Three, and 

in my conclusion, Indigenous poets often resist Western genre categories through use of 

Indigenous languages and stories, and, as Maracle phrases it, their “[v]oice, choice of 

words, sound, tone, diction, style, and rhythm” which demonstrate the “community-

based” core of both Indigenous poetics and storytelling practices (“Indigenous Poetry and 

the Oral” 307). As Cariou explains, it is through these imaginative forms that Indigenous 

poets “can re-map the terra nullius once again, so that Indigenous faces and voices can no 
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longer be ignored” (35). In Chapter Three I establish how the poetic forms and structures 

Halfe and Maracle use complement the imaginative, relational movements they envision.  

Following the “wandering”29 form of the poets, I have also structured my chapters 

via a loose topography, moving with the writers between places, themes, poems, and 

sections in adherence to their textual movements and positionalities. In my theoretical 

framework of each chapter, as well as analyzing their poetic form with attention to their 

styles and theories of poetics, I focalize the authors’ unique positionalities by placing 

them alongside theorists of similar outlooks and backgrounds. In Chapter One, I examine 

lesbian white settler poets Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland’s Double Negative, a 

collaborative work of poetry in which the authors describe their travel in Australia via 

rail, against the heteropatriarchal nation they reject, and alongside other women’s 

theories of travel they articulate and complement through their poetics. I begin with this 

creative piece from the 1980s both to demonstrate its response to heteropatriarchal 

limitations of travel, and to assess how the poets contend with settler colonialism at work 

in Australia and its correlate, Canada. In their poetic challenge to the conventions of 

heteropatriarchal travel writing, they also reify the railway’s historical and present 

connotations in settler colonial structures. Using Eve Tuck (Unangax̂) and K. Wayne 

Yang’s concept of settler “moves to innocence,” I demonstrate in this chapter that travel 

away can and often does uphold logics of settler colonialism at home. I conclude this 

chapter with a short discussion of Marilyn Dumont’s “Letter to Sir John A. Macdonald” 

and Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm’s “from turtle island to aotearoa,” Indigenous poems from 

approximately the same period, to exemplify how Indigenous travel in settler colonial 

 

29 I theorize the idea of “wandering” in Chapter Three in relation to Halfe’s use of the term.  
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places can privilege current Indigenous relationships with and sovereignty over their 

lands. 

In Chapter Two, I examine how Black diasporic writers Marlene NourbeSe Philip 

and Dionne Brand convey diasporic movement and displacement in relation to 

Indigenous dislocation and land-based sovereignty. I unpack the entangled forms of 

colonialism the authors reckon with as peoples displaced from Africa via extraction 

colonialism, who grapple with ongoing forms of racialized displacement, and who have 

moved from the Caribbean to Canada where they witness settler colonial modes of 

Indigenous erasure still taking place. Through analysis of Philip’s Looking for 

Livingstone: An Odyssey of Silence, involving travel to Africa, and Brand’s A Map to the 

Door of No Return: Notes to Belonging, involving travel to Canada, Africa, and 

Australia, I demonstrate how the form and content of these works represents the authors’ 

visualization of moving differently over Indigenous lands. In analyzing these modes of 

movement, I adapt and build on Lisa Lowe’s and Saidiya Hartman’s concepts to connect 

what I term the writers’ “inti-mobile solidarities” (Lowe) with their “politics and poetics 

of waywardness” (Hartman). I demonstrate how their poetics express an ethics of travel 

that rejects trespassing upon Indigenous lands, while acknowledging Black diasporic 

history and presence in Canada and abroad.  

To carefully attend to the dynamics of Indigenous writing, the theoretical 

framework in my third chapter highlights Indigenous theorists of the same nations as the 

poets, along with foundational Indigenous critics who discuss resurgence—including 

Taiaiake Alfred (Mohawk) and Jeff Corntassel (Tsalagi), Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives 

Dene), and Leanne Simpson—a concept which I analyze in this chapter as a distinctly 
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Indigenous mode of moving with land-based awareness. I study Lee Maracle’s Talking to 

the Diaspora alongside Louise Halfe’s Blue Marrow to analyze how the two works, 

though seemingly demonstrating quite different types of travel, in their form and content 

challenge the spatial and temporal project of the progress narrative as it is enacted in 

settler colonial societies. I further show how they embody a resurgent travel that conveys 

relationships with the land and people of various positionalities who reside and travel on 

Indigenous lands. Examining the works via resurgent travel enables me to discuss and 

unpack the Indigenous-specific movements within the texts, such as dancing, in relation 

to the physical and imaginative travel to settler colonial locales the writers enact. These 

include Halfe’s narrator’s movements across what is now Canada and Maracle’s 

imagined travel to locations in Canada, as well as the U.S., South Africa, and Palestine. I 

discuss these forms of movement which enact solidarities centred in Indigenous 

knowledge of the land as “constellations of coresistance,” a dimension of resurgence 

discussed by Simpson. In the final section of this chapter, I delve into how Maracle’s and 

Halfe’s poetic structures and typography enhance and exemplify the non-linear and 

relational travels and futurities made possible via imaginative travel poetics.  

In both Chapter Three and Chapter One, in my discussions of Indigenous 

concepts of relationality and resurgence in travel, I attend to Leanne Simpson’s important 

ideas on these topics. In my coda, I finally move towards an area of that relationality 

Simpson theorizes as integral—humans’ relationships with and movement with 

nonhuman animals. I examine this concept through two of Simpson’s poetic sequences 

“nogojiwanong” (2015), the final poem of which details the journey of a salmon, and 

“Formation” (2020), which focuses on geese’s stories of their migrations. I argue that, 
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through her poetic representations of these nonhuman animals’ embodied, sensual, erotic, 

relational, focused, and repetitive travels, Simpson models movement-as-ceremony. I end 

my dissertation with analysis of Simpson’s use of repetition, stories, and 

Anishinaabemowin to convey a ceremonial aspect of nonhuman animal travel but, also, 

to show how stories and language move, too, and, as such, must be told and used with 

great care. Therefore, through engagement with the poetic devices, structures, and styles 

used by the poets, I consider how poetics in transit by writers of various positionalities 

can offer new ways of thinking through settler colonialism in Canada, illuminate the 

differential stakes of mobility within the nation and abroad, and creatively propose future 

paths towards better relationality with people, animals, and the land on which we live.  
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Chapter One 

Settler Feminism on the Rails: “Movements to Innocence” in 

Daphne Marlatt and Betsy Warland’s Double Negative 

 
In early 2020, the Canadian government’s continued infringement on Indigenous 

sovereignty led to widespread demonstrations by Indigenous people and allies who 

sought to garner national attention by making the wheels of settler capitalism literally 

grind to a halt. In solidarity with Wet'suwet'en hereditary chiefs’ efforts to stop the 

Coastal GasLink pipeline from being constructed upon their lands, Indigenous and settler 

protestors blocked Canadian rail lines in locations across Canada including 

Tyendinaga, Ontario, the Kanehsatake area of Quebec, and the region of New 

Hazelton, British Columbia. As a 2020 Globe and Mail article explained, “For many 

of the First Nations stalling traffic during the Wet’suwet’en standoff, railroads are a 

symbol of dispossession and colonial control that goes back generations” (Andrew -

Gee). This symbolic and material demonstration against colonial possession of land 

and mobility via railways has inspired me to think further about Canadian poetry that 

grapples with rail travel. Rather than return to a canonical railroad poem about Canada, I 

have chosen to pursue a lesser studied collection of poetry about rail travel: Daphne 

Marlatt30 and Betsy Warland’s31 1988 collaborative long poem Double Negative, a 

 

30 Marlatt published her first book, Frames of a Story in 1968, and has since authored or co-authored over 

20 books, primarily classified as poetry and prose poetry. She has won various awards for her work, 

including the Canada Council Award. As well as being a well-known Canadian writer, she has also been a 

teacher and Writer in Residence at major universities including Western University and the University of 

British Columbia. She co-founded magazines and journals, including the feminist journal Tessera in 1985. 
31 Warland, as well, writes, teaches, and partakes in other academic projects. She teaches creative writing 

and mentors creative writers. She also planned and implemented Simon Fraser’s The Writer’s Studio for 
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book in which the authors reflect on their travel in Australia aboard the Trans-

Australian railway. Although Double Negative imagines itself as a corrective to 

nationalistic canonical railway poems like E.J. Pratt’s “Towards the Last Spike,” as I will 

show, Marlatt and Warland’s touristic travel abroad also reinscribes myths about settler 

colonialism and settler mobility. I thus revisit Double Negative in the wake of current 

demonstrations to ask how the poem may illuminate the complex ways in which the 

railway interconnects issues of settler mobility, gender, and nation at home and 

abroad.  

While Marlatt and Warland are widely acknowledged as Canadian writers, 

neither author was born in Canada: Marlatt’s parents were British expats, and she 

spent her childhood in colonial Australia and Malaysia, while Warland was born in 

Iowa, in the settler colonial United States. In their poetic theories, both writers have 

addressed their intersectional positionalities as “outsiders” to Canada and/or the 

English language, as well as to heteronormative conceptions of sexuality. The writers 

published Double Negative with gynergy books, which was then a newly-founded 

feminist press devoted “to publishing writing by women whose works exploit acts of 

resistance, both personal and political, sensual and cerebral” (Nowlan). The poem unfolds 

in three sections: “Double Negative,” a free verse lyrical poem about their travels; 

“Crossing Loop,” a critical conversation in which the authors poetically narrate their 

intentions in writing “Double Negative”; and “Real 2,” condensed poems titled with lines 

from “Double Negative.” Marlatt and Warland drafted the poems in “Double Negative” 

 

over a decade, began the Toronto Women’s Writing Collective, and co-founded the cross-Canada Creative 

Writers Nonfiction Collective. She has published over a dozen books to date. 
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while gazing at the landscape from the window of the train in Australia, then wrote 

“Crossing Loop” and “Real 2” while reflecting on their travels upon their return to 

Canada. The collection’s form—adapted travelogue, theory and criticism, and poetry— 

redoubles on and adapts generic conventions to question genre and gender binaries.32 

Thus far, criticism on Double Negative has drawn on its collaborative form to attend to 

Marlatt and Warland’s intervention to heteropatriarchal forms of poetry dominating the 

Canadian canon.33 More recently, in his analysis of the “limits of lesbian expression 

through the revision of the train and the desert as borderland utopias” (155), Kevin Shaw 

labels Double Negative a “hybrid-genre travelogue” (153). Critics have not, however, 

addressed the ways queer feminist and colonial logics are interlocked in the poem. As I 

will elaborate in this chapter, even as Marlatt and Warland destabilize the 

heteronormative and patriarchal elements of nation building and travel through a queer 

and feminist form (of movement and poetics), the relationship to the land they envision 

also undermines Indigenous sovereignty and belonging.  

This chapter addresses the complex interconnection between Marlatt and 

Warland’s feminist travel poetry and its perpetuation of harmful settler colonial 

mobilities as they are symbolically interlocked in the settler colonial usage and 

 

32 Betsy Warland explains of her style on her website, “I frequently write across genres or in 

concert/conversation among more than one genre. I have written in all genres except fiction” (“About 

Betsy”). In her books, she often includes poetry interspersed with essays and theories on poetics. Daphne 

Marlatt is primarily known for her poetry, but also writes prose, for example Ana Historic, a poetic novel 

published in 1997. She, too, rejects easy genre classification in her writing. As she explains in a 2003 

interview quoted on her profile on the Athabasca University website, “I like the friction that is produced 

between the stark reporting of document, the pseudo-factual language of journalism, and the more 

emotional, even poetic, language of memory” (“Daphne Marlatt”). 
33 Deborah M. Mix, for example, evaluates how the authors “work collaboratively to deconstruct the love 

lyric's traditions” (292), and Brenda Carr considers their collaborative writing process which intersects “the 

love lyric and the long poem” (114) in relation to their political concerns of decolonization and feminism. 
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construction of railways. The poets, I contend, challenge the national colonial 

heteropatriarchal impulse represented through railways, which is mythologized by 

Canadian poets such as E. J. Pratt in “Towards the Last Spike.” They reconceive leisure 

travel from a feminist sensual, erotic, and embodied lens. Although they perceive 

themselves as temporary travellers to Australia, they are also settlers in Canada, and their 

writing reveals the way travel and settler mobility can reinforce structures of settler 

colonialism in Canada and abroad. I use Eve Tuck (Unangax̂) and K. Wayne Yang’s 

concept of settler “moves to innocence” to demonstrate that, although Marlatt and 

Warland critique issues of heteropatriarchy and colonialism in Canada and Australia, they 

fail to interrogate their own complicity in settler colonialism both as travellers in 

Australia and as residents of Canada. Marlatt and Warland’s poetic construction of 

themselves as travellers therefore becomes part of an escapist fantasy, a “movement to 

innocence.” In other words, their feminist and queer alternative travel—both literal and 

symbolic—negates contemporary Indigenous presence in both Canada and Australia and 

ignores an important dimension of settler colonial structures through which railways in 

Canada and Australia were constructed and continue to operate.  

I unpack the relationship between Marlatt and Warland’s critique of 

heteropatriarchal language and travel and their implication in settler mobility in three 

parts. First, I analyze Marlatt and Warland’s poetic challenge to the colonial 

heteropatriarchal language of nationalism and explain how their deconstruction of 

language also problematically connotes a conflation between Indigenous experiences of 

displacement and their linguistic dislocation as queer women. Second, I focus on their 

critique of colonial heteropatriarchal perspectives implicit in touristic photography and 
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male-authored travel writing. As I show, however, their alternative angle also has blind 

spots—namely, Indigenous peoples. Third, I discuss how their focus on erotic 

relationships with each other and the land also perpetuates a problematic sense of 

entitlement to the Australian land they visit and the land on which they have settled in 

Canada. In the final section of this chapter, I put Double Negative in dialogue with 

Indigenous poems involving travel and the railway from the same period—Marilyn 

Dumont’s (Cree/Métis) “Letter to Sir John A. Macdonald” and Kateri Akiwenzie-

Damm’s “from turtle island to aotearoa” (Anishinaabe)—to examine how these 

Indigenous authors represent feminist mobilities and settler colonial logics. I consider 

how these poems by Dumont and Akiwenzie-Damm envision travel and railroads in ways 

that honour Indigenous people by privileging their distinct forms of nationalism and 

internationalism and ongoing relationships with the land. In this brief section, I begin a 

conversation about how certain forms of movement can reinforce Indigenous 

sovereignties, a concept I will continue to develop for the remainder of this dissertation in 

relation to BIPOC writers.  

Before delving into my argument, I will unpack the intersections of nationalist, 

colonial, and gendered elements of train travel in Canada and Australia. Dated poems 

in Double Negative suggest that this Australian train trek took place against the 

background of Canadian railway history, the centennial of the completion of the 

Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) in 1985. The nationalist and colonial intentions for the 

railway are still evident on the Canadian Pacific Railway website. The “our history” page 

is tellingly titled “building a nation,” and the site highlights that British Columbia “was 

enticed to join the new confederation in 1871, but only with the promise that a 
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transcontinental railway be built within 10 years to physically link east and west.” 

Founded in 1881, the CPR was primarily built by racialized Chinese immigrant 

labourers.34 From its outset, construction of the railway was thus intricately tied to white 

settler constructions of Canadian nationalism, unity, and settlement upon Indigenous 

peoples’ land through racialized immigrants’ labour. In the Canadian context, Daniel 

Francis explains, “More than any other single aspect of White civilization, the railway 

transformed the world of [Indigenous peoples], especially in Western Canada” (176). The 

completion of the railway, he points out, brought settlers and supplies west, transported 

products, and expanded the Canadian tourism industry (176-77). Built between 1912 and 

1917, the Trans-Australian railway served a similar purpose as the CPR in Canada—

connecting parts of the continent via rail, incentivizing federation in the west, and 

allowing settlers to more easily populate the land. Also similar to Canada, the building of 

the railway displaced many Indigenous people from their traditional lands (see Barnes; 

“Trans-Australian Railway Workers’ Camp; “Railways in NSW”).35 Historically and 

presently, railways are both a literal and figurative assertion of settler colonial entitlement 

through mobility over Indigenous lands. 

While Smaro Kamboureli refers to Marlatt as “poet as pedestrian” (On the Edge 

of Genre 122), here, I see Marlatt and Warland experimenting with poetics as a way to 

represent lesbian women “poets as passengers.” In Double Negative, Marlatt and 

 

34 In F.R. Scott’s “All the Spikes But the Last,” Scott begins to poetically question the voices and 

perspectives left out of Pratt’s poem, asking “Where are the coolies in your poem, Ned?” (98). Scott asks 

Pratt why the Chinese immigrants, who primarily built the Canadian railway, are not given adequate voice 

or representation. Scott does not, however, consider the project’s influence on Indigenous peoples. 
35 As Jillian Barnes discusses, in the early twentieth century, Australia’s tourism industry marketed the 

pernicious stereotype of Indigenous savagery partially through photographic representations inspired by 

“American railway boosterism” (120).  
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Warland use poetic techniques to revision the train and train travel through a queer 

feminist framework. For example, they repurpose train travel terminology such as the 

“crossing loop,” typically a half circle on single line railway through which trains pass 

each other, to characterize their poetic techniques. The writers’ fluid movement between 

genres may be read as part of their recursive, feminist movement between forms, in line 

with the motion of the crossing loop. In structuring this chapter, I use this metaphor in a 

similar manner as they themselves use it in their “Crossing Loop” section of Double 

Negative wherein they self-reflexively engage with the language of their own poetry. In 

the first section of this chapter, I highlight their doubling back on the history of the 

gendered language of train travel, and their recycling of words and meanings to move in 

an alternative, feminist direction. As Marlatt and Warland double back on 

heteropatriarchal language and history of rail travel, I, as well, take a recursive approach: 

in each of the three sections of this chapter, I unravel their challenge to heteropatriarchal 

travel before doubling back on it to question how their feminist poetics is implicated in 

colonial structures in Australia and Canada. Marlatt and Warland’s linguistic critique of 

train travel and colonial mobility, I show, takes place within the train—i.e., 

colonialism—and is predicated on appropriative travel across Indigenous lands.   

 I critique Marlatt and Warland’s implicit participation in settler colonialism 

through their travel by drawing from Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s “Decolonization is 

Not a Metaphor” (2012) with emphasis on the scholars’ identification of settler “moves to 

innocence.” Tuck and Yang discuss ongoing modes of settler colonization wherein 

Indigenous people are continually “erased” so Indigenous land may be “recast as property 

and as resource” (6). The discourse of decolonization gets taken up by settlers in ways 
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that allow them to enact moves to innocence: “strategies or positionings that attempt to 

relieve the settler of feelings of guilt or responsibility without giving up land or power or 

privilege, without having to change much at all” (10). Tuck and Yang elaborate six 

moves to innocence, and I will discuss several that pertain to Marlatt and Warland’s 

travel account in order to illuminate what readers can learn about the ongoing 

implications of settler colonial travel. From this standpoint, the critical metacommentary 

offered in “Crossing Loop” allows Marlatt and Warland to perform their “critical 

consciousness” (Tuck and Yang 19) and implies their perceived innocence from the 

ongoing settler colonial project, all while their travel encroaches on Indigenous 

sovereignty.36  

While the poetic mediation of intersectional positionality through travel is a 

favourite subject of Marlatt’s—for example, Zócalo (travel to Mexico), Month of Hungry 

Ghosts (travel to Malaysia), and How Hug a Stone (travel to England) —I focus on 

Double Negative because Marlatt and Warland’s travel to settler colonial Australia in this 

text, I argue, provides the poets with a way to obscure their complicity in the settler 

colonial project in Canada. After all, the two writers composed the poem during a junket 

to Australia in which they spoke at conferences in comparative Australian-Canadian 

studies under the rubric of “Commonwealth literature” (personal correspondence with 

 

36 Marlatt and Warland’s intersectional positionalities relative to settler colonialism resonate with Wendy 

Roy’s and Sara Mills’ approaches to women’s travel writing. In her 1991 book of criticism, Mills reads the 

accounts of European women travel writers as illustrative of their intersectional positions as subjugated 

within patriarchal systems, while they are also often “agents within the colonial context” (58). In 2005, Roy 

similarly discussed European writers who travelled to Canada and Canadian writers who travelled away 

from Canada between the 1830s and 1960s as “reporters on and critics of colonialism” (9), even as they 

were also implicitly embedded in colonial structures via their travel accounts. I extend these critiques to 

Marlatt and Warland’s work published in the late 1980s and demonstrate that, despite increased settler 

awareness of colonization in this period, colonialism still persisted in Canadian travel writing in settler 

moves to innocence. 
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Warland). Therefore, I read their projection of colonial dynamics onto settler colonial 

Australia while they suppress their complicity in its ongoing structures in Canada as part 

of their “movement to innocence.” As Aileen Moreton-Robinson, a Goenpul scholar who 

is part of the Quandamooka nation on Stradbroke Island, explains, for countries including 

Australia, Canada, and the United States, “White possession is the common denominator 

we [Indigenous peoples] all share . . .We are no longer the sole possessors of our 

ancestral lands taken by conquest, cessation, or as terra nullius (land belonging to no 

one)” (xx). Moreton-Robinson further explains that settlers in Australia continue to 

“[disavow] Aboriginal sovereignty through racist techniques, conventions, laws, and 

knowledges” (xx-xxi). As both Australia and Canada are settler colonial countries which 

reinforce settler mobility premised on the systematic and ongoing oppression of 

Indigenous peoples, I interpret the implications of Marlatt and Warland’s travel with 

attention to its settler colonial dimensions. Through particular modes of stasis and 

movement, settlers enforce their control of the land and continually dispossess 

Indigenous people, attempting to expunge Indigenous rights to self-determination.   

“the words and what/they tow along”:  

The Colonial Implications of Feminizing the  

Nationalist Language of Train Travel 

 

In this section, I address Marlatt and Warland’s challenge to the nationalist 

language associated with train travel via their feminist form of travel poetry. The first 

poem in Double Negative illustrates that Marlatt and Warland are working through the 

CPR and its nationalist agenda via their rail travel through Australia. They describe “this 

line” as “shadows that across a/Canadian map” (9), linking the Canadian and Australian 
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colonial governments’ goals to create a sense of national unity via railway ties, and 

implying an ongoing “shadowing” of their travels in Australia with a dark Canadian 

geopolitical analogy. This metaphor foments Marlatt and Warland’s critique of Canadian 

heteropatriarchy, as, according to Kristi Siegel, “For many women, comparisons of home 

and abroad provide a subtle method of critiquing their own culture” (Introduction 5). The 

lines which shadow this poem, however, are not just the physical rail lines of the CPR, 

but the history of poetry celebrating its patriarchal vision of settler unity. As Russell 

McDougall puts it, in Canada, “the construction of the CPR has been regarded by a 

number of writers and critics as a potent symbolism for enacting the sense of nation, steel 

lines running through the disparate regions of the mosaic” (76), and Marlatt and Warland 

explain that their “motive in writing [Double Negative] was to invent a woman’s version 

of the long train poem” (qtd. in Shaw 152-53). The “long train poem” that lingers most 

prevalently in the background of Double Negative, “shadowing” the lines of Marlatt and 

Warland’s long poem, is E.J. Pratt’s Governor-General’s Award-winning “Towards the 

Last Spike” (1952).37 Written in the mid-twentieth century, the poem is Canada’s 

paradigmatic nationalist long poem.38 It chronicles the construction and celebrates the 

completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1885.  

 

37 Kevin Flynn evaluates McDougall’s assertion by assessing how railways have figured in Canadian 

poetry. He states, “Counterintuitive though it may seem, until the mid-twentieth century Canada's poets 

were not much interested in the railway at all” (72). Although he cites many examples of Canadian poems 

involving the railway in the second half of the twentieth century, he describes Pratt as one of only a few 

poets interested in the relationship between Canadian nationalism and the train (88). As I show, however, 

“Towards the Last Spike,” is quite significant to Canadian literary history and Canadian nationalism.  
38 The long poem, “generically and ideologically between the epic (imperialism) and the lyric 

(individualism)” (Bentley 8-9), has often been used to perpetuate the colonial history of Canada. As 

Bentley argues, however, in the 1960s the previous preoccupations with the long poem genre’s 

“comprehension, commemoration, and construction” of Canada, as seen for example in “Towards the Last 

Spike,” were “displaced . . . by [long poems that demonstrated] contestations of the colonizing project from 

a countercultural standpoint” (17). Marlatt and Warland’s critique of colonial language in Australia and 
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Through their collaborative and feminist poetic language of travel and the 

railway, Marlatt and Warland, I argue, contrast the patriarchal vision of nationhood and 

travel exemplified by “Towards the Last Spike.” Pratt’s poem constructs a colonial 

heteropatriarchal ideal of a Canadian nation fortified by the consummation of Macdonald 

and “The Lady of British Columbia” using the implicitly phallic tool of the railway. Sir 

John A. Macdonald is positioned as an epic hero who seeks a “marriage contract” with 

British Columbia, which is personified as a submissive “Pacific lass” (45). In 

personifying the land as lady, Pratt reproduces a well-known trope described by Annette 

Kolodny as the “American ‘pastoral impulse’” representing a “yearning to know and to 

respond to the landscape as feminine” evident “[f]rom the accounts of the earliest 

explorers onward” (8). Later, as settlers sought national unity, Kolodny notes that settler 

travel accounts began to demonstrate that “the success of settlement depended on the 

ability to master the land, transforming the virgin territories” (7).  

Pratt’s vision of masculinist nationhood is typical of Canadian and Australian 

colonial heteropatriarchal poetry. Margot Kaminski observes that women’s contributions 

to the Canadian long poem and Australian bush ballad canon—genres both associated 

with the formation of the countries’ literary “identity” (55)—are often excluded due to 

their lack of celebratory nationalism and individualism typical of male-authored texts in 

these genres. In contrast, Carr describes Double Negative’s form as “re-vers[ing]” “two 

of the mastertexts of Western literature—the love lyric and the long poem” through 

“transformation of the historical subject of poetry from monolithic, male, and 

 

Canada exemplify this countercultural turn in the history of the long poem, as they challenge Pratt’s style, 

conventions, and symbol of the railway via their own feminist poetic style and form. 
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heterosexual to multiple, female, and lesbian” (114).39 Moreover, the formal significance 

Marlatt and Warland place on their collaborative relationship challenges ideals of 

individualism and linear progress that buttress nationalist ideology. Canonical male-

authored long poems such as “Towards the Last Spike” usually celebrate nationalism 

based on “firsts, on nation-building, on explorers, and on axe-wielders,” while women’s 

long poems frequently imagine a “nationalism that is based on community” (Kaminski 

61). In opposition to Flynn who believes that “Pratt recognizes that the nation, like the 

railway, is the product of a partnership between individual and corporate efforts” (88), I 

contend that in “Towards the Last Spike” Pratt imagines the railway and its corollary of 

Canadian nationhood being formed through the strenuous work of male heroes like John 

A. Macdonald. Marlatt and Warland’s form of collaborative writing, in contrast, rejects 

individual male authoritative accounts of travel, exploration, and nationalism. As well as 

“Crossing Loop” being a literal conversation, the overall text is conversational in style as 

the poets build on and elaborate each other’s descriptions and diction, exemplifying 

relationships as an organizational factor in their revision of the long poem in line with 

Kaminski’s theorization.  

At the level of individual phrases, Marlatt and Warland’s poetic form also 

counters Pratt’s. The English language itself, for Pratt, is a system of masculine linguistic 

dominance, a nation-building activity: this might take the form of political discourse or 

poetic narrative. Pratt writes of the grammatical structure of the English language as a 

force that binds together words as the rail brought unity to the Canadian provinces. For 

 

39 I address the issues with the poets’ lyric focus on each other, rather than the peoples’ whose land they 

trespass, in later sections of this chapter.  



58 

 

example, describing a parliamentary meeting and the drafting of political documents, he 

states, “Each word, each phrase, each clause went to position,/Each sentence regimented 

like a lockstep” (48). Pratt’s description of the connection between words mimics the 

deliberate linking of the railway tracks that fortified the nation. His poetry, like his 

description of a legal document, is linear, written in blank verse and often iambic meter. 

Moreover, his chronological account of the building of the CPR across the land of 

Canada is mostly rendered in logical, easily-comprehensible sentences which span the 

page from left to right.40 As such, his declaration that “Union required the Line” (39, 

italics in original) implies that the Canadian nation was brought about by the continuity 

of the rail transportation line, as well as lines of prose legalese scrolled upon political 

documents, and the “lines” of an epic long poem to immortalize these historical events. 

Pratt does not consider the patriarchal and colonial biases inherent within English 

language structures, including the “habit of gendering the physical world and imbuing it 

with human capacities” (Kolodny 8). Languages, indeed, often create and bolster 

nationalism. Benedict Anderson explains how “power and print languages mapped 

different realms” (77) and were thus an important force in forming nationhood as it is 

currently understood.  

Although Pratt’s poem is not explicitly referenced in Double Negative, Marlatt 

and Warland’s poetics critique the patriarchal and heteronormative implications of 

 

40 McDougall draws a connection between settler movement westward, the linear railway, and the Canadian 

form of the long poem with its “qualities of direction and expansion.” He believes that railways to do not 

figure as prominently within Australian poetry because they are not ideal for the “quality of sprawl” settler 

Australians seek to represent (80). 
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nationhood and belonging celebrated in “Towards the Last Spike.” Marlatt and Warland 

describe: 

Indo-European words, dead wood 

sentences tracking 

across the untracked (15) 

 

The poets’ description of “dead wood” suggests an analogy between the constituent 

timber bars of the train track, European languages and documents, and patriarchal power, 

all of which they suggest are “dead wood”—no longer productive. Marlatt and Warland 

challenge the legitimation of patriarchal nationhood via written and literal “tracks” across 

Indigenous lands. The history of the English language, Marlatt and Warland show, is 

entrenched in colonial heteropatriarchal biases that have made their way into common 

parlance of nationhood and travel. At the conclusion of “20:02/Kalgoorlie,” they 

describe, “the words and what/they tow along” (31). For Marlatt and Warland, the train 

transports more than objects and peoples—like the English language, it carries ideology. 

In Double Negative, Marlatt and Warland unpack the colonial heteropatriarchal discourse 

around trains and, in doing so, implicitly question Pratt’s patriarchal illustration of 

nationhood.   

In “30/5 8:50/past Menindee,” for example, the poets distance the word “train” 

from “traine” to demonstrate the inherent gender bias in everyday English as a holdover 

from the language’s incorporation of romance languages which more overtly included 

feminine and masculine emphases: 

motion of this  

train 

traine, to 

feminize (part of 

a(d)dress) 

     and not merely in tow (13) 
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According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “train” is a “French masculine noun” which 

has been used in a variety of ways, including to mean “succession of people or moving 

things,” “course of action, way of life,” and “series, succession, sequence.” In contrast, 

the “French feminine noun traine” has been used to denote “delay, act of tarrying” or “an 

elongated back of a robe or skirt” (OED). In its masculine form, the word is generally 

associated with a masculine, directed form of movement; as a feminine word, it is 

associated with being hampered or with clothing that drags. Marlatt and Warland mimic 

the train’s motion in the crossing loop by doubling back on the history of language, 

uncovering the impact of other European languages on travel terms and expectations. 

They further draw out the implicit bias in language, nationhood, and travel by 

punctuating the word “address” as “a(d)dress.” Whereas a dress is associated with 

confining clothing for women, address may imply a political speech and, as such, men’s 

dominance in building nation and in travel. The word “address” may also reference a 

specific mapped location, further demonstrating Marlatt and Warland’s challenge to 

patriarchal forms of travel and mapping as fundamental to nation building. In both 

traditional travel literature and national literature, in contrast to men’s active roles, 

women are often presented as “merely in tow,” unimportant appendages, and Marlatt and 

Warland critique this positioning in literature and nation.41   

 The cyclical style of the individual poems further counters the forward 

momentum of heteropatriarchal language. In contrast to Pratt’s linear form of epic 

narrative poetry scripted within colonial heteropatriarchal language, Marlatt and Warland 

 

41 Frank Davey describes Marlatt’s critique of the “male-female dichotomy in which the male is active and 

positivist, naming, categorizing, hauling and the female passive, being hauled, ‘merely photographic,’ 

subject to male gaze and activity” (42) in How Hug a Stone as well.  
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attempt to revision train travel in their collaborative and cyclical feminist style. In 

“Crossing Loop,” the writers establish that in their feminist reinterpretation of the train, 

“the train is constantly starting and stopping, departing and arriving, coming and waiting 

at crossing loops and in that sense it’s cyclical   [as rhythm is cycling back repeating 

itself, the rhythm of our movement everything]” (Warland 37, square brackets and extra 

space in original).42 Their reconceptualization of the train’s “starting and stopping” 

motion is also evident in their textual style. In contrast to the lines in Pratt’s poetry which 

run in a linear fashion across the page, Marlatt and Warland’s words and lines are often 

broken with caesuras and justified right on the page, evading the regular metrical 

structure of Pratt’s blank verse. As the title of the section “Crossing Loop” itself 

exemplifies, rather than considering train travel as a linear path in one direction, they 

conceive of their poetics as a way around patriarchal limitations in the English language. 

To textually represent their feminist re-signification of the train’s movement, Marlatt and 

Warland recycle words from poem to poem, for example, as will be elaborated, the word 

“Aboriginal”; repeat sounds, as they do in “17:00/Katoomba”;43 and reflect over and over 

again on issues of travel as they relate to the poets’ identities. Sections two and three of 

the long poem reconsider their travels after they return to Canada, and in the third 

section, Marlatt and Warland use phrases from the first section as the titles of their 

poems, undermining the narrative of progress within textual iterations of travel and 

 

42 They liken the train’s motion to their lesbian sexuality by referring to the “cyclical nature of female 

orgasm” (Marlatt 37). In her other writings, Marlatt links her writing style to women’s menstrual cycles, 

“how can the standard sentence structure of English with its linear authority, subject through verb to object, 

convey the wisdom of endlessly repeating and not exactly repeated cycles her body knows?” (Marlatt, 

“Musing with” 12, italics mine).  
43 In this poem, Marlatt and Warland divide the word “Katoomba” into syllables—“ka,” “toom,” and 

“ba”—and arrange these syllables into sound patterns through their typography (11).  
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nationhood. Their repetition, form, and poetic devices textually illustrate their 

imaginative portrayal of possibilities for queer women’s movement and train travel as 

non-linear and relational.  

 In “17:00 coming into Port Pirie” the speakers emphasize their positionalities as 

queer women travellers as a resistance to heteropatriarchal expectations. They describe 

going for dinner on the train where they are asked “are you ladies alone,” to which they 

answer, “‘no’/‘we’re together’” (20),44 articulating their status as a lesbian couple. Kristi 

Siegel explains that from the eighteenth century onward when the concept of travel took 

on its modern connotations, middle- and upper-class women travelling together were not 

considered protected when travelling, as “it is only by the presence of a male escort that 

women can remain safe and unsullied” (“Women’s Travel” 58). McDougall states that 

“travel by train in Australian literature is a particularly negative experience for women” 

(78). He confirms that “the station attendant was supposed in the colonial age of railway 

travel in Australia to be the guardian of the female traveller” (78). Through recording the 

male voice, presumably of the attendant, passing judgement on Marlatt and Warland’s 

choice to travel without a man, the poets highlight biases in the English language which 

entrench existing heteronormative and patriarchal prejudices pertaining to the helpless 

heterosexual woman traveller. As women travelling together without male 

accompaniment, they emphasize women’s autonomy and agency in travel.   

 

44 In the 1980s, queer theory emerged as a disciplinary field as influential theorists and writers such as Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgwick, Judith Butler, and Adrienne Rich published important works concerning the 

heteropatriarchal constraints of Western categories of sex, gender, and sexual orientation. As lesbian 

partners who discuss their sexuality in congruence with their physical location, Marlatt and Warland’s co-

written text may be read as reflecting debates across a growing movement spanning literature, criticism, 

and theory.   
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 Moreover, Marlatt and Warland critique linguistic colonial control when they 

list some of the colonial names on their route through Australia, “Peterborough, 

Jamestown, Gladstone, Port Pirie,” as “anglo overlays” (19). This diction points to 

European nationalisms being extended globally through the English language and 

mapped over Indigenous lands and languages in settler colonial locations including 

Australia and Canada.45 As Ballantyne explains, and Marlatt and Warland illustrate with 

their attention to names, “By their very nature, modern empires were extended realms of 

political, economic, and cultural action and, as such, motion and movement were their 

very lifeblood” (20). Thus, although Marlatt and Warland caption their travel along the 

lines of a traditional travelogue with dates and colonial names, they also attend to the 

colonial dimensions of mapping. As I will show, however, in doing so, they fail to 

acknowledge the implication of their settler travel along this colonial route and mode of 

transport.  

 Marlatt and Warland further recognize how colonial language has been used to 

dispossess Indigenous people when they describe “Woomera ‘prohibited area…weapons 

testing range’/bordering the largest aboriginal ‘occupied lands’” (19, ellipses in original). 

This Royal Australian Air Force aerospace military site, established as an Australian-

Anglo project following World War II and later operated jointly with the US (Dennis et 

al.), was named using the Aboriginal D’harawal word meaning spear-thrower (D’harawal 

dictionary “Spear Thrower”). The appropriation of this Indigenous language seems 

intended to justify transforming lands that are significant to Aboriginal peoples into 

 

45 I further discuss colonial naming practices as they are addressed by diasporic and Indigenous writers in 

subsequent chapters.  
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colonized space, thus fortifying the colonial nationalist project and connecting it with 

modern militarization and environmental destruction. Marlatt and Warland place 

quotations around the words “occupied lands” to imply that a foreign invader has gained 

wrongful authority. The quotation marks suggest that, while settlers may use language in 

such a way as to imply Indigenous peoples are “occupying” settler lands, settlers are 

indeed the foreign body who occupy Aboriginal lands of Australia. 

 Marlatt and Warland’s deconstruction of the word “Aboriginal” is further 

evidence of their attempt to challenge the English language as nationalist and colonizing. 

In “17:00/coming into Port Pirie,” Marlatt and Warland describe the land as “(ab) original 

country” (19), and in “30/5 8:50/past Menindee” the authors describe “‘from the 

beginning’/ab /  original” (14, slash and space in original). Marlatt and Warland highlight 

through their punctuation that Indigenous people are “original” here “from the 

beginning” (14), unlike “we who are gone,” who are “un// original here” (14, slash in 

original). Through their use of brackets and slashes, Marlatt and Warland claim their 

positions as travellers and critique colonial languages. However, though they are 

travellers in Australia, they are also settlers who use language in such a way to inscribe 

Indigenous people into the past and claim ownership of Indigenous lands. As I will 

demonstrate in the context of the individual poems and the larger collection, their 

linguistic play suggests that Aboriginal people were only the former, not current, 

residents of the land. The poets thus critique a system of colonialism that they themselves 

are implicated in as travellers, settlers, and writers.  

 This tension between their queer and feminist reconceptualization of train travel 

and their implication as travellers and settlers in settler colonial structures may be 
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understood through Tuck and Yang’s “moves to innocence,” which I adapt as 

“movements to innocence.” I contend that, through their linguistic reconceptualization of 

movement, Marlatt and Warland reposition themselves as innocent of the colonial project 

in which their form of travel and language implicates them. Challenging Marlatt’s 

statement that as a lesbian, “You begin to feel a solidarity with other marginalized 

peoples. To be a lesbian is to become aware of your difference, no matter how you come 

to it or whether you’ve felt you’ve always been one (‘Changing the Focus’ 132),” in the 

context of Double Negative, Deborah M. Mix asks, “Can (should?) a white, Canadian 

woman be equated so easily with an Australian aboriginal?” (309). Marlatt and 

Warland’s sense of affinity between lesbian linguistic dispossession and the colonial 

dispossession Indigenous people continue to experience is an example of what Tuck and 

Yang refer to as “colonial equivocation.” As Tuck and Yang explain, “describing all 

struggles against imperialism as ‘decolonizing’ creates a convenient ambiguity between 

decolonization and social justice work, especially among people of color, queer people, 

and other groups minoritized by the settler nation-state.” This strategy implies that if 

everyone is colonized, “none of us are settlers” (17).  

The poets’ colonial equivocation is evident in their slippage between Indigenous 

and queer women’s dispossession within the structure of their poems.46 For example, in 

“17:00/coming into Port Pirie,” the poets are asked if they are accompanied by a male, 

define themselves as being in “negative feminine space,” and describe going “off the 

map” to create their own proto-utopian lesbian experience of place (20-21). This is, 

 

46 In her MA thesis, Wendy Plain makes a similar critique of Ana Historic. She states that although Marlatt 

does not specifically refer to “sexual colonization” in the text (66), she “problematically equates the 

position of white women under patriarchy with that of colonized peoples” (68).  
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however, also the poem in which Marlatt and Warland describe the location they are in as 

“(ab) original country” and state that this is the “largest aboriginal ‘occupied lands’” (19). 

“30/5 8:50/past Menindee,” the poem in which they deconstruct the masculinist 

implications of the word “a(d)dress)” (14), is also the poem in which they describe “ab / 

original” people and state that the poets are “un// original here” (14, slash in original).47 

In positioning themselves as “unoriginal” travellers, rather than settlers, they deflect their 

implication in settler structures both in Australia and in their “home” country. 

The comparison the poets make between their experiences with the language and 

Indigenous displacement from the land is made more evident in Warland’s discussion of 

language as a place.48 In Proper Deafinitions: Collected Theorograms, Warland’s 1990 

collection of poetry and theory, she notes that she always felt disconnected from 

American and Canadian culture because, although she grew up speaking English, she 

considers English to be her second language. Warland’s parents’ first language was 

Norwegian, and, as such, “Norwegian syntax and sentence structure form an invisible 

grid on my mind and English will never have the ease and gut-feeling of a mother 

tongue” (Proper 35). She further links her linguistic disadvantage to racialized others 

when she states, “language-focused feminist writers in English Canada come to the 

English language at a slant: either because this is our second language or culture or 

 

47 It is important to further acknowledge that Marlatt and Warland’s deployment of words such as “ab / 

original” are not necessarily intended to refer to Aboriginal people in Australia. In Ana Historic, a poetic 

novel Marlatt published in the same year she published Double Negative, Marlatt uses similar language and 

grammatical markers to reference a settler “trying to see herself [as] ab-original” (30). If the words in 

Double Negative are read as referencing settlers, this would be a problematic self-indigenizing gesture, an 

issue with Double Negative that I will address later in this chapter.  
48 Marlatt also discusses language as a place. In “Musing with Mothertongue,” Marlatt informs, “the 

beginning: language, a living body we enter at birth, sustains and contains us . . . it is both place (where we 

are situated) and body (that contains us), that body of language we speak, our mothertongue” (9-10). 
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because we come from different races.” She believes that it is “these various 

dislocations” which may incite these writers’ “obsession[s] with language” (20, italics 

mine). Warland’s discussion of her own dislocation as akin to writers from other races 

and cultures suggests alignment of her own positionality as an outsider to the language 

with diasporic peoples who have been physically displaced.49  

In treating the language as a land that the poets can be dislocated from just as 

Indigenous people can be displaced, Marlatt and Warland ignore Indigenous relationships 

to land and the ongoing forms of colonial displacement perpetrated by the Canadian state. 

Patricia Price-Chalita lists women of colour and lesbians as among the people who “tend 

to describe their experience in terms of displacement, as having space denied them or 

being rhetorically constructed as some sort of negative space or non-place” (238). In line 

with other oppressed women in the period, Marlatt and Warland describe their feelings of 

suffering using diction of space in ways that risk undermining Indigenous peoples’ 

experiences of being forced off their land in Australia and Canada. While I in no way 

intend to mitigate or ignore the oppression 2SLGBTQQIA+ people experienced in this 

period, and continue to face, I contend that it is important to consider Marlatt and 

Warlatt’s use of language of space and place in relation to settler colonial treatment of 

Indigenous land.  

Marlatt and Warland’s linguistic play, including, for example, their 

deconstruction of the word “Aboriginal” may also be analyzed in line with Tuck and 

 

49 Discussions of language as place were common in the late twentieth century and were often taken up in 

relation to the Canadian long poem. In 1991, Kamboureli includes a section in On the Edge of Genre on 

“Locality on the Long Poem” in which she contemplates the work of Robert Kroetsch, Daphne Marlatt, and 

Eli Mandel. In her final section, she includes a quotation from Eli Mandel in which he asks, in 1981, 

“When do language and place become identical?” (qtd. in Kamboureli 123). 
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Yang’s fourth move to innocence, “Free your mind and the rest will follow.” Tuck and 

Yang explain that although postcolonial scholars like Frantz Fanon importantly showed 

that “decolonizing the mind” is an important step in decolonization, they contend that the 

“cultivation of critical consciousness” when positioned as “the sole activity of 

decolonization” is a move to innocence because it may “allow conscientization to stand 

in for the more uncomfortable task of relinquishing stolen land” (19). Decolonization 

must be uncomfortable for settlers because it involves a recognition that they continue to 

live and prosper on stolen land and should work to return this land to Indigenous peoples. 

Marlatt and Warland’s poetic play with words like “Aboriginal” and attention to settler 

place names registers Indigenous people as former presences and illustrates the poets’ 

awareness of the implications of the English language in colonialism; however, their 

poetry does not grapple with the fact that the poets travel on and reside on stolen, 

unreturned lands. The poets negate and further perpetuate their complicity in the colonial 

project in Canada via their critique of colonialism in Australia in “13:05/Mannahill.” In 

this poem, they list Indigenous place names “Yunta, Paratoo, Ucolta, Yongala” as part of 

“‘the oldest living language’ shaping our tongues lips” and describe the way in which 

“mouths move in anOther motion” (16). Their poetic techniques and phonetic play 

recognize Indigenous languages, but through this appropriative rearticulation of the 

language that does not acknowledge the presence of Indigenous peoples, Marlatt and 

Warland neglect the ongoing material consequences of decolonization and their 

implication in the colonial project.  
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“(can we see what we do not value)”:  

Marlatt and Warland’s Critique of the Gaze 

—and What They Do Not See 

 

Throughout their travel account, Marlatt and Warland reflect on the visual 

experience of travel as they observe the scenery from the window of the train. The name 

of the collection inverts heteropatriarchal historical accounts and emphasizes the poets’ 

“alternative version   [vision]” (Marlatt, “Crossing Loop” 38, extra space in original) 

through the train’s window.50 “Double Negative” is suggestive of the poets, as “two 

negatives [the poets] make a positive” (Marlatt and Warland 20), and a negative in 

photography—the original image captured on film in which the lights and darks of the 

captured scene are reversed. As this original captured image of the negative is not visible 

in photographic prints, Marlatt and Warland reference seeing beyond what is captured by 

the traditional male photographer’s eye or “I.”51 

 Like Mary Louise Pratt, Marlatt and Warland are critical of how vision is 

intertwined with colonial heteropatriarchy within travel narratives. Mary Louise Pratt 

identifies and critiques the “seeing-man . . . an admittedly unfriendly label for the 

European male subject of European landscape discourse—he whose imperial eyes 

passively look out and possess” (7). Marlatt and Warland demonstrate how the history of 

photography is part of this colonial heteropatriarchal project. They reference the colonial 

history of photography and its advancement through train travel tourism when they 

 

50 Flynn discusses antecedents for “the train’s window as frame for the landscape” in Canadian poetry, 

including Robert Finch’s “Train Window” (1946) and P.K. Page’s “Reflections in a Train Window” 

(1954). In the latter, he says, “the window doubles as a mirror” for the woman traveller (85-87). 
51 The touristic gaze via photography is often reflected in Marlatt’s work. For example, in “Zócalo” when 

the female speaker “peer[s] through the camera” she feels those she looks at “have closed down into visual 

integers” (11).  
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mention a man selling “postcards of Australia’s exotic animals: emu, kangaroo & 

Aboriginal” (44). As Rice et al. explain, photography and film have been associated with 

colonialism since their invention. Quoting Paula Amad, they state that photographs have 

often been used to represent “colonized bodies as ‘entomological or zoological 

specimens’” (qtd. in Rice et al. 640). By representing colonial photographers’ equation of 

animals and Indigenous people as symbols of the Australian outback, Marlatt and 

Warland offer a critique of train travel tourism as marketing problematic stereotypes of 

Indigenous primitivity in settler colonial countries.  

 Train travel tourism in both Australia and Canada has historically exploited 

colonial fantasies of Indigenous primitivism. Daniel Francis explains that in the decades 

following the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1885 “[t]he marketing of 

the Imaginary Indian reached its peak” (176). Rail travel was initially presented to settlers 

as an optimal form of tourism with “the possibility of seeing wild Indians in their natural 

setting from the safety and convenience of a railcar” (181). Meanwhile, photographers 

took pictures of Indigenous “people going about their daily activities” beside the CPR, 

and these photos were “sold briskly to passengers wanting mementoes of their trip” 

(Francis 178). In the Australian context, Jillian Barnes explains that in line with 

photographers in the United States who marketed a concept of the pristine landscape 

through their photographs taken along the new Union Pacific Railway line, 

“photographers had a powerful presence in the history of Australian photography and 

played an important role in shaping public attitudes towards Aboriginal people” and 

perpetuating negative stereotypes (121). The railroad tourism industry in Australia took 
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advantage of and built on these problematic representations, “advertis[ing] that 

[‘authentic’] Aborigines could be viewed along the tracks” (128).52  

Marlatt and Warland further critique the heteropatriarchal gaze more explicitly via 

their poetics involving vision. Their tentative language foregrounds their awareness of the 

limitations of their own visions and experiences—and, indeed, all narrative travel 

accounts. The poets’ lack of authority and objectivity is highlighted with the trope of 

memory. In “14:50/Peterborough” one author writes “you remember Katoomba’s ‘falling 

waters’ or/‘the falling together of many streams’” (17). One writer checking the 

synchronicity of their memories highlights the inter-subjective experiences they share. 

Additionally, the two possible translations of “Katoomba” indicate that there is not a 

single translation of the Gundungurra place name “Katoomba”; there are different 

manners of viewing places which are influenced by languages and worldviews. The 

authors underline their point several lines later by describing the mountains as 

“unimaginable here though here changes” (17). “Here” changes both because the authors 

move between places and experiences, and because the place is altered by colonial 

movement over it, for example, when they and others leave “visual evidence of 

someone’s/passing through” (22). They are aware that their experience of the Nullarbor 

desert and the train is shaped by history, the particular period in which they travel, and 

their positionalities as white, middle-class, lesbian women. Through questioning the 

possibility of “truth” and emphasizing their subjectivity, Marlatt and Warland critique 

 

52 Barnes also discusses the tourism industry as a site of agency for Aboriginal people in Australia because 

of “Aboriginal adroitness in adjusting not only to a settler society’s market economy, but also marketing 

their cultural knowledge and skills,” including by purposefully “congrega[ting] along these railways and 

. . . exploit[ing] their cultural capital” as tourists searched for “‘authentic’ native performances” (126-27).  
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colonial heteropatriarchal travel accounts. Mills explains that critics have often 

approached women’s travel accounts as autobiography and engage with them only in so 

far as disproving the factualness of the women writers’ experiences (30). She says, 

“doubts are frequently cast on the truthfulness of women’s accounts. This is especially 

the case in women’s travel writing, where their texts are subject to accusations of 

exaggeration and falsehood” (12). By poetically exposing their lack of authoritative 

position, they unveil the myriad of subject positions experiencing different realities and 

visions.  

Marlatt and Warland establish in this poem that their sightline is not omniscient, 

as the male gaze pretends to be. This is exemplified when they state, “there are wild 

camels/but we’ve not seen them” (24). This phrase both foregrounds the vantage from 

which they view the landscape—they likely do not see camels because there are not any 

camels in the train’s colonial path—and counters colonial heteropatriarchal assumed 

jurisdiction via visual authority. In ironically stating, “(‘seeing is believing/not walking 

out in it” (26), Marlatt and Warland contrast “the empiricist idea that ‘seeing is believing’ 

and empiricism’s orientation to the material world as relatively stable, discoverable (or in 

the case of the camera, capturable) and knowable” (Rice et al. 643). Although Marlatt 

and Warland rarely record “walking out” of the train to experience their surroundings, 

their use of an opening quotation and bracket without the finality of closing punctuation 

marks grammatically highlights what is uncontainable within the gaze. In their poetic 

representation of “civilization” as “see-vill(ain)-I-say-tion” (19), Marlatt and Warland 

moreover use hyphens and purposeful misspelling to demonstrate settler society’s 

dependence on the authority of the male view. Their use of the subject “I,” in contrast to 
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the small letter “i” used throughout the collection, signifies the male Euro-Western 

colonizer speaking and seeing as though from a place of indisputable knowledge. Marlatt 

and Warland’s use of phonetic components highlights the relationship between seeing a 

location and asserting sinister verbal control over it.  

The language of their critique of heteropatriarchal vision also reveals the 

interconnection with colonialism their perspectives perpetuate. Marlatt and Warland 

critique the colonial heteropatriarchal bias forming empirical knowledge in 

“10:33/Forrest”: 

         far as the eye can see 

 

there are birds, insects, mammals, reptiles, scrub trees, 

bushes, grasses 

thriving outside The Gaze 

(can we see what we do not value) (24)  

 

Here, they poetically invoke the well-known phrase “as far as the eye can see” and its 

insinuation of settler ownership of all that is within its visual grasp to show the limits of 

what that gaze unwittingly implies. However, as Marlatt and Warland gaze at a desert 

emptied of Indigenous people and ask “(can we see what we do not value)” the 

conspicuous absence of Indigenous peoples unveils the colonial implications of their 

point of view.53 Marlatt and Warland’s representation of Australia as a land from which 

Indigenous people are vanishing, or are simply gone, perpetuates what James H. Cox 

refers to as “one of the primary characteristics of non-Native storytelling traditions about 

 

53 This analysis extends Plain’s assertion concerning Ana Historic that the “present absences” of Indigenous 

women in the text “simply reproduce the invisibility of First Nations women in conventional feminist 

paradigms” (79). 
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Indians.” For Cox, “the narration of Native absence . . . denies the possibility that there is 

a future for Native communities” (206).  

In their temporal travel “backwards” (8), Marlatt and Warland present Indigenous 

peoples as in the past, thereby ignoring both Indigenous sovereignty and the poets’ 

present implication in colonial structures “at home” and abroad. This diction, as Brenda 

Carr explains, “reflects Marlatt and Warland’s literal experience of writing while sitting 

in train seats facing backwards” and their “‘re-vision’ of literary ground” (114), 

including, as discussed, of patriarchal travel tropes. While the locations and time stamps 

may suggest a firm orientation in their own period, the content of their poems often 

decontextualizes and detemporalizes their travels, roughly orienting what is within their 

sightline in an imagined pre-colonial past. For example, when they describe their view of 

“blue bush aboriginal sacred look/outs,” they add the caveat in the next stanza, “it could 

have been any century/it could have been before our counting” (10, slash after “look” in 

original). Although they describe their time travel using tentative language, they still 

suggest that the landmark’s longevity allows them to distance themselves from their 

present moment, a “movement to innocence” that inscribes Indigenous peoples in the 

past.  

Marlatt and Warland’s contention that Indigenous people are only “original” is 

repeated in “30/5 8:50/past Menindee.” Following the stanza featuring the division of the 

word “ab / original,” the poets state, “we can’t go back/not to the roots we know” (15). 

The linguistic features of Marlatt and Warland’s poetry suggest that by “roots” the poets 

mean both root words and Indigenous roots; both, they imply, are in the past. In this 

context, Aboriginal peoples are presented as “original,” but not present. Marlatt and 
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Warland’s implication of the impossibility of Indigenous presence may be assessed along 

the lines of Mark Rifkin’s critique of nineteenth century American texts as functioning 

“through a temporal dislocation in which Native peoples are perceived as properly 

inhabiting the past”; as such “their presence marks as itself a bygone process, presenting 

the extension/cohesion of settler jurisdiction as accomplished rather than an open-ended 

and continuously fraught project” (Settler Common Sense 31). Rendering Indigenous 

people as only “original” and stating that “we cannot go back” suggests that Indigenous 

people are part of the past and colonialism is over, a “bygone process.” In leaving out 

present Indigenous experiences and resistances, Marlatt and Warland negate their own 

complicity in current colonial practices in Australia via their mode of travel, and by 

extension in Canada through their complicity in Canadian settler culture. 

Rifkin explains that colonialism is inscribed through “everyday modes of 

settlement” (xxxv), arguing that American colonial texts which “do not feature Indians” 

often emphasize “institutionalized dynamics” of settler colonialism (xvii). In settler 

colonial states such as America, Australia, and Canada, settler colonialism is ongoing, as 

settlers continue to enact violence against Indigenous people and bolster institutions that 

perpetuate settler colonialism. In “Crossing Loop” when Marlatt lists the “things we left 

out” of Double Negative, including the people they encountered and “the tradition of how 

trains have been depicted” (36), she does not even mention that trains have been 

instrumental in colonialism. While Marlatt and Warland poetically suggest that 

Indigenous people were the original people on the land, they leave out descriptions of the 

ongoing institutions that harm and displace them, including travel technologies like 

trains. Eric Andrew-Gee succinctly explains the CPR as a tool of settler colonial mobile 
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power: “Construction of the CP railway was seen as essential to the growth and defence 

of the country in the years after Confederation – but First Nations sometimes stood in the 

way. Roughly 5,000 Indigenous people were expelled from the Cypress Hills of 

Saskatchewan in the 1880s alone to make way for the CPR.” As I show later in my 

analysis of Dumont’s poetry, travel and travel technologies serve as vital tools in 

enforcing the structures of settler colonialism. In Marlatt and Warland’s movement 

forwards (towards an imagined utopia) and backwards (into a pre-colonial past) on the 

colonial structure of the railway, they detemporalize their travels and the landscape. In 

doing so, they undermine Indigenous longevity and presence upon the land and, as I will 

discuss, present a kind of utopic lesbian space emptied of Indigenous presence. 

“frame after frame/of red ochre menstrual stain”:  

Reconceptualizing Relational, Feminist Train Travel as Land Claim 

 

 Marlatt and Warland foreground their embodied experiences of travel, intimate 

movements, and relationship with the land. In this section, I establish their feminist mode 

of relating to the Australian landscape, then problematize this feminization as a mode of 

claiming Indigenous land as lesbian settler women’s space. In doing so, I examine some 

familiar tropes in Marlatt’s work including her “quest for a female/feminist identity, for 

social and ecological justice, for the lesbian body, and for an originary female/feminist 

homeplace” (Nichols 110), as well as “the overstepping of other differences such as race 

in the validation of ‘woman’ as the operative political signifier of the text” (Nichols 111). 

I expand on these critiques by situating them in the important contexts of movement, 

travel, and settler colonialism.  
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Marlatt and Warland’s diction enables them to express an intimate and erotic form 

of movement. In “Crossing Loop,” Marlatt self-reflexively uses language to represent the 

poets’ intimacy with each other and the land through the resonances of homophones 

“byrth,” “berth,” and “birth”: “Well, we were so absorbed in being present to it   [almost 

as if we were being born again in this very encapsuled and intimate experience, two in a 

berth/birth/byrth to bear in a certain direction, forwards say —]” (Marlatt 36, extra spaces 

in original). In the 1500 and 1600s, the term “byrth” was sometimes used in place of 

“berth” (OED “berth”), but it is more likely that Marlatt uses the term to point towards 

feminist use of the word “womyn” in the 1970s and 1980s. The term “berth” has 

historical implications of travel. It was originally a nautical term denoting, “A sleeping-

place in a ship,” and, since the nineteenth century, the term has also been used to denote 

the same type of space on a train (OED). Marlatt and Warland, though, bring the concept 

of birth into their revision of train travel via its resonances of female embodied 

experiences. Their revision of words to convey their experience of space (“byrth”) and 

use of square brackets around their descriptions in “Crossing Loop” textually illustrate 

their representation of female space and freedom within the berth of the train.  

Marlatt and Warland consider their berth as a space for relational encounters that 

defy patriarchal depictions of mobility. In “30/5 8:50/past Menindee” they describe 

“holding/motion of this/train” while “in the one berth” (13). They embrace tactile 

experiences within the space of the train, recasting bodily movement and eroticism as 

central experiences of travel. Marguerite Helmers and Tilar J. Mazzeo explain that for 

many male travel writers “erasure of the body is a condition for laying claim to complete 

knowledge” (269); Marlatt and Warland contrast this patriarchal version of travel with 
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attention to the experience of their bodies within their physical space. In 

“14:50/Peterborough,” they describe their experience of the train’s motion moving them: 

rocked backward, content or not 

kinetic at all points in touch 

with coming incessantly (18)54  

 

The poets thus undermine the visual, cognitive, patriarchal version of train travel by 

describing the “rocking motion of the train” as “womblike” (Marlatt, “Crossing Loop” 

37).55 They conceive of their travel as a kind of rebirth into their perception of the space 

and their relationship, as Shaw states, “re-envision[ing] the train as a dynamic locus of 

lesbian expression” (152). In “31/5 8:45/Deakin,” the poets foreground their experience 

within the train as intimate, stating, “we are swallowed up/as i birth you in/” (22, slash in 

original). They envision giving birth and being birthed into the world as a significant 

form of motion they reexperience through train travel. The poets’ conversational form 

may also suggest they are creatively birthing their collaborative poem. In whatever sense 

these lines are interpreted, their conception of birth prioritizes female embodied 

 

54 Marlatt and Warland’s erotic movements within the berth of the train undermine patriarchal accounts of 

the male gaze associated with train travel. Freud, for example, frequently includes metaphors of train travel 

that place primacy on vision and male knowledge. Bertram Lewin discusses one such reference in a paper 

called “On Beginning the Treatment.” As Lewin explains, Freud describes the requirements of “a 

beginning patient”: “So say whatever goes through your mind. Act as though, for instance, you were a 

traveller sitting next to a window of a railway carriage and describing to someone inside the carriage the 

changing views which you see outside” (qtd. in Lewin 71). The metaphor places primacy on the visual 

experience of a train ride and reveals the expectation that the male therapist will be able to objectively 

reframe the important details for the traveller/patient. 
55 In the 1980s and 1990s, critics debated gender essentialism in Marlatt’s work. For example, while Frank 

Davey believes that How Hug a Stone “places, against the categorizing and collecting masculine, an 

essential feminine” (45), Julie Beddoes states that it is not Marlatt but Davey who is “prescriptive, 

idealizing, authorizing, or identity-focused” (75). Marlatt, she says, is destabilizing gender binaries. Marlatt 

and Warland’s use of terms like “womb” and “menstrual” to think about women’s relationship to the land 

they travel upon in Double Negative, I believe, does convey an essentialist view of the category of women 

being determined by biological features. I begin to problematize this conception of women through an 

Indigenous lens in my conclusion by considering Leanne Simpson’s use of the Nishnaabemowin word 

“kwe.”  
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experiences of travel as both active and dependent and challenges predominant language 

about women’s bodies that sought to restrict their travels.  

Kristi Siegel explains that in the eighteenth-century women’s reproductive 

processes were read as “innately pathological” (63). This medicalization was used by the 

wider patriarchal community to confirm that women should not travel but should “stay at 

home” (63). By deconstructing Hollywood films, Siegel effectively demonstrates how 

this medical discourse has continued into the twentieth century and has been projected 

onto expectations of women’s morality when travelling, as women are often portrayed as 

travelling only for the purpose of properly wooing a man “without really moving” (66). 

Marlatt and Warland’s embodied movement is a reaction against precisely this type of 

discourse. They emphasize movement as “womblike,” thus normalizing women’s bodies 

in opposition to pathologizing of women’s bodily processes, which has been used to 

encourage women to stay home. Marlatt and Warland’s emphasis on queer sexuality 

further challenges the expected moral code of heteronormativity and chastity when 

travelling. The poets’ linguistic play highlights alternative possibilities of female 

movement as sensual, erotic, and embodied.  

Marlatt and Warland feminize both their form of movement and the Australian 

continent, a problematic move I will critique. The poets conceive of their female 

connection to the Nullarbor desert via their female bodies:  

we go inside 

  out 

into the womb of the continent  

ochre, red earth, salt plain (13) 

 

Their representation of their travel suggests being enveloped within the mother’s body 

and inside the feminized land. The rhythm of the final quoted line and the distance 
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between the words “inside” and “out,” which forces a long pause between the words and 

creates a visual and oral lull, represents moving with “the rocking motion of the train” 

and the bodily rhythms of the mother’s, and land’s, womb (Marlatt, “Crossing Loop” 37). 

In “Crossing Loop,” the poets further describe their travel from a revisionist, one might 

even say ecofeminist perspective. They state that they view the train tracks as an 

“umbilical cord . . . representing our continuous dependency on the earth” (Warland 37), 

demonstrating their desire to revision the (colonial) tracks as allowing a maternal 

connection with the earth.56 Marlatt and Warland’s metaphorical link between women’s 

bodies and the land has clear resonances with ecofeminism, a body of knowledge that 

envisions a connection between and “works against the colonization and occupation of 

both women and land/nature” (Darias-Beautell 186). However, as Darias-Beautell’s use 

of the word “colonization” implies, to create female connection with the earth, 

ecofeminism also risks erasing literal colonization of Indigenous land and Indigenous 

relationship with that land, a point I will develop. 

 Darias-Beautell’s definition of ecofeminism moreover highlights the relational 

thread of ecofeminism: “It is about changing from a morality based on ‘power over’ 

[women and the environment] to one based on reciprocity and responsibility (‘power 

to’)” (187). To strengthen her analysis, Darias-Beautell quotes Marlatt as stating, “I think 

we don’t look enough at our relationship, the relationship between our bodies and 

everything that surrounds it” (qtd. in Darias-Beautell 188). While later I will establish 

 

56 Carr reads Marlatt and Warland’s “conflation of female subject position with geographical space,” in 

other words, her drawing a “textual connection between two colonized territories – desert and female body” 

as an “ecofeminist gesture” (120). Eva Darias-Beautell similarly reads Marlatt’s Taken as “recovering and 

empowering an erased female experience” through “connection between the female (m)other and the earth 

(m)other” as central to her “ecofeminist ethics” (188). 
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that the connection Marlatt and Warland imagine with the land in Double Negative is 

colonial, here, I note that the lesbian relationship they propose with the land counters the 

heteropatriarchal “master[y] of the land” Kolodny theorizes and Pratt poeticizes. In 

Pratt’s and Kolodny’s representations, the land is presented as female, and it is dominated 

by the male settler. In “Towards the Last Spike,” the land is continually figured as a 

female that must be conquered and subdued by men and the railway, constructed as a 

phallic symbol. The North Shore of Lake Superior is rendered as the “Laurentian 

monster,” a female entity who must be sexually subdued: “All she had to do/Was lie there 

neither yielding nor resisting” (62). The railway construction workers are described as 

“driving in those spikes . . . Hitting, digging, twisting” (71, italics in original). This 

violent sexual imagery renders the land, like women, as yielding and rapeable. Therefore, 

although Pratt, Marlatt, and Warland all represent the land as female, Pratt gives voice to 

heteronormative males violating the earth, and Marlatt and Warland represent the earth as 

a female with whom they are in relationship.  

In contrast to Pratt’s depiction of the Laurentian Monster, a female lizard who 

must remain inert,57 Marlatt and Warland observe the movement of kangaroos: 

bouncers, both  

feet on the ground 

 

prim paws, perked ears, they pound  

the rim of the real their territory 

we their dream roar through (14) 

 

57 Pratt explains, “I knew that its pre-Cambrian formation had been laid down millions of years before life 

began on this planet. So I had to do a bit of personification. I wanted a very old form, something reptilian, 

so I made the Laurentian range a hybrid monster, a lizard held within the folds of the pre-Cambrian Shield. 

. . . I have used the feminine pronoun she throughout, instead of it, with the recognized licence that a 

captain takes when referring to his ship” (Pratt “Introductory Note”).  
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Marlatt and Warland’s carefully crafted metre and rhythm demonstrates their attempt to 

observe and convey the kangaroos’ movement. The alliteration of the letter “p,” commas 

following every second one-syllable word, and regular iambic metre of the line “prim 

paws, perked ears, they pound” orally mimics the bouncing motion of the kangaroos. 

Their depiction of the kangaroos and the land, however, also, as I will now detail, 

problematically insinuates a false settler ownership of Indigenous lands.  

 Marlatt and Warland’s touristic fascination with kangaroos and description of the 

land being kangaroos’ “territory,” rather than Indigenous territory, is indicative of the 

ways their writing reiterates the patterns of early settler colonial exploratory travel. 

Kangaroo hunting has long been associated with colonialism and the tourism industry in 

Australia. As Ken Gelder and Rachael Weaver from the University of Melbourne explain, 

Aboriginal people “had been hunting kangaroos for thousands of years” when settlers 

came and kangaroo hunting became an exploitative colonial and tourist activity, 

“attracting many notable visitors from overseas.” Hunting kangaroos recreationally, they 

assert, was “a way of consolidating settler ownership of large pastoral properties; it 

was a triumphant announcement of the absolute dispossession of Aboriginal people 

and the end of the frontier.” Marlatt and Warland’s touristic gaze towards this 

particular animal long associated with settler colonialism may repeat Indigenous 

erasure.  

Marlatt and Warland’s description of themselves as travellers within the 

kangaroos’ dream also reasserts colonial epistemologies and assumptions. Moreton-

Robinson explains that for Indigenous peoples in Australia it was “[during] the dreaming, 

[that] ancestral beings created the land and life, and they are tied to particular tracks of 
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country” (12). Marlatt and Warland’s reference to their existence within the kangaroos’ 

dream may appropriate Indigenous peoples’ conception of their land and relationship to it 

as created through the dreaming. This is made even more apparent in their poem “the rim 

of the real their territory,” the poem in “Real 2” which takes its title from a line in “30/5 

8:50/ past Menindee.” Here, they blatantly question whether they are experiencing 

“Dreamtime a vision we can only imagine in theories like collective memory” (44). As 

discussed by Martin Porr, anthropologists have often used the concept of dreamtime to 

imply “problematic romantic and exotic dimensions” which are “a product of European 

colonial appropriation and generalisation” (193). Porr explains that the dreaming has 

more recently been understood as “reflective of the dialectic between Aboriginal 

philosophies and lifeways, which cannot be divorced from the experience and 

understanding of landscape” (193). Marlatt and Warland’s mention of the kangaroos’ 

dream and of Dreamtime, which divorces the concept of the dreaming from Indigenous 

philosophies and relationships to the land, is thus embedded in twentieth century 

anthropological discourse which tended to exoticize non-Western cultures. Moreton-

Robinson explains, “Indigenous women [in Australia] perceive themselves as being an 

extension of the earth, which is alive and unpredictable” (15). Ignoring this Indigenous 

connection to the earth, Marlatt and Warland problematically naturalize their feminine tie 

to these lands.  

 Marlatt and Warland’s imposed relationality with both animals and Indigenous 

lands is an example of the move to innocence of fantasy of self-Indigenization. Although 

they do not explicitly name this move, Tuck and Yang discuss settler nativism, wherein 

“settlers locate or invent a long-lost ancestor who is rumored to have had ‘Indian blood’” 
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(10) and settler adoption fantasies which usually involve settler stories in which “the 

Native (understanding that he is becoming extinct) hands over his land, his claim to the 

land, his very Indian-ness to the settler for safe-keeping” (14) as moves to innocence. In 

these moves, settlers fabricate Indigenous identity to imagine a connection to lands that 

are not theirs to absolve their guilt for settler colonialism and make a false claim over 

Indigenous lands. Marlatt and Warland’s colour imagery, which infuses the landscape 

with red menstrual blood, implies a self-Indigenizing blood relationship with Indigenous 

lands. In “10:33/Forrest,” the poets describe: 

 frame after frame 

of red ochre menstrual stain 

(source of earth’s life blood) (24) 

 

In “31/5 8:45/Deakin” they also pass “red earth, red-dust stained brush” (22), and they 

liken their erotic movements to the land,  

we are in space (red, red 

your flesh i taste  

. . .  

travel this 

here (23, italics in original) 

 

Their language propagates a feminist fantasy of Indigenization, abstracting an Aboriginal 

spiritual material from its cultural context and associating it, instead, with menstruation 

and women’s bodies. Paul SC Taçon notes, “perhaps as early as 60,000 years ago, ochres 

were used for a range of purposes, from ritual (eg burials) to rock-art, and probably also 

body art” by Aboriginal peoples of Australia (33). Instead of describing this connection, 
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Marlatt and Warland’s feminist poetics problematically metamorphize the substance into 

evidence of their own female connection to Australia.58  

Marlatt and Warland’s settler mobility is based upon a fantasy of relationality 

with the land of Australia. In defining settler mobility, Clarsen explains, “By material and 

symbolic means, settlers claim Indigenous lands as their own, reshaping Indigenous 

spaces into settler spaces and remaking themselves into the ‘new natives,’ legitimately at 

home on somebody else’s land” (42). Marlatt and Warland’s desire to reimagine the land 

in a way that allows women’s belonging is evident in their poetry and discussions of their 

work. They declare their poetry as a way to “imagin-a-nation in the heart of/‘nothing’” 

(24). With this phrase, though, they also reinscribe the discourse of terra nullius. 

Commenting on her own work as part of a movement of feminist writers including Nicole 

Brossard and Jane Rule, Warland states, “I find it quite interesting that there’s this female 

movement into the desert saying ‘this is mine too and i relate to it in a different way’” 

(38). While her challenge to heteropatriarchal ownership is clear, her use of the word 

“mine” registers settler ownership and self-Indigenization. Marlatt and Warland’s queer 

revision of the love lyric to fit their love and embodied travel thus dismisses Indigenous 

people and their connections to their lands. Marlatt registers similar tendencies of 

Indigenous erasure when discussing her move in early childhood from Malaysia, where 

she was part of a family who resided on the land as colonizers, to Canada. Marlatt 

explains the possibility of belonging: “If you don’t belong, you can imagine you belong, 

you can retell its history in a way that admits you” (“Entering In” 22, italics in original). 

 

58 Indigenous writers in Australia link the colour of the land to their intrinsic connection to it. Indigenous 

poet W. Les Russell/Boolidt Boolidtha, for example, begins his poem “Red” by stating, “Red is the 

colour/of my Blood;/of the earth,/of which I am part” (2). 
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Marlatt and Warland attempt to enact exactly what Marlatt has claimed an immigrant 

should do—imaginatively obscure the history and current colonial situation to reconceive 

belonging.59  

Marlatt’s poems about Canada also problematically employ self-Indigenizing 

language through connecting female bodies to the land.60 In her poetic sequence “Touch 

to My Tongue,” Marlatt often equates Canadian regions with the female body. Her poem 

“Climbing the canyon even as” describes “nosing my way into the unnamed female folds 

of hill” (15), thus likening her lover’s body to the landscape. Marlatt moreover describes 

Marlatt and Warland’s tie in “Hidden ground” when she imagines “heading east” along 

the “Trans-Canada,” with its terrain of “low lying, moist and undefined, hidden ground, 

wild and running everywhere along the outer edges” (17), signifying both the uninhabited 

wilderness in Canada and her lover’s genitalia. Shaw reads this poem and others like it as 

“poems of long-distance yearning [which] suggest how desire, and here a particularly 

lesbian desire, reorients spatial understanding by countering the directionality of the 

highway, the map, and even the moon’s gravitational pull” (175). While the poets’ 

lesbian travel imagery differs from Pratt’s heteropatriarchal version, it still perpetuates 

settler colonial ideology. Marlatt’s self-Indigenizing through metaphors of relationality is 

made even more evident in “Prairie” when Marlatt describes herself and her lover 

“cruising earth’s surface, gazing on it, grazing, like those 70 million year old dinosaurs” 

 

59 Beddoes reads How Hug a Stone as an example of “the [Canadian] elegiac-pastoral journey home in 

search of some originary place or parent which is ultimately not so much found as invented; examples are 

Robert Kroetsch's Seed Catalogue and Eli Mandel's Out of Place” (81). Double Negative, as well, may be 

read in line with this genre, as Marlatt spent some of her childhood in Australia, and is now reimagining it 

as a utopic locale. As she is a settler immigrant in Canada, the poem also conveys her imagined belonging 

in settler colonial Canada.  
60 Julia Emberley also discusses Marlatt’s “naturalization of the bourgeois female subject” in Ana Historic 

through Marlatt’s “displacing a range of colonized ‘others’ such as Native women” (155, 156).  
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(16). This simile is a claim to pre-history, both implying the inevitability of extinction of 

those with long-term connection to the land and presuming that their own imagined 

relationship to the land is more entrenched in history than that of Indigenous peoples. As 

both a settler and traveller, Marlatt imposes belonging on Indigenous lands through her 

poetic imagery.  

As Moreton-Robinson asserts, “Indigenous belonging challenges the assumption 

that Australia is postcolonial because our relation to land, what I conceptualize as an 

ontological belonging, is omnipresent, and continues to unsettle non-Indigenous 

belonging based on illegal dispossession” (4). Travel practices can violate or honour this 

Indigenous relationship to the land. Marlatt and Warland’s fantasy of self-Indigenization 

and exclusion of Indigenous people demonstrates that travel abroad is not an escape from 

global settler colonial structures and mobilities. Dumont and Akiwenzie-Damm set travel 

and movement in its settler colonial context and envision alternative forms of Indigenous 

mobility which celebrate Indigenous forms of nationalism and internationalism.  

  “my moccasins step timid/on this part of mother earth”:  

Decolonial Travel in the Poetry of Marilyn Dumont  

and Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm 

 

I end this chapter with a short analysis of poems by Marilyn Dumont and Kateri 

Akiwenzie-Damm, Indigenous women writers who published poems of trains and travel 

in the same period as Double Negative. Marlatt and Warland, Dumont, and Akiwenzie-

Damm take up similar issues in their poetry, including the responsibilities and 

relationships travellers seek with the lands they visit, how language can be used to 

acknowledge Indigenous presence and sovereignty, and the problems with and 
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possibilities of nationalisms. However, as I have argued, Marlatt and Warland reify 

Indigenous erasure in settler colonial locales by projecting a female belonging to 

Indigenous lands which are emptied of contemporary Indigenous presence. In contrast, 

Dumont’s and Akiwenzie-Damm’s poems of railways and travel foreground Indigenous 

sovereignty and relationships to the land. While Marlatt, Warland, Dumont, and 

Akiwenzie-Damm all disavow forms of nationalism propagated by nation-states, Dumont 

and Akiwenzie-Damm’s poetry celebrates Indigenous sovereignty through modes of 

Indigenous nationalism and internationalism. Therefore, I revisit and examine these 

writers from the 1990s to urge settlers to listen to Indigenous writers so that they can hear 

their voices and relate to their lands as travellers and settlers more respectfully. 

In 1996, Marilyn Dumont (Cree/Métis) published “Letter to Sir John A. 

Macdonald” as part of her collection A Really Good Brown Girl. While the poem is 

addressed to the hero of Pratt’s epic, Dumont narrates the railway with attention to 

important groups who poets such as Pratt ignored. Using repetition, humour, and 

allusions to notable Indigenous figures of resistance, Dumont shows that, though the 

railway has displaced Métis people, they are indeed “still here” (Dumont 70). In his long 

poem, Pratt mentions Métis leader Louis Riel only to imply that he was the final option 

for Métis survival and land rights. Pratt states that when “his body [was] swaying like a 

reed” (75), narrating Riel being hanged for treason in 1885, the Métis were ushered off 

the land in a “sullen tread” (75). Dumont, in contrast, refers to the colonial history of the 

railway, but references Riel to foreground ongoing Indigenous sovereignty and presence: 

Riel is dead 

but he just keeps coming back 

in all the Bill Wilsons yet to speak out of turn or favour (70)  
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Dumont alludes to both historical and present manifestations of Indigenous resistance. 

Louis Riel waged successful resistances against the Canadian government’s 

encroachment upon the Métis homelands and was defeated in the 1885 Battle of Batoche 

after the Canadian “government reacted immediately [to these resistances] by sending its 

own military force west on the newly extended national rail line” (Andersen 116). The 

railway was fundamental to colonialism as a means of dispossessing Indigenous people 

of their land to settle the west, and as a form of transporting violent law enforcers to 

prevent Métis nationalism. Chris Andersen further quotes from RCAP (1996). He 

explains that “[d]reams of an autonomous western Métis home-land did not die with Riel, 

however; his martyrdom continues to inspire progress towards that goal” to prove that 

“the seeds of a continuing nationalism were sown by the very dispossession ostensibly 

intended to destroy it” (116). Dumont similarly illustrates that the death of Riel did not 

end Métis nationalism, but indeed fostered it.  

In the aforementioned quotation, Dumont demonstrates that Riel is one early 

example of an Indigenous individual fighting for land rights; Bill Wilson, a hereditary 

chief and lawyer who in the 1980s aided in amending the Constitution Act to incorporate 

protection of Indigenous lands and Indigenous women, is a more recent example. While 

the newly forming Canadian government hoped Indigenous people would be assimilated 

into the Canadian nation and lost to history, Riel coming back in later activists asserts 

resistance to Canadian nationalism and the temporal forms of progress it perpetuates, a 

concept that I will elaborate in Chapter Three. Despite settlers believing the railway 

fortified the settler government’s rule over Canada, Dumont indicates that Indigenous 

people still have authority and influence over the land. In this way, her poem reflects the 
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sentiment of Wet’suwet’en demonstrations, which were “cheered [by Indigenous people 

and their allies] as a strike against one of the most effective tools in the colonization of 

Canada.” These Indigenous people were resisting the “theft of land, starvation, [and] 

forced relocation” (Andrew-Gee) long associated with railways. The allusions within 

Dumont’s poem signify Indigenous sovereignty and successful Indigenous creative, 

activist, and political resistances against settler colonial state nationalism and travel. 

The diction and form of Dumont’s poem reveal the railroad as a tool of 

colonization and demonstrate continued Indigenous agency on the land occupied by the 

CPR. The poem takes the form of a mock “Dear John letter,” a type of letter usually 

written by a woman to terminate her relationship with her beau, to John A. Macdonald. 

Rather than using the utopian discourse of lesbian sexual consummation as Marlatt and 

Warland do or the non-consensual and violent heteropatriarchal courtship romance Pratt 

employs, Dumont counters the form of the love lyric with a rejection letter. By framing 

her poem as a letter describing a failed relationship, Dumont’s form demonstrates that the 

railroad forged an unsuccessful relationship between the provinces and was part of an 

ongoing abusive relationship between the settler government and Indigenous peoples. 

Although the settler government expected the railroad to create unity (a metaphorical 

harmonious relationship), it has not done so. The railroad and the project of nationalism 

was fundamentally built through abuse and displacement of Indigenous peoples, which 

Dumont describes as “all that shuffling us around to suit the settlers” (70).  

Dumont mocks the legalese used to implement the CPR, repurposing lines from 

F.R. Scott’s poem “Laurentian Shield” to describe the railroad’s “steel syntax” and “The 



91 

 

long sentence of its exploitation” (70). Dumont, though, uses Indigenous humour to 

highlight the failure of Canadian nationalism and Indigenous assimilation:  

because you know as well as I 

that we were railroaded 

by some steel tracks that didn’t last 

and some settlers who wouldn’t settle 

and it’s funny we’re still here and callin ourselves halfbreed. (71) 

 

The poem uses “railroad” a transitive verb which takes Métis people as its object, since 

they were coerced “in a particular direction” (OED). Dumont humorously 

decontextualizes the concept of the railway as offering national unity, as it is presented in 

“Towards the Last Spike.” Instead, she presents the railway as a colonial enterprise which 

coerced Indigenous people, intimating that railways in settler colonial locales cannot be 

separated from colonialism. In describing non-Indigenous people as “some settlers who 

wouldn’t settle,” Dumont reminds readers that “settlers create their claim on land to 

which they have ‘come to stay’ precisely through technologies of mobility” (Dietrich 

509).61 Dumont references the unsettled nature of settlers as they moved westward over 

Turtle Island encroaching on Indigenous lands, showing that it was precisely this violent 

mobility over Indigenous territory that created the nation-state of Canada. 

In the context of the poem, Dumont’s allusion to the Meech Lake Accord further 

differentiates nationalist movements of Indigenous and Quebecois peoples. Dumont 

describes the Métis as “still here/after Meech Lake,” and Elijah Harper, who she 

ironically characterizes as “one no-good-for-nothin-Indian” (70). As Thomas King 

explains in The Inconvenient Indian, “The [Meech Lake] Accord officially recognized 

 

61 Dietrch quotes Patrick Wolfe in his explanation of settler colonial countries as locales in which settlers 

do not simply extract resources but “come to stay” (388).  
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Quebec as a ‘distinct society’ . . . [but] completely ignored Aboriginal people” (172). The 

Accord is an attempt by the Canadian government to recognize French culture as distinct, 

while this same government worked to assimilate Indigenous people. Dumont’s reference 

to the “no-good-for-nothin-Indian” offers a different narrative of Indigenous survival and 

nationalism. Dumont refers to Elijah Harper (Cree), who prevented the Meech Lake 

Accord from passing by voting against dispensing public hearings in Manitoba (King 

173). Harper refused consent because Indigenous people were not consulted on the 

Accord. 

Dumont’s affirmation, “we’re still here and Métis” and her reference to 

Indigenous people who resisted Canadian nationalism formed via the railway 

demonstrates distinct Métis and Indigenous forms of nationhood which embrace their 

community identities and forms of resistance. In Fagan et al.’s “Canadian Indian Literary 

Nationalism?: Critical Approaches in Canadian Indigenous Contexts – A Collaborative 

Interlogue,” Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair quotes Daniel Heath Justice to define 

Indigenous nationhood:  

Indigenous nationhood is a concept rooted in community values, histories, and 

traditions that . .  . asserts a sense of active sociopolitical agency . . . [I]t is also an 

understanding of a common social interdependence within the community, the 

tribal web of kinship rights and responsibilities that link the People, the land, and 

the cosmos together in an ongoing and dynamic system of mutually affecting 

relationships. (qtd. in “Canadian Indian Literary Nationalism” 21) 

 

In Our Fire Survives the Storm, Heath Justice draws a clear distinction between 

Indigenous nationhood and the type of nationalism exercised by nation-states such as 

Canada. Nation-state nationalism, he says, “is often dependent upon the erasure of 

kinship bonds in favor of a code of patriotism that places loyalty to state above kinship 

obligations . . . Its primary function is to justify the existing economic, military, and 
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political structure—largely through the assimilation of all subject constituencies into the 

culture of a monolithic and coercive state” (23). In contrast, Indigenous nations can 

“extend recognition to other sovereignties without that recognition implying a necessary 

need to consume, displace or become absorbed by those nations” (24). The connections 

Dumont draws between Riel and later Indigenous activists demonstrates their resistance 

as rooted in Indigenous kinship within and between Indigenous nations. Dumont’s 

repeated reference to Métis people being “still here” on the land further illustrates the 

nation-specific aspect of Indigenous literary nationalism. In “Canadian Indian Literary 

Nationalism?” Deanna Reder explains that Indigenous literary nationalism “celebrates the 

variety of specific national or tribal interpretations of the world” (33). Dumont honours 

the Métis specifically, and wider Indigenous longevity and connection to the land more 

generally. She demonstrates that, unlike enduring Métis nationalism which is formed via 

community bonds, the railroad and the national bonds it sought to superimpose did not 

transcend time, “cause the railway shut down” (70); it is subject to history and 

economics. By asserting four times that Métis people are “still here,” Dumont highlights 

their long-term and ongoing connection with the land. Indigenous nationhood, 

sovereignty, and relationship with the land are central to re-imagining the possibilities of 

travel within an Indigenous framework. 

Whereas Dumont’s poem, as I have established, problematizes settler mobilities 

that bolster colonizing nationalist frameworks and presents Indigenous relational forms of 

nationhood as integral to resistance, Akiwenzie-Damm’s poem “from turtle island to 

aotearoa” conveys possibilities of Indigenous international travel prioritizing nation-to-

nation relationships and Indigenous placed-based being. For this reason, I analyze this 
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poem using Leanne Simpson’s (Nishnaabeg) concept of Indigenous internationalism. 

Simpson, who is part of the same nation as Akiwenzie-Damm, explains that relationships 

to other human, animal, and plant nations are foundational to Nishnaabeg worldviews: 

“With our complex ways of relating to the plant nations, animal nations, and the spiritual 

realm, our existence has always been inherently international regardless of how rooted in 

place we are” (As We Have 56). Nishnaabeg peoples, and indeed all Indigenous peoples, 

are deeply connected to place, but because everyday life requires movement, 

relationships with other beings are also essential. Simpson explains that the importance of 

forming relationships with other nations is embedded in Nishnaabeg stories, like those of 

Nanabush who “walked the world to understand their place in it, our place in it, to create 

face-to-face relationships with other nations and beings because Nanabush understood 

that the Nishnaabeg, that we all, are linked to all of creation in a global community” (57). 

These stories not only explain that nations are connected, but the kind of qualities 

international relations should possess, “relationships that are based on consent, 

reciprocity, respect, and empathy” (61, italics mine). As I demonstrate, these four 

qualities of relationships are central in the Anishinaabe–Māori relationship Akiwenzie-

Damm envisions in her poetry describing her travel to Aotearoa.  

Akiwenzie-Damm is an Anishinaabe poet, as well as Assistant Professor, and the 

founder and managing editor of Kegedonce Press. Her poem “from turtle island to 

aotearoa” is the final work in her first volume of poetry, the 1993 collection My Heart is 

a Stray Bullet. As the title indicates, the poem describes a trip to Aotearoa (the 

Māori name for New Zealand). The work is published in the same period as Double 

Negative, but Akiwenzie-Damm presents a radically different perspective on travel and 
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its relationship to Indigeneity and settler colonialism. Through imagery of walking, 

Akiwenzie-Damm makes clear that, although she is Indigenous to Turtle Island, she is 

aware that she is not to Aotearoa; as such she prioritizes forming consensual, reciprocal, 

respectful, and empathetic relationships with the Māori people she visits. She describes 

her motion in such terms: “slow cautious steps taken” (50) and “my moccasins step 

timid/on this part of mother earth” (51). Her gait is gentle because of her awareness that 

she is treading on territory that is not hers, reflecting a few lines later, “‘so this is what it 

is to be/a stranger in another land’ i think to myself as foot follows foot” (51). In contrast 

to Marlatt and Warland who rarely step outside the colonial confines of the train, 

Akiwenzie-Damm interacts with the land physically and spiritually by mindfully walking 

upon it.  

Her self-positioning as a stranger to this land complements her attention to Māori 

peoples as the rightful owners of this land. Akiwenzie-Damm mentions the Māori in the 

first stanza of her poem describing her intention to “join the waves of maori” (50). By 

focussing on the people on whose land she treads—both by mentioning the Māori people 

and by titling her poem “from turtle island to aotearoa”—Akiwenzie-Damm advances her 

contention that Aotearoa is the sovereign territory of the Māori people. Akiwenzie-Damm 

applies concepts from the Māori language to show respect to the Māori whose land she 

visits. For example, she expresses her appreciation to the “the tangata whenua who have 

not challenged my being here” (53). The Māori dictionary states that this word has 

several meanings, among which are the “local people, hosts, [I]ndigenous people - people 

born of the whenua, i.e. of the placenta and of the land where the people's ancestors have 

lived and where their placenta are buried.” The word situates the Māori nation as a 
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distinct group, a community formed via connection to the land and heritage. By referring 

to the peoples using their own names for themselves, Akiwenzie-Damm recognizes their 

authority over and connection to their specific lands and the way that this is affirmed 

through language.62  

 In her travels to Aotearoa, Akiwenzie-Damm carefully applies diction to the land 

and peoples to emphasize respect via following and moving with, not against, the 

sovereign peoples of the territory. By attending to the distinct forms of connection 

conveyed within the Māori language and emphasizing orality through her form, 

Akiwenzie-Damm exemplifies respect via conveying unique elements of the land and 

peoples she visits. In the first stanza of her poem, she describes her intention to “join the 

waves of maori/lapping at the shore of the marae” (50). The marae encompasses both a 

location and an attitude towards relationships between peoples from different places. 

According to the Māori dictionary, the word is a verb that means “to be generous, 

hospitable” and “the open area in front of the wharenui, where formal greetings and 

discussions take place.” Through her language, Akiwenzie-Damm foregrounds her 

understanding of Māori sovereignty and her intent to form reciprocal long-term 

relationships with them on their terms.  

The words “waves” and “lapping” depict Māori movement as in-tune with the 

water.63 Akiwenzie-Damm’s use of the Māori language emphasizes her intention to move 

according to Māori respect for the water. This objective is later demonstrated in her 

 

62 Malissa Phung similarly explains that the word “pakeha,” roughly meaning settler, does political work in 

Aotearoa. Settlers use the term, she explains, to recognize Māori sovereignty and “acknowledge where 

[they] actually came from—not here” (296-97). Although she is not a settler so does not use the term, 

Akiwenzie-Damm carefully chooses diction to self-position and demonstrate Māori sovereignty.  
63 I further discuss Indigenous relationships with and travel through water on Turtle Island in Chapter Three 

and in my conclusion.  
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second stanza when she describes, “the convoy that was mataatua waka/led us eastward 

to this place” (50). According to the Māori dictionary, Mātaatua means “migration canoe 

which landed at Whakatāne and finally ended at Hokianga before being dragged overland 

to Tākou.” The term conveys a Māori form of movement connected to Māori history, 

ancestors, and water. Tony Ballantyne discusses this form of travel when he explains that 

although British colonizers portrayed the Western Pacific as “cut off” because it included 

multiple islands surrounded by water, the British actually “constrained the mobility” of 

Indigenous peoples in the area, peoples who saw the water as “bridges that encouraged 

movement and exchange rather than barriers” (16-17). Akiwenzie-Damm thus 

demonstrates her respectful intention to follow and travel in congruence with Māori 

people over lands and waters with which they have a connection.64  

While on Māori land, Akiwenzie-Damm, though, “must reach across an ocean to 

find the right words” (51) within her own language, Anishinaabemowin. She uses this 

language to describe her own home and why she feels a connection to it, describing, for 

example, “my grandparents’ bones are cradled by ahki” (51). Rather than using a settler 

word to describe her relationship to the land, she uses the word ahki, which, according to 

Leanne Simpson, “includes all aspects of creation: landforms, elements, plants, animals, 

spirits, sounds, thoughts, feelings, and energies and all of those emergent systems, 

ecologies, and networks that connect these elements” (As We Have 161). The term 

conveys Nishnaabeg “relational reciprocity with Aki” not as “commodity” or “capital” 

 

64 In Routes and Roots: Navigating Caribbean and Pacific Island Literatures, Elizabeth DeLoughrey 

summarizes one of these traditional forms of movement through the waters around the Pacific Islands. She 

explains the “Pacific wayfinding system of moving islands” in Micronesia as “etak.” Through this mode of 

transit, she says, “Pacific navigators have developed a complex system of charting a vessel’s movement 

through space where the voyaging canoe is perceived as stable while the islands and cosmos move towards 

the traveler” (3).  
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but as “place, power, relation” (As We Have 254n2). Akiwenzie-Damm’s conveyance of 

the term in the context of the poem implies that she practices Indigenous internationalism 

not only with other nations, but with spiritual, ancestral, and physical entities with whom 

she is in relationship. She describes home as a place “where i know the bending of the 

trees . . . where my sister’s children dream . . . where the lost spirits roam” (51). Here, she 

is within physical proximity of her past relations and future generations and, importantly, 

in relationship with the land. In “We Belong to This Land: A View of ‘Cultural 

Difference,’” Akiwenzie-Damm asserts Indigenous peoples’ unique relationship with the 

land of Turtle Island: 

The Native peoples of this land are fundamentally . . . different from anyone else 

in this land . . . The basis of the difference is the land . . . We believe that this land 

recognizes us and knows us . . . It is our connection to this land that makes us who 

we are, that shapes our thinking, our cultural practices, our spiritual, emotional, 

physical, and social lives. (qtd. in Coleman 4) 

Akiwenzie-Damm shows her respect for Turtle Island via her ongoing reciprocal 

relationship with her land. Similarly, she demonstrates her intention to form good 

relationships with the Māori people by respecting their relationship with their land as 

conveyed in their language.  

David Garneau (Métis) aptly describes settler scopophilia, the colonial “drive to 

look, but also an urge to penetrate, to traverse, to know, to translate, to own and exploit” 

Indigenous knowledges (23). In resisting these tendencies associated with visual accounts 

of travel, Akiwenzie-Damm offers an alternative manner of showing relationality to the 

land and people: listening.65 Throughout “from turtle island to aotearoa,” Akiwenzie-

 

65 The importance of listening to Indigenous people is raised by many Indigenous critics including Simpson 

and Garneau. 
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Damm attends to songs, voices, and sounds, because “here i am the quiet one” (51). 

While on the land of another Indigenous group, she shows that listening to that group is 

integral to creating an empathetic and consensual relationship with them. She listens not 

only to speech, but “the spirits whispering,” “the sounds of undeveloped places,” and “the 

steady rhythmic pounding of voices” (51), attending to the vital musicality of places, 

ancestors, and peoples. The aural elements within the poem convey both the necessity of 

listening and the significance of orality within Anishinaabe culture. Leanne Simpson also 

describes the importance of orality and the type of listening that Akiwenzie-Damm 

foregrounds: 

Listening to the sound of our voice means that we need to listen with our full 

bodies—our hearts, our minds and our physicality. It requires a full presence of 

being. It requires an understanding of the culturally embedded concepts and 

teaching that bring meaning to our practices and illuminate our lifeways. 

(Dancing 61) 

As Akiwenzie-Damm’s attention to sound indicates, poetics can be an especially apt form 

in which to convey Indigenous forms of listening. Akiwenzie-Damm listens to the Māori 

words and the sounds of the land with an embodied and open attentiveness. Through her 

use of Anishinaabemowin and the Māori language, as well as her attention to the 

soundscape in Canada and Aotearoa, Akiwenzie-Damm models the importance of 

attentive listening in forming consensual and empathic relationships with other nations. 

Akiwenzie-Damm further illustrates the reciprocal relationship she seeks to create 

with the Māori people through her language of gift giving:  

i make simple gifts of gathered words 

but if i could sing 

i would sing songs of thanks 

to all our relations who guide our steps 

to the whakapapa whispered on the waves 

to the tangata whenua who have not challenged my being here 

or my attempts at poetry  



100 

 

to the earth winds sky water 

to moon stars and sun 

to creatures of land and air and sea (53)   

 

Akiwenzie-Damm demonstrates singing and language as gifts rooted in Anishinaabe and 

Māori cultures. Indigenous literary nationalism, Sinclair explains, similarly “examines 

stories, poetry, songs, nonfiction works and autobiographies as processes deeply invested 

in the continuance of a People” (“Canadian Indian Literary Nationalism?” 20). The 

portrayal of forms of art within the quoted passage conveys Anishinaabe and Māori 

words, languages, and art as powerful forms of expressing the individuality of these 

nations and artistic forms of nation-to-nation solidarity that are integral to Indigenous 

internationalism. Though Akiwenzie-Damm claims she cannot sing, her use of repetition 

and enjambment demonstrate an oral element within her poetry which conveys the 

relationship between Anishinaabe poetry, storytelling, and singing as means of carrying 

cultural practices. Her “gifts” to the peoples and lands further exemplifies kinship based 

on reciprocity. Both the Māori and Anishinaabe peoples have traditions of providing gifts 

to the land and other peoples, including when engaging with travellers. Akiwenzie-

Damm recognizes the gifts provided by the tangata whenua, the land, and, indeed, “all 

our relations” and seeks to show reciprocity through her “gifts of gathered words,” her 

poetry. Her contribution to the culture and land she visits is a ceremonial offering to form 

nation-to-nation bonds within twentieth-century travel practices.  

The gifts she desires to give to the Māori people and their land demonstrate her 

intent to enter into a consensual relationship with people and land who permit her gentle, 

decolonial form of movement. As Simpson emphasizes, “Relationships within 

Nishnaabewin are based upon the consent—the informed (honest) consent—of all beings 



101 

 

involved” (161), including peoples and land. Her unchallenged movement upon their 

lands, gifts, and recognition of their sovereignty connote Akiwenzie-Damm’s desire to 

ensure she has consent from the Māori people. While the land cannot give verbal consent, 

Akiwenzie-Damm’s desire to listen to, provide gifts for, and tread “timid[ly]” upon the 

land illustrates her desire to gain passage from the land as well as peoples.  

In ending my chapter with this short discussion of Akiwenzie-Damm and Dumont 

in the context of the chapter’s larger concerns with settler women who travel and write in 

roughly the same period, I have begun to establish the importance of considering literary 

history with attention to present critical concerns about the relationship between the 

settler colonial enterprise, travel, and Indigenous sovereignty. Discussing Double 

Negative and “Letter to Sir John A. Macdonald” in light of the recent political stakes 

conveyed with the Wet'suwet'en rail blockades has enabled me to emphasize the 

continued historical, material, and metaphorical forms of settler mobility associated with 

railways in the past and present contexts. I have devoted the majority of the chapter to 

Double Negative to emphasize that travel elsewhere does not remove white settlers from 

the colonial heteropatriarchal nationalist structure of Canada, but may, in fact, confirm 

their enmeshment in it. While both Akiwenzie-Damm and Marlatt and Warland poeticize 

their relationships with the lands to which they travel, Akiwenzie-Damm’s tribute “to the 

earth winds sky water” after she recognizes “the tangata whenua,” whose lands on which 

she travels, suggests her recognition of the present Indigenous ownership of these lands. 

Decolonial travel, Akiwenzie-Damm illustrates, must account for the Indigenous nations’ 

lands which travellers cross, and not treat settlement as a “bygone process” (Rifkin 31). 

Akiwenzie-Damm and Dumont both imagine Indigenous relationships to place as central 
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to decolonial travel, a concept that will be detailed in relation to diasporic and Indigenous 

writers throughout the remainder of this project. As I will discuss in my next chapter, 

Dionne Brand, like Marlatt and Warland, narrativizes travel to Australia, yet by attending 

to historic and present forms of colonial displacement, she demonstrates that settler 

colonialism and settler travel cannot be disentangled in either Australia or Canada. In my 

next chapter, I analyze how diasporic writers Dionne Brand’s and NourbeSe Philip’s 

travel texts differently convey modes of solidarity with Indigenous peoples.  
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Chapter Two 

Imagining a Way “Wayward”:  

Marlene NourbeSe Philip’s and Dionne Brand’s Diasporic 

Travel Upon Indigenous Lands 

 
 Through quarantine measures, lockdown of public services, constraints on social 

gatherings, and limits on travel, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought state regulations of 

movement front and centre. These types of restrictions to mobility, however, are not new 

to BIPOC subjects. In her 2020 article in the Toronto Star, Dionne Brand considers a 

range of settler colonial impacts on BIPOC peoples prior to the pandemic, including 

restricted mobilities. She critiques government and media rhetoric promising a return to a 

pre-pandemic “normal,” asking, “Was the anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism normal? 

Was white supremacy normal? . . . Were pervasive surveillance and policing of Black 

and Indigenous and people of colour normal?” Implicit in Brand’s line of inquiry is her 

observation of the ways that legal institutions regularly confine Black and Indigenous 

people. Lockdowns enacted to reduce the spread of COVID-19 forced white people to 

newly encounter the kinds of restrictions on their movements that BIPOC subjects have 

been experiencing for centuries. In this chapter, I take up these current issues of mobility 

and confinement through revisiting Marlene NourbeSe Philip’s66 (1991) Looking for 

 

66 Marlene NourbeSe Philip was born in Tobago, completed a Master’s degree and law degree at the 

University of Western Ontario, and practiced law for seven years in Toronto. She completed two books of 

poetry while working as a lawyer before leaving her law practice to become a full-time writer. She has 

since published many celebrated pieces including Zong! (2008). However, as Rinaldo Walcott and Idil 

Abdillahi point out, Philip has essentially been “silenc[ed]” because of her poignant “critiques of numerous 

Canadian cultural institutions and their racist programming” (74). As such, given the continued racism 

within Canadian structures, I believe it is all the more important to take seriously Philip’s work. 
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Livingstone: An Odyssey of Silence and Dionne Brand’s67 (2001) A Map to the Door of 

No Return: Notes to Belonging,68 teasing out their representations of the contemporary 

stakes of mobility for differently-positioned subjects—including diasporic, white, and 

Indigenous peoples—who reside in settler colonial locales.  

I place Looking for Livingstone in dialogue with Map to correlate the authors’ 

critical representation of colonial exploration and its influences on contemporary 

diasporic movement alongside their textual negotiation of respectful movement upon 

Indigenous lands. Philip’s parody of David Livingstone and Brand’s pastiche of explorer 

narratives, in conjunction with the form of movement and relationships their diasporic 

narrators describe, produce textual reflections on the intersections of various forms of 

colonialism. In other words, I examine the complicated mobilities that arise when 

Indigenous people from Africa were forcibly moved via extraction colonialism onto 

Indigenous land and then enfolded within systems of settler colonialism in the Caribbean, 

America, and Canada. As critics and writers including George Elliott Clarke have 

attested, Black authors in Canada have not been given due recognition, and 

“Canadacentric research is necessary because the expansive cosmopolitanism of the 

African Diaspora cannot be understood without taking into account the creative ways in 

 

67 Dionne Brand is a prolific writer and cultural critic who has written at least 18 books, including poetry, 

novels, and essays. She was born in Trinidad, completed her BA and MA at the University of Toronto, and 

has taught literature and creative writing at several universities in Canada. Brand has won many awards for 

her books, such as the Governor General’s Literary Award for her 1997 book of poetry Land to Light On 

and the Toronto Book Award for her 2005 novel What We All Long For.  
68 The work is italicized as it appears on the print version but will hereafter be referred to as Map.  
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which blackness has managed to thrive in this predominantly white settler-state” (10).69 I 

add that scholarly research on Black writers in Canada must also account for how these 

authors relate to and form solidarities with Indigenous peoples on whose land they live, 

work, and travel. Brand’s and Philip’s representations of Black and Indigenous mobility 

in conjunction with their own histories and personal experiences—Brand and Philip 

migrated to Canada in their teens and twenties from Trinidad and Tobago, respectively—

shed light on the complex relationships produced through various forms of travel. Their 

travel narratives may in part be analyzed as what Olga Davis discusses as “the social 

ritual of [Black diasporic peoples] returning to Africa to claim self, redefine culture, and 

reclaim the social reality of life in America,” Canada, and the Caribbean (156). However, 

Brand’s and Philip’s ambiguity around the speakers’ travels, identities, and histories, as 

well as their complex textual forms, complicate simple narratives of diasporic return.  

In Map, Brand intersperses autobiographical meditations on her own travels—her 

immigration to Canada and later leisure travel to countries including Africa, Australia, 

and Germany—with quotations from explorers, cartographers, and diasporic writers, as 

well as reflections on historical and contemporary movements of people, especially the 

African diaspora. Looking for Livingstone is a mixture of poetry and prose containing 

various fictionalized sources, such as conversations and letters. The travel depicted is an 

imagined journey. As Curdella Forbes states, the text depicts a “fictional narrative, not a 

 

69 As Walcott and Abdillahi also state in 2019, “In contemporary Canadian (literary, cultural, social and 

political) Studies blackness is not just relegated to the past, it still is almost non-existent. By this we mean 

that when blackness appears in Canadian (literary, cultural, social and political) Studies it is rarely 

understood as a constitutive element of what it means to be a Canadian despite decades of scholarship 

demonstrating otherwise” (51). In this chapter, I take seriously Walcott and Abdillahi’s concern through 

studying how Brand and Philip poetically establish their relationship to and critiques of Canada as a settler 

colonial and racist state via their travel abroad.  
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literal journey but an ideological, epistemological, cultural and emotional one into the 

interior of African (diaspora) female being” (4). In the text, the protagonist, referred to as 

The Traveller, moves through an unspecified landscape, which is likely Africa, and meets 

with unidentified communities. As the title indicates, she searches for David 

Livingstone—a missionary and explorer “considered by many to be the greatest 

geographer of his age” (Jeal 2) who advocated for white settlement in Africa. On her 

journey, The Traveller interacts with six seemingly Indigenous cultures whose names are 

anagrams or near anagrams of the word “silence.” It is important to note at the fore that, 

in their writing, the authors are not specific about where in Africa their families are from 

(Brand), or where precisely in Africa their protagonists visit (Philip). I reflect upon this 

lack of specificity as it relates to historic and present forms of movement. In this chapter, 

I consider Philip’s own textual silences and ambiguities in relation to her reflection on 

colonial travel narratives silencing Indigenous peoples. I further parallel the drifting form 

of Brand’s and Philip’s texts—which I analyze as “wayward” (Hartman)—in conjunction 

with their ethical diasporic movement across Indigenous lands.  

Adapting Saidiya Hartman’s and Lisa Lowe’s theories to assess travel through 

and away from settler colonial Canada, in this chapter, I analyze Brand’s and Philip’s 

textual representations of the impacts of colonialism on historical and contemporary 

diasporic mobilities and their alternative “wayward” movement upon Indigenous lands. I 

address the possibilities and limitations of what I, following Hartman, refer to as Brand’s 

and Philip’s “politics and poetics of waywardness” in avoiding trespassing on Indigenous 

lands and initiating “inti-mobile solidarities” (Lowe) between diasporic and Indigenous 

peoples. In analyzing the complexities of diasporic and Indigenous mobility, I consider 



107 

 

the writers’ form and content across three sections. In each section, I unpack the 

possibilities of their politics and poetics of waywardness in relation to diasporic 

displacement and solidarity. I also allude to their representational limitations, 

particularly, the writers’ abstractions and overgeneralizations which occasionally do not 

acknowledge unique Indigenous relationships to their lands.  

I begin by analyzing Brand’s and Philip’s re-framing of colonial travel texts as 

narrating the violent “global” intimacies (Lowe 192) colonialism engendered between 

colonizers and Indigenous peoples, and how these encounters continue to inform 

diasporic and Indigenous forms of mobility. Philip, I show, parodies texts by and about 

David Livingstone and other colonial travelers whose modes of travel created violent 

intimacies with Indigenous lands and linked locales in ways that continue to influence 

colonial power over Indigenous and diasporic peoples. Brand, in contrast, uses a more 

direct textual approach to chart a journey through travel literature by incorporating 

passages from explorers, mapmakers, and travel writers to address the violent “spatial 

proximit[ies]” (Lowe 193) they engender and their impacts on contemporary mobility 

upon differently-displaced subjects. In my second section, I argue that the writers respond 

to these colonial institutional and linguistic mechanisms through their politics and poetics 

of waywardness, which emphasize the interrelation between the protagonists’ physical 

travel as diasporic and racialized subjects, “the paradox of cramped creation, the 

entanglement of escape and confinement, flight and captivity,” and the writers’ 

“unmoored, adrift, rambling” poetic styles (Hartman 227). In the final section, I address 

how the wayward “practice of the social otherwise” (Hartman 227) allows inti-mobile 

“connections” (Lowe 203) between Indigenous and diasporic peoples who inhabit and 
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travel upon the same land because of colonial displacements. Through scenes of 

encounter between diasporic and Indigenous people depicted when the protagonists travel 

upon Indigenous lands, Philip and Brand imagine a travel ethics that attempts to avoid 

trespassing on Indigenous lands while grappling with the history of the Black diaspora 

and its relationship to present settler colonial structures in Canada.  

Having set the course for this chapter, I will briefly elaborate my theoretical lens 

by delineating the relationship between the politics and poetics of waywardness and inti-

mobile solidarity as they relate to diaspora and global forms of colonialism. To better 

understand how Brand and Philip envision the complexities of contemporary diasporic 

movement in the wake of slavery, I build on Hartman’s work in her 2019 monograph 

Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Riotous Black Girls, 

Troublesome Women, and Queer Radicals. Hartman, a professor of, among other 

subjects, African American and African diasporic literatures, reimagines the lives of 

young Black American women in the early twentieth century by reclaiming their 

waywardness. Rather than employing the term’s standard association with the perverse, 

erratic behaviour of the lower class (OED), Hartman redefines the term as a form of 

empowerment: 

Waywardness: the avid longing for a world not ruled by master, man or the 

police. . . . The social poesis that sustains the dispossessed. Wayward: the 

unregulated movement of drifting and wandering; sojourns without a fixed 

destination, ambulatory possibility, interminable migrations, rush and flight, black 

locomotion; the everyday struggle to live free. The attempt to elude capture by 

never settling. Not the master’s tools, but the ex-slave’s fugitive gestures, her 

traveling shoes. . . . To strike, to riot, to refuse. . . . It is the practice of the social 

otherwise, the insurgent ground that enables new possibilities and new 

vocabularies; it is the lived experience of enclosure and segregation, assembling 

and huddling together. It is the directionless search for a free territory. . . . 

Waywardness is an ongoing exploration of what might be (227-228, italics in 

original) 
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The repetition and descriptive sentences within Hartman’s definition reflect the 

“ambulatory possibility” in the narratives of the “wayward” Black women about whom 

she writes. Adapting Hartman’s term, I examine how Brand and Philip enact a “politics 

and poetics of waywardness” in their stylistic experimentation with the travel genre, 

which, as Hartman’s term suggests, promotes revisionary, creative possibilities for 

mobility. I consider the “paradox of cramped creation” in light of Brand’s and Philip’s 

fragmented, stream-of-consciousness poetics—their “drifting” style—which resists genre 

classifications70 in congruence with the diasporic travel at the level of content. I also 

employ Hartman’s term as an analytical tool for reconsidering the historical and 

contemporary Black diasporic movement Brand and Philip exemplify in their works. 

Hartman’s use of the term waywardness conveys the legacy of forced movement adherent 

in abduction from Africa, enslavement, and continual police and institutional violence 

against Black people in settler colonial locales like Canada. In taking up these works 

within the larger genre of travel texts, I show how Brand and Philip intervene in the genre 

by emphasizing colonial impositions on Indigenous and diasporic mobility. Brand and 

Philip also convey how Black women can and do resist racist structures in their defiant 

movements. By examining the ways in which Black women’s stories represent 

“unregulated movement,” “sojourns without a fixed destination,” and use of the ex-

slave’s “travelling shoes,” Hartman conveys how Black women’s movement can embody 

both oppression and freedom. I mobilize Hartman’s concept of waywardness in my 

 

70 I build on the work of critics including Erica L. Johnson, Sharlee Cranston-Reimer, and Simona Bertacco 

who comment on the generic slipperiness of Map. 
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readings of Looking for Livingstone and Map to uncover the tensions and possibilities in 

these seemingly contradictory forces of movement at work within diasporic writing.  

 In theorizing movements that encompass diasporic solidarities with Indigenous 

people on Turtle Island, I leverage Lisa Lowe’s essay “The Intimacies of Four 

Continents.” Here, and in her wider oeuvre, Lowe implicitly studies diaspora through 

interrogating racism embedded in immigration policies. Lowe’s examination of the 

colonial power relations between Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Americas beginning in 

1807 when the British ended the slave trade and brought Chinese indentured labourers to 

the colonies demonstrates the complicated and intertwined mobilities of differently-

positioned peoples, which I draw out in Philip’s and Brand’s work. While Lowe 

primarily critiques prevalent liberal humanist discourses which celebrated freedom from 

slavery while simultaneously forcing racialized Africans and Asians to labour in the 

Caribbean, I analyze Map and Looking for Livingstone using Lowe’s theoretical lens to 

attend to the colonial structures Brand and Philip convey, including the intimacies 

between Euro-settlers, Indigenous people, and Black people. Lowe rejects the romantic 

connotations of intimacy, instead discussing “global” intimacies (192), which include the 

“political economic logics through which men and women from Africa and Asia were 

forcibly transported to the Americas, who with native, mixed and creole peoples 

constituted slave societies, the profits of which gave rise to bourgeois republican states in 

Europe and North America” (193).71 She also examines the “variety of contacts among 

 

71 In my analysis, I bring out elements of the settler colonial logics implicit within the “intimacies of the 

four continents” that Lowe notably misses. As Jodi Byrd explains, in the aforementioned quotation, “the 

native peoples of the Americas are collapsed into slavery; their only role within the disavowed intimacies 

of racialization is either one equivalent to that of African slaves or their ability to die so imported labor can 

make use of their lands” (xxv).  
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slaves, indentured persons, and mixed-blood free peoples living together”—including 

revolts—European powers created by maneuvering people from different locations onto 

the same colonized land (202). In my term “inti-mobile solidarity,” I invoke the violent 

intimacy Euro-settlers enact in their travel to and settlement upon Indigenous lands, 

which they populate with Black and Asian diasporic labourers. However, I also discuss 

the authors’ representations of connections between peoples who are united because of 

white settler manoeuvring. In other words, I analyze the entanglements of forms of 

colonialism in Canada and abroad, while also attending to possible manifestations of 

solidarity between diasporic and Indigenous people to which Brand and Philip allude.72 

In doing so, I invoke Malissa Phung’s question, “If we lump all non-Indigenous people 

into a single category of settler, then do we risk erasing and subsuming the different 

histories and everyday experiences of settler privilege and marginalization from which 

white settlers and settlers of colour come from?” (296). In taking up Brand’s and Philip’s 

meditations on this subject, I emphasize their illustrations of the histories of white settler, 

diasporic, and Indigenous forms of mobility to establish non-monolithic, intertwined 

modes of travel and settlement. By reading Philip’s and Brand’s late twentieth and early 

twenty-first century works in relation to these more current discussions, I demonstrate 

Brand’s and Philip’s complementary conceptualizations of solidarity within settler 

colonial cultures.  

 The “Intimacies of the Four Continents” provides a theoretical framework through 

which to analyze the complex relationships between various locations and types of 

 

72 As opposed to my first chapter, in which I critiqued Marlatt and Warland’s romantic intimacy as 

imposing colonial ownership over Indigenous lands, here, I employ Lowe’s theory to focus on the violent 

and colonial implications of intimacy and the possible solidarities that can emerge when whiteness is not 

centred.  
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colonialism. The works I study were published when the concept of postcolonialism 

dominated academia, but as I will show, Brand and Philip critique and unravel some of 

the discourses around postcolonialism, particularly as they relate to settler colonialism 

and Indigeneity in Canada. As established in my introduction, the field of postcolonialism 

originally tended to conflate colonies of extraction—spaces in which the colonial empire 

mainly brought resources back to their home countries—with settler colonialism. In the 

first decade of the twenty-first century, scholars began to challenge earlier assertions of 

the singularity of colonialism, as Philip and Brand do through their poetic works. Africa, 

the continent upon which Looking for Livingstone takes place, was predominantly turned 

into colonies of extraction from which people were stolen and brought to settler colonies 

as slaves. Philip’s text demonstrates the complexities of such inter-woven global 

intimacies by revisiting the historical figure of Livingstone—an explorer who attempted 

to abolish slavery, but who also sought to “undermine tribal institutions by introducing 

Western economics” (Jeal 2), and significantly influenced the British “addition of new 

African colonies, peopled not by whites but by blacks, [which] changed the whole 

balance of the Empire and inevitably altered the way people in Britain viewed it” (Jeal 

394).73 In her narrative choices and characterization of Livingstone, Philip satirizes 

Livingstone as a mythological hero to point towards some of the long-term consequences 

that explorers exerted upon Indigenous peoples and their lands. The Traveller, in contrast, 

represents a diasporic person forming inti-mobile solidarities with the Indigenous people 

on whose land she travels through respecting their sovereignty and following their 

 

73 Philip’s use of Tim Jeal’s Livingstone to provide “extensive background material on the life and work of 

David Livingstone” (“A Note on the Text”) confirms her awareness of Livingstone’s life and legacy. 
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protocols. I connect Philip’s form of travel and solidarities to Brand’s more overt 

depictions in Map of Indigenous peoples in settler colonial locales including Canada and 

Australia and their interactions with members of the diaspora who were ripped away 

from Africa via extraction colonialism. 

Indigenous and diasporic groups have both faced a myriad of, albeit different, 

injustices and displacements inflicted by white colonizers and settlers. Brand and Philip 

reconsider settler colonial displacement both to challenge colonial institutions and to 

reassess their relationships with Indigenous people on whose lands they reside. Unlike 

many thinkers and writers working in Canada during the 1990s and early 2000s, Brand 

and Philip do not reproduce the logic of state multiculturalism that reduces Indigenous 

nations into “ethnic minorities” in ways that deny Indigenous rights.74 Instead, they 

demonstrate the differences between Indigenous and diasporic peoples and envision 

possible relationships between them. As Jodi Byrd explains in their discussion of 

postcolonial and Indigenous theory, “Racialization and colonization have worked 

simultaneously to other and abject entire peoples so they can be enslaved, excluded, 

removed, and killed in the name of progress and capitalism” (xxiii). Yet, it is “notable 

how little the two fields [of postcolonial theory and, what was then called, American 

Indian studies] have been in conversation” (Byrd xxxii). As I will demonstrate, Brand 

 

74 Both Brand and Philip clearly describe the settler colonial logics and racism within Canada’s promise of 

multiculturalism in their essays. In “Why Multiculturalism Can’t End Racism” (1992), Philip explains, “A 

long historical overview of the formation of Canada reveals that this country was, as was the United States, 

shaped and fashioned by a belief system that put white Europeans at the top of society and Native and 

African people at the bottom (182). In “Notes for Writing thru Race” (1994), Brand similarly demonstrates 

that multiculturalism and equality are myths propagated by the Canadian nation-state: “Built around the 

obvious and easy distinction of colour, ‘whiteness’ became more and more the way to differentiate the 

coloniser from the colonised. The European nation-state of Canada built itself around ‘whiteness’, 

differentiating itself through ‘whiteness’ and creating outsiders to the state, no matter their claims of 

birthright or other entitlement” (187).  
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and Philip draw early links and distinctions between Indigenous and diasporic peoples in 

their depiction of the interconnections of colonialisms and mobilities both within Canada 

and abroad.  

 In their representations of diaspora, Brand and Philip are particularly interested in 

the contemporary resonances of displacements. James Clifford discusses the difficulty of 

selecting terms to convey the type of movement and connection diasporic writers express. 

He notes that diaspora is “different from travel” in that “[it] involves dwelling, 

maintaining communities, [and] having collective homes away from home” (“Diasporas” 

308). With reflection on Philip’s and Brand’s narratives, I address how diaspora is, 

indeed, “different from travel,” not just because it contains stasis, but because it is bound 

up with colonial dislocations. In “The Turn to Diaspora,” Lily Cho brings scholars’ 

attention back to the history of traumatic movement within the concept of diaspora, 

stating that she is “troubled by the claims which divorce diaspora from histories of loss 

and dislocation” (12). The important connecting thread in diasporic communities for Cho 

is that they “carry forward the damage of dispersion and dislocation” (27). For Philip and 

Brand, the dislocation that is integral to diasporic subjectivity informs contemporary 

movement and possibilities for alternative futurities and solidarities. I thus revisit Brand’s 

and Philip’s early pieces in light of the issues of restricted mobility Black Lives Matter 

and the pandemic have brought to the fore. Returning to Brand’s 2020 piece from the 

Toronto Star where I began, Brand and Philip critique the “normal” mechanisms of the 

settler colonial state that enable white settler mobility by attempting to inhibit Black and 

Indigenous movement, a colonial strategy that was, as I will demonstrate in the following 

section, implemented by colonial explorers. 
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“Confound it—these maps are utterly unreliable”:  

Exploring Global Colonial Intimacies  

 

Brand and Philip incorporate quotations and fictionalized elements from 

explorers’ and mapmakers’ travel accounts into their works to emphasize exploratory 

travels and the narratives that glorify them as fundamental premises of colonization and 

its continued influences. In Looking for Livingstone, The Traveller’s ambiguous temporal 

movement which, at times, seems to be taking place within Livingstone’s lifetime and, at 

others, in the late twentieth century, emphasizes the impact of explorers on the places and 

people invaded. Through examining Philip’s satire of explorers and her method of 

connecting their forms of travel, mapmaking, and silencing to those of explorers and 

colonizers in other parts of the world, I will demonstrate how she characterizes explorers’ 

travels as connecting global locales and forcing intimacy with Indigenous peoples and 

their lands. 

 Philip portrays David Livingstone, who travelled to central and southern Africa 

in the nineteenth century, as an archetypal explorer who anticipated and influenced 

colonization of Africa and continued colonial relations. European colonization of Africa 

was and remains complex. Although many African regions including areas of west Africa 

were colonies of extraction wherein African peoples were taken from Africa and 

enslaved, other locations were settled and thus became settler colonial countries, such as 

South Africa. While many Europeans and Euro-settlers have celebrated Livingstone’s 

efforts in part because he did not advocate for the enslavement of Africans and “[u]nlike 

most of his contemporaries, he made considerable efforts to understand tribal customs” 

(Jeal 2), he was certainly not innocent of racism or colonialism. As Chinelo Ezenwa 
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demonstrates, though missionaries like Livingstone may have seen “themselves as people 

who had been called to ‘save’ Africans,” they were deeply implicated in civilization-

colonization (13). Livingstone, she details, “like the earlier human trafficking group” who 

more obviously perpetuated slavery, was primarily “interested in Africa’s perceived 

commercial value to Europe” (28).75 He used his writing to promote extraction and 

colonization. As Forbes explains, “In his original texts, Livingstone consciously sells the 

idea of Africa as a good investment. He addresses the politico-economic establishment 

that endorsed his journeys as a means of opening up Africa for European expansion” (5). 

 Philip emphasizes Livingstone’s complicity in colonialism when the Traveller 

meets a fictionalized version of this historical figure. The caricature of Livingstone 

claims, “I had a lot of respect and admiration for Africans—” (69), that is, because he did 

not directly murder them or participate in the slave trade. However, The Traveller probes 

Livingstone’s motivations: “Didn’t you advocate the destruction of African society and 

religious customs so you could bring European commerce more easily to the Africans, 

and then Christianity?” (68-69).76 With attention to Jeal’s biography of Livingstone, 

Philip illustrates his colonial ideology. It was in no small part because of Livingstone’s 

desire to “undermine tribal institutions by introducing Western economics, and his ardent 

propagation of a new form of colonization,” Jeal argues, that “the British Government 

 

75 Although he is celebrated as a missionary and explorer, it is important to note that, according to Jeal, he 

only converted one African to Christianity, who subsequently abandoned this religion (164). 
76 In her essay, “Echoes in a Stranger Land,” Philip articulates how Livingstone’s destruction of African 

culture was integral to slavery elsewhere. She states, “The intent of the onslaught against Africans was two-

pronged: to achieve a cheap, unwaged source of labour and to destroy their cultural life. The latter was not 

an accidental by-product of the former, but integrally linked to it; an African workforce that had no cultural 

base or resource to rely on would be a more pliable, less rebellious one. David Livingstone understood this 

when he reasoned that he first had to destroy the customs and mores of continental Africans before he 

could bring commerce and then religion” (42, italics in original).  



117 

 

annexed “vast areas of a previously ignored continent” (2). Through The Traveller’s 

accusations, Philip emphasizes Livingstone’s ultimate goal of assimilation of Africans 

into Western society to allow easy land acquisition for Europeans.  

To do so, Livingstone forced an intimacy between Africa and Britain via his 

colonial naming practices. Philip parodies Livingstone’s “discovery” of Victoria Falls 

wherein Livingstone was “shown the Zembezi by the indigenous African and 

‘discovered’ it; was shown the falls of Mosioatunya – the smoke that thunders – by the 

indigenous African, ‘discovered’ it and renamed it. Victoria Falls. Then he set out to 

‘discover’ the source of the Nile and was himself ‘discovered’ by Stanley” (7). Philip’s 

repeated use of “discover” in quotations satirizes the primary fallacy of colonialism: 

“discovery,” in the Euro-settler imagination, confers right to settle land, thereby 

rendering Indigenous sovereignty unimportant. By referring to African peoples as the 

“indigenous African,” Philip conditions her readers to perceive a parallel between 

explorers’ methods of controlling land in Africa and North America. Through focusing 

on Livingstone and the types of colonization he perpetuated in Africa, Philip draws 

readers’ attention to various intertwined forms of colonization and its continued effects 

on peoples and places.  

Philip’s representation of Livingstone being “discovered” by Stanley is further 

integral to her portrayal of travel texts venerating colonial explorers. In 1872, the Welsh-

American journalist Henry Morton Stanley published How I Found Livingstone, which 

Philip’s Looking for Livingstone is clearly satirizing. In the text, he narrates his journey 

into Africa to locate Livingstone, who, by that point, had not been seen by a European for 

five or six years (Jeal 345). According to Jeal, Stanley’s travel narrative entrenched into 
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public consciousness the perception of Livingstone as “not only a great explorer . . . but a 

near saint” (362), an altruistic benefactor aiding the “primitive” Africans through 

civilization. As M.E. Chamberlain also notes, Stanley “reached by far the widest public” 

of the Victorian explorers through his writing and public lectures by presenting Africa in 

a sensationalist light (26). In Looking for Livingstone, Philip parodies Stanley’s claimed 

greeting to Livingstone, “Livingstone, I presume?” through The Traveller’s introduction 

to a fictionalized Livingstone. The Traveller describes, “practising my opening words.  

. . . Would I be cool enough to give him a first rate black hand shake and say, ‘Yo there, 

Livi baby, my man, my main man!’?” (60). In contrast to Stanley’s formal greeting which 

contributed to Stanley’s representation of Livingstone as a gentleman, Philip’s vernacular 

suggests that Livingstone and his style of English are not superior to Black dialect.  

Philip’s full title, Looking for Livingstone: An Odyssey of Silence, also alludes to 

a third tale of exploration: Homer’s The Odyssey.77 Homer and Stanley chronicled the 

travels of Odysseus and Livingstone, respectively, as heroic adventures who deserved 

notoriety while they ignored the long-term and violent consequences of the explorers’ 

travels. As Livingstone used religion to try to steal African land from Africans, the 

classical tradition suggests that Odysseus conceived of the Trojan Horse, a method of 

invasion and cultural decimation. On his homeward journey, Odysseus then proceeded to 

land on various inhabited places, some of which are depicted as populated by 

“uncivilized” peoples, such as the monstrous cyclops. Emily Greenwood states that The 

Odyssey was often adapted in the Victorian age to celebrate imperialism and an 

 

77 Tessa Roynon also takes note of Philip’s title and narrative but sees her lack of engagement with the 

classics as a “missed opportunity to illuminate the connections between the cultures of the Nile and 

Europe’s classical inheritances” (143-44), thus ignoring the connections between Odysseus and 

Livingstone as explorers.  
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individualistic hero “who voyages to the ends of the earth to establish the limits of 

knowledge and to reclaim his identity” (194). It is precisely these kinds of uncritical 

representations of colonial explorers with which Philip takes issue. Although Philip does 

not directly discuss Odysseus in her narrative, the diction within her title clearly invokes 

parallelism between Stanley’s and Homer’s narrative constructions of supposed heroes.78 

Through her intertextual references, Philip indicates that for thousands of years, Western 

literature has continued to mythologize colonial explorers. Her allusions to multiple racist 

travellers and travel writers emphasize the long-term implications of their racist and 

colonial depictions upon the lands they visited.  

Looking for Livingstone positions these past writers as archetypes of explorers 

who invaded other locales, including North America. She lists figures with similar 

mentalities: “Prince Henry the Navigator. And Columbus. And Cartier. And all those 

other explorers” who, The Traveller describes, “[d]iscover and possess – one and the 

same thing. And destroy” (15). Philip’s paralleling these Portuguese, Italian, and French 

explorers who travelled to lands that became known as Africa, the Americas and 

Caribbean, and Canada, respectively, is a comment on the interconnected systems of 

colonialism initiated by these explorers. Each of these explorers treated Indigenous 

peoples of the locations they visited cruelly. For example, Prince Henry the Navigator 

participated in the slave trade and Christopher Columbus violated and enslaved 

 

78 Although scholars continue to debate which parts of Odysseus’ journey are sheer fiction and which are 

problematic depictions of mapped locations, it is arguable that Philip also evokes Odysseus in her title 

because he, like Livingstone, was an influential explorer of Africa. Raymond V. Schoder, for example, 

suggests that Homer’s depiction of the “land of the Lotus Eaters” takes place on the western coast of North 

Africa (320). This demonstrates that Philip may put Odysseus in conversation with Livingstone in the 

book’s title because they both presented racist depictions of Africa that have continued to persist in current 

racist attitudes.  
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Indigenous peoples of the Americas. I read Philip’s list of explorers alongside Lowe’s 

discussion of the “political economic logics” through which Europeans first brought men 

and women from Africa and then Asia to work in the Americas, engendering the current 

“racialized division of labour” (193, 192). I use her contention to emphasize how colonial 

explorers connected Africa, the Caribbean, and Canada in ways that are still at work in 

state violence against Indigenous peoples and people of colour. The repetition of short 

sentences beginning with conjunctions (“and”), as well as plosive sounds (“discover” and 

“destroy”) in the aforementioned quotation orally highlight the repeated violent acts 

perpetrated by explorers. Through paralleling these explorers, Philip demonstrates 

exploratory travel as creating colonial relationships that have endured after the 

conclusion of the slave trade.  

The ongoing colonial relationships Philip critiques are further evident in her trope 

of silencing. Through poetically representing explorers’ role in silencing Indigenous 

populations via their form of travel and texts, Philip challenges their colonial legacies. 

The third poem in the text, for example, describes “the explorer”: 

— wanderer 

— adventurer 

— expert 

certified 

in silence (17)  

 

Philip again uses a listing technique wherein the multiple caesuras present the nouns as a 

list of supposed credentials through which explorers gain notoriety as they attempt to 

represent their Western knowledge as superior to that of Indigenous inhabitants of the 

lands they trespass. While terms like “wanderer” and “adventurer” may be associated 

with heroism in Western accounts, by aligning them with silencing, Philip links current 
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“adventure” travel practices with those of explorers. The explorers Philip describes, 

including Livingstone and Columbus, move over lands that are not theirs and silence 

Indigenous peoples, as is advocated in the modern-day rhetoric of adventure travel. The 

repeated one-word lines and em dashes mimic the forceful, single-minded nature of this 

patriarchal mode of movement. Philip’s allusions to men who explored and mapped 

Africa and North America and the stories spread about these places point to Philip’s 

association of their similar colonial mentalities: quest becoming conquest.  

 The theme of silencing Indigenous cultures also occurs in Philip’s final poem of 

the collection before The Traveller meets Livingstone: 

How parse the punish 

   in Silence 

       —Noun 

       —Verb 

absent a Grammar (59) 

 

The capitalization of Silence, Noun, Verb, and Grammar insinuate the colonial control 

imposed by the structure of the English language.79 The unconventional grammatical 

structure in the opening line connotes the punishing nature of forcing the English 

language on Indigenous and racialized subjects. In “Interview with an Empire,” Philip 

explains that she operates from a “profound distrust of language” partially based on a 

“historical distrust” because “this was a language that the Europeans forced upon the 

African in the New World” (54). In Looking for Livingstone, Philip uses “silence” and 

“the word” as symbols to emphasize African cultures being silenced and forced to speak 

English. When The Traveller confronts Livingstone, for example, she asserts: “[Y]ou 

 

79 Here, Philip picks up on a theme evident in her earlier work She Tries Her Tongue: Her Silence Softly 

Breaks (1989). Her poem “Discourse on the Logic of Language,” for example, imaginatively conveys 

English as “a foreign anguish” forced on enslaved Black people as a mode of engendering colonial control. 
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took their Silence – the Silence of the African – and replaced it with your own – the 

silence of your word” (70). The repetition and capitalization of “silence” suggests that 

Livingstone used language to undermine African languages and cultures. Her 

representation of the English language as a mode of suppressing Indigenous cultures 

complements her wider critique of global forms of colonialisms, including in Canada 

where banning Indigenous languages was one mechanism through which the settler 

government limited Indigenous cultures and agency. 

 In a letter written in 1990, Philip connects the continued silencing of Indigenous 

people in Canada through white settler mechanisms and mobilities to the silencing of 

African people. After attending the Border Cultural Residency in Banff, Philip wrote a 

letter to Jan, who she identifies in the letter as a lesbian “white, American woman from 

San Diego,” who she has had important discussions with during the residency.80 In the 

letter, she bluntly states, “the absence of Indigenous artists in the Border Culture 

Residency is, in my opinion, a form of silencing of the Indigenous voice in Canadian 

cultural practice, as well as a reflection of that silencing” (181). The parallel between 

silencing of Indigenous people and diasporic people in Canada is further highlighted in 

Philip’s explanation of continued settler colonial injustices and displacements:  

If I understand that the ideology of white supremacy which decimated the 

Aboriginal peoples in Canada and the U.S., not to mention the Caribbean, Central 

and South America, was the same which enslaved my people in Africa and the 

Caribbean, and attempted to obliterate our culture; . . . if I understand how white 

supremacy continues to wreak havoc today against the Indigenous peoples of 

Canada, how can I be silent about their absence? Their Silence (as in the sense I 

use it in Looking for Livingstone) has a grammar and a poetics, can be parsed, and 

 

80 The letter and a coda were published under the title “Letter, July 1990: Conversations Across Borders.” 

in her essay collection Bla_k. 
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quantified, and has spoken volumes to me at this site[.] (182) 

 

As well as stating directly that she uses the word “Silence” as she does in Looking for 

Livingstone, Philip also uses similar language in the poem and in the quoted passage, 

including the word “parse.” By literally parsing the word “Silence” and noting it is both a 

noun and verb, Philip destabilizes Western binaries and hierarchies that assume the 

superiority of the English language and challenges the continued manifestations of white 

supremacist logics on Indigenous Africans, Indigenous peoples on Turtle Island, and 

diasporic populations.  

 Through her depiction of Livingstone’s abusive actions towards the places he 

travels upon, Philip conveys the way colonial logic continues to impose violent intimacy 

on Indigenous lands. In a fictional letter from Livingstone’s wife, Mary, she describes 

Livingstone’s rape of Africa, “you penetrate her – up her rivers and falls, through her 

undergrowth, her jungles – to what end? To discover what? My howling silence” (29). 

Philip parodies an explorer’s rape of the land he “discovers.” The land, Philip shows, is 

treated by explorers as unowned virgin land on which colonizers impose violent 

intimacies. Explorers are further conveyed as treating the land as virgin territory in 

Philip’s poetic lines, “where space is/the page/    blank” (17, extra space in original). 

Here, she suggests that colonizers view the land as an empty page to be written over and 

owned. Philip critiques written language as a mode of asserting control when Livingstone 

later asks for “proof” that The Traveller “discovered my silence.” She mockingly 

proposes that the only evidence he would accept would be books, such as, “Travels With 

My Silence” or “My Meeting with Livingstone-I-Presume” (67, all caps removed). 
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Livingstone’s books become part of his mode of imposing intimacy with Indigenous 

territory; his maps are another.  

Philip dwells on Livingstone’s naming of Indigenous African lands, especially 

Victoria Falls. When The Traveller meets Livingstone, she asserts: “Those falls had a 

name long before you got to them . . . Mosioatunya or The Smoke That Thunders . . . 

And who first named the falls? The Africans” (68). The name Mosioatunya, a name given 

to the land in the Lozi language, indicates naming as conveying relationships to the land. 

When the Traveller confronts Livingstone about his “discovery” of Victoria Falls, she 

also reminds him that “[t]he Portuguese were there before you—” and “long before you, 

or any Portuguese for that matter, crossed Africa coast to coast – from Loanda to 

Quilimane – long before that, Africans had done it” (66). Through her attention to 

Indigenous Africans traversing and naming the land long before explorers, The Traveller 

stresses African relationships with their lands. By noting that the Portuguese travelled 

over the land before British explorers did, Philip reminds readers that the “scramble” for 

Africa (Chamberlain) was a fight between European powers for land that rightly 

belonged (and belongs) to African people. In the 1990 letter previously discussed, Philip 

uses similar language to portray the settler colonial power struggle in Canada. She 

describes the tension between French and English Canadians: “[I]t seems to me that what 

we have are two European peoples arguing over land that was stolen in the first place. 

And surely we’ve got to deal with that initial theft and compensation for it before we deal 

with anything else” (186-87, italics in original). Philip’s representation of colonial 

powers usurping Indigenous lands and imposing violent intimacies upon them indicates 

her critique of global colonial structures, including mapping, and their long-term 
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implication on Indigenous peoples and lands. Placing Philip’s representation of mapping 

in the context of her reflection on land theft in her non-fiction work demonstrates her 

wider commentary on colonial mapmaking obscuring Indigenous sovereignty and 

ownership over their lands. 

Philip further indicates that colonial maps are fictions used to impose control over 

Indigenous lands in fictional conversations between Stanley and Livingstone. In 

“Somewhere, Africa” (all caps removed), Stanley worries about the maps Livingstone is 

making: “See here, Livingstone, this map is all wrong — to reach the source of the Nile, 

we should be going that way, not this way. Confound it — these maps are utterly 

unreliable” (32). This statement critiques the falsity of Livingstone’s maps, given that “a 

series of miscalculations deceived him into believing that he had found the source of the 

Nile when he was in fact on the upper Congo” (Jeal 2), as well as map-making as a 

fiction used in colonization. Moreover, Philip continually references the role Africans 

played in Livingstone’s travel and ability to create maps, undermining perceptions of him 

as a heroic conqueror. In the same conversation in which a fictionalized Stanley describes 

the ineffectiveness of Livingstone’s map, Livingstone replies that to improve his 

navigational successes, “I always travel with native guides myself,” and it is they who 

should “get the credit.”81 Stanley agrees, adding “but they wouldn’t know what to do with 

it. What would they do with the keys to European cities and honorary degrees?” (32, 

italics in original). The syntax demonstrates that exploration through Indigenous 

territories often relies on the original inhabitants of that land. It also shows that these 

 

81 This element of Livingstone’s travel resembles Cree and Métis influence in the fur trade in Canada, a 

connection that will be elaborated in Chapter Three with reference to Blue Marrow. 
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forms of violent travel lead to ongoing forms of colonial mobility. The “keys to European 

cities” Livingstone receives for trespassing on Indigenous territories grant him and his 

colonial successors passage through Europe and its empire, which is forged through 

violent exploration across Indigenous lands.  

Philip’s engagement with time further exemplifies her critique of the impact of 

colonial explorers. The period in which The Traveller embarks on her journey is 

deliberately ambiguous. After The Traveller meets Livingstone, she tells him of events 

that took place after his death. The Traveller queries Livingstone, “did you know those 

bloody South Africans bombed your town, the one named after you . . . [T]hey didn’t 

bomb it because of you, but let’s put it this way — they would still be mad at you today” 

(62-63). The Traveller speaks to Livingstone, who died in 1873, of an April 1987 

bombing by South African commandos wherein five Zambian civilians were killed. The 

Los Angeles Times reported that South Africa’s defense minister explained that the raid 

was “intended as a warning to Zambia and the other so-called front-line states 

surrounding South Africa to halt support for the African National Congress,” the political 

party led by Nelson Mandela which led the resistance to the Apartheid (Parks). As 

Looking for Livingstone was published in 1991, when many Apartheid laws were being 

repealed and the regime was coming to an end, Philip is evidently considering the 

continual manifestations of colonial violence. 

Brand’s Map likewise incorporates and reflects on explorers’ accounts to 

illuminate their implications on current settlement and forms of mobility. Throughout 

Map, Brand imaginatively moves between seemingly dissonant texts involving literal and 

figurative travel scribed by authors ranging from Christian topographers to Shakespeare 
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to Toni Morrison. She does so to unsettle the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction 

and evaluate the role they play in continued colonization of peoples and places. 

Throughout her text, Brand includes sections titled “Maps” alongside reflections about 

Western texts that were part of her education, suggesting the alignment between 

mapping, systems of belief, and identity formation. An early mapping interlude reads, 

“According to Cosmas Indicopleustes Topographia Christiana the world was an oblong 

shaped like the tabernacle Moses built. Beyond the earth lay Paradise, which was the 

source of four rivers that watered the earth” (12). In the subsequent section, Brand 

references Shakespeare’s fictional mapping of places and people informing her sense of 

self. Speaking to her fellow islanders about what they hear on BBC, Brand describes, 

“You have read of islands, such as in the Tempest described as uninhabited except for 

monsters and spirits . . . You are living on an island . . .You are therefore already mythic” 

(13). In her textual movement between Christian maps and Shakespeare’s depiction of 

islands, Brand charts a journey through travel literature to unravel how Western writers 

present fictions that have, in turn, influenced Brand’s representation of herself and her 

island home. As Elizabeth DeLoughrey explains in her analysis of colonial interpretations 

of islands, texts like The Tempest have been used to “uph[old] imperial logic and must be 

recognized as ideological tools that helped make colonial expansion possible” (13). The 

“monsters” in The Tempest to which Brand refers, most likely Caliban,82 also suggest her 

awareness of colonial displacements and misrepresentations of Black people and 

 

82 Caliban is frequently discussed by theorists as an enduring symbol of the “primitive” other. Jodi Byrd, 

for example, states that Caliban “embodies within the space of what is interpreted as ‘Caliban’ all the 

contradictions and subject positions produced by conquest, slavery, and genocide” (67). Greenwood also 

cites The Tempest as a central text that has “shaped both colonial and anti-colonial images of the 

Caribbean” (195). 
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Indigenous people continuing to inform spaces and identities. As Philip implicates 

explorer narratives in mythologizing a racist version of Africa and glorifying the white 

people who claim to have “discovered” the land, Brand shows how texts by white men 

have produced her status as “mythic” and have been used to justify ongoing dislocations 

and racism.  

 Also like Philip, Brand alludes to mapmaking creating persistent representations 

of spaces. She comments on Charles Bricker’s 1968 study of historical cartography, 

Landmarks of Mapmaking: An Illustrated Survey of Maps and Mapmakers chosen and 

displayed by R.V. Tooley. Brand quotes the title of the text in full, drawing attention to 

Bricker’s recourse to the language. She quotes, “Bricker notes, ‘Ludolf, the 17th century 

German founder of Ethiopian studies, never visited Abyssinia—but relying on the reports 

of Portuguese missionaries like Father Lobo he constructed a new map of the region in 

1683.’” She comments, “places and those who inhabit them are indeed fictions” (18). 

This quotation demonstrates how the European imagination has narratively represented 

Africa through maps. As McKittrick explains, “traditional geography,” as exemplified 

with the map Brand describes, purports that “we can view, assess, and ethically organize 

the world from a stable (white, patriarchal, Eurocentric, heterosexual, classed) vantage 

point” and it is these assumptions and maps that McKittrick says Black women negotiate 

(xiii). The textual layering in this quotation, wherein Brand comments on Bricker, who 

was writing about Ludolf, who was responding to Father Lobo, signals repeated 

patriarchal overwriting of Africa and African peoples. Brand’s reading of the quotation 

conveys explorers’ and missionaries’ influences on contemporary conceptions of spaces; 

their accounts of locations inform mapmakers and, indeed, entire fields of study.  
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 In Brand’s recognition of how areas of study are formed by Western scholars who 

have little to no knowledge about the places about which they write, she builds on 

Edward Said’s discussion of the pervasiveness of Orientalism. Writing about the East, 

Said states that Orientalism is not “a mere political subject matter or field that is reflected 

passively by culture, scholarship, or institutions; nor is it a large and diffuse collection of 

texts about the Orient” (1999), but “is—and does not simply represent—a considerable 

dimension of modern political-intellectual culture” (2000). Brand describes “places” as 

“fictions” because maps do not accurately represent these locales but, instead, signify 

European’s and Euro-settlers’ biased interpretations. These fictions, in turn, inform and 

create Western scholarly and popular understandings. However, here, and throughout 

Map, Brand is most interested in the confines and possibilities of textual representations 

of places and their impact on structures of colonialism. She likens her own textual 

creation to those of mapmakers: “These cartographers, they were artists and poets. They 

were dreamers and imaginers as surely as I” (200). Although she associates her 

imagination with those of cartographers, in claiming her own travel narrative as a map, 

Brand further unravels the differences between Black diasporic, Indigenous, and colonial 

historic and current representations of land and travel.  

Brand signifies continued Euro-settler impositions on Black movements through 

her depiction of slavery and labour in similar ways as some theorists articulate Black 

fungibility.83 She describes the maneuverability of Black bodies in settler colonial 

 

83 According to the OED, fungibility denotes the quality of being “interchangeable” or “replaceable.” In the 

context of race, Tiffany King explains that it connotes how Black bodies are treated by settler colonial 

states as replaceable. She explains the concept to her undergrads with reference to a show wherein Black 

bodies continue to be used to “meet uses and desires beyond those of labor and profit” signifying the 

“infinite possibilities for fungible Black flesh” (“Labor’s Aphasia”). 
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societies: “These captive bodies represent parts of their own [slave owners’] bodies that 

they wish to rationalize or make mechanical or inhuman so as to perform the tasks of 

exploitation of resources or acquisition of territory. These captive bodies then become the 

tools sent out to conquer the natural world” (31).84 Elucidating the concept that Brand 

poetically illustrates, Tiffany King explains, “Black fungible bodies are the conceptual 

and discursive fodder through which the Settler-Master can even begin to imagine or 

‘think’ spatial expansion” (“Labor’s Aphasia”). King describes Black bodies as 

“symbol[s] of infinite flux” through which settlers can steal and exploit the land. Brand’s 

representation of Black bodies being made into mechanical instruments is a criticism of 

capitalism and exploitation of resources inherent in settler colonial structures. Settler 

colonialism, Brand shows, linked Indigenous people in North America, Africa, and 

Europe, creating what Lisa Lowe calls “a world division of labor” (193). Black bodies 

were forcibly objectified and maneuvered by white settlers to labour on Indigenous lands, 

enacting a racialized power structure that continues to be in operation, including in 

contemporary travel practices. While Canada is often seen as a racial haven innocent of 

this historical and current abuse of Black people, Walcott and Abdillahi argue that it is 

necessary to recognize Canada’s anti-black attitudes and policies as stemming from their 

participation in the slave trade: 

 

84 Although this is a greater focus in her other works, such as Zong!, Philip also alludes the relationship of 

slavery to settler colonialism in Looking for Livingstone. While with the LENSECI, The Traveller is 

expected to “earn [her] keep” by completing agricultural labour. She describes, “my labour stretched the 

hours into days, the days into weeks and months, the months into years, until it seemed like one hour was 

the same as one year or one hundred years” and this “brute labour had erased all thoughts beyond food, sex 

and sleep” (14). While the location for this labour is ambiguous, The Traveller encountering a ghost of 

Livingstone “among the stalks of cane” (14) suggests she is at least in part reflecting on how Black bodies 

have been used for colonialism.  
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A Canada that cannot or refuses to conceptualize its relation to transatlantic 

slavery and its formation, as a part of the post-Columbus slave-world is a Canada 

that will continually have difficulty with Black people. This argument goes 

beyond making the evidence of slavery in Canada appear to be present and a part 

of our conversation, to also suggest that Canada’s own place in the Atlantic world 

is imbued with slave logics; . . . [These include] Canada’s historic trade in salted 

cod used to feed those enslaved in the Anglo-Caribbean[.] (54) 

 

Brand’s description of Black bodies becoming tools for exploitation points towards the 

racist logics undergirding global neoliberal practices.  

In her reflections on two of her central terms—“diaspora” and “Door of No 

Return”—Brand observes white settlers’ restrictions and control over the movement of 

racialized subjects after the abolishment of slavery. At the beginning of Map, Brand, aged 

thirteen, presses her grandfather for the name of the community from which her African 

ancestors came. When he cannot remember, she reflects, “Having no name to call on was 

having no past; having no past pointed to the fissure between the past and the present. 

That fissure is represented in the Door of No Return: that place where our ancestors 

departed one world for another; the Old World for the New” (5).85 The door represents a 

spatial and temporal experience that influences the mobility of the Black diaspora 

permanently. Brand states, “The door signifies the historical moment which colours all 

moments in the Diaspora” (24); “Where one stands in a society seems always related to 

this historical experience” (25). Her description of forced movement through the Door 

constantly affecting everyday movements and Black experiences is similar to Walcott 

and Abdillahi’s contention. They state, “one of the principle attributes of European 

modernity that we must grapple with continually is its initial movement of people around 

 

85 Philip, perhaps, also fictionalizes Africa because she also does not know what region her family came 

from and is unaware of what the region looked like prior to colonization.  
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the globe in ways that disrupted previous settlements of those peoples. Such movements 

that we now call migration are founded in anti-blackness, taking their logic from 

transatlantic slavery” (22). Current migrations and racial prohibitions on movement, for 

Walcott and Abdillahi, are entwined with, as Brand puts it, the original forced movement 

through The Door of No Return. 

 Brand’s use of the term “Door of No Return” as opposed to “Middle Passage” 

highlights forced movement and the permanent repercussions of this one-way movement. 

In “Black W/Holes,” Philip also references the way in which the cultural legacy of being 

abducted from Africa has continued to influence her: “for five hundred years the essence 

of being black is that you can be transported. anywhere. anytime. anyhow” (119). 

Through Brand’s representation of her lack of knowledge of her family’s history and 

Philip’s lack of specificity involving The Traveller’s movement through Africa, both 

authors foreground their experience of being a part of the Black diaspora. Brand 

describes this experience when she states, “I cannot go back to where I came from. It no 

longer exists. It should not exist” (Map 90). The Africa that existed at the time of her 

family’s occupancy has been unalterably changed by forms of colonialism: extraction—

of peoples—and settler occupation and regimes. Her maneuverability makes her feel as 

though she is divided permanently by space and time from her home.   

It is in part because of Brand’s experience of diasporic forced movement and her 

own lack of knowledge of her original homeland that she reflects on what she considers 

to be the unimportance of origins. She states: 

All origins are arbitrary. . . . Country, nation, these concepts are of course deeply 

indebted to origins, family, tradition, home. Nation-states are configurations of 

origins as exclusionary power structures which have legitimacy based solely on 

conquest and acquisition. Here at home, in Canada, we are all implicated in this 
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sense of origins. . . . This country, in the main a country of immigrants, is always 

redefining origins[.] (64) 

 

Brand’s critique of settler-states inventing origin stories to legitimize their power over 

Indigenous land is apt. However, her dismissal of origins misses the important ways that 

Indigenous people on Turtle Island often think about their origin stories as conveying 

their sovereignty over their land. In The Truth About Stories, Thomas King explains that 

“contained within creation stories are relationships that help to define the nature of the 

universe and how cultures understand the world in which they exist” (10). Indigenous 

origin stories, like the Haudenosaunee one King tells, can set out principles of 

relationship with other nations and the land. Glen Coulthard discusses these connections 

in terms of what he describes as “grounded normativity.” Coulthard explains that 

Indigenous anticolonialism and anticapitalism must be informed by the “modalities of 

Indigenous land-connected practices and longstanding experiential knowledge that 

inform and structure our ethical engagement with the world and our relationships with 

human and nonhuman others over time” (13). As Indigenous knowledges are informed by 

connections to their homelands, in thinking of Canada as primarily “a country of 

immigrants,” Brand reinscribes the common representation of postcolonial space 

elucidated by Coleman. He notes in his comparison of Indigenous and diaspora studies, 

“The abstraction of places into ‘space’ [common in diaspora studies] obscures the kinds 

of responsibility to specific places that are central to Indigenous ‘place-thought’ and to 

ecologically sustainable relationships more generally” (8). In her representation of her 

own disconnection from the land, Brand overlooks the different ways that Indigenous 

peoples think about land and origins. 
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  The above quotation further demonstrates Brand’s challenge to the logics of 

settler nation-states. Like critics such as Nandita Sharma and Cynthia Wright, Brand 

rejects state-nationalism and “what is done to those imagined as the Nation’s others” 

(Sharma and Wright 130) who are configured by the nation-state as lacking origins. 

Brand’s discussion of nation-states as “based solely on conquest and acquisition” 

emphasizes nations like Canada and the United States as built through settler colonial 

logics wherein white settlers assert claims on Indigenous lands and continue to control 

the mobility of BIPOC peoples. Unlike Marlatt and Warland, whose critique of 

nationalisms is mainly focussed on their patriarchal construction, Brand’s challenge is 

grounded in the logics of settler colonial mobility. However, as Marlatt and Warland risk 

undermining Indigenous modes of nationalism, so too, does Brand. Brand’s assertion that 

“National identity is a dance of artificiality” (72) risks the kind of overgeneralization in 

which Lawrence and Dua explain postcolonial thinkers have often been complicit. They 

state, “post-colonial emphasis on deconstructing nationhood simply furthers Indigenous 

de-nationalization” (248). By undermining settler nations, which have often dislocated 

diasporic people, Brand also obscures Indigenous nationalisms, which are distinctly tied 

to specific places where Indigenous peoples live. 

 Elsewhere in Map, Brand thinks through how white settler nation-states have 

constructed and confined the mobilities of Indigenous and diasporic subjects differently 

using an excerpt from an article from The New York Times dated December 11, 1998. She 

quotes, “American and Canadian authorities announced today that they had broken up a 

sophisticated ring that smuggled Chinese immigrants into the United States and 

ultimately to New York City, through a Mohawk reservation along the border” (65, italics 



135 

 

in original). Brand comments, “One wants to ask who better able or authorized to give 

safe passage to anyone across North America than the Mohawk or any of the people who 

inhabited this continent before its New World settlers” (66). In her engagement with the 

mobilities and histories of these different communities, Brand’s criticism resembles 

Phung’s later interrogation of the “unified monolithic subject position” of settlers (292). 

Phung questions, “If we lump all non-Indigenous people into a single category of settler, 

then do we risk erasing and subsuming the different histories and everyday experiences 

of settler privilege and marginalization from which white settlers and settlers of colour 

come from?” (296). While Brand’s phrasing indicates that all non-Indigenous people are 

“settlers,” her engagement with the unique histories and mobilities of different groups 

suggests that her opinion aligns with that of Phung; diasporic peoples are not necessarily 

settlers in the “same way that the French and British were originally settlers in Canada” 

(Phung 292). It is indeed these European settlers who created borders and laws to prohibit 

the movements of Indigenous and non-white people.  

Through identifying white settlers and diasporic people as one group of “New 

World settlers,” Brand alludes to European settlement operating through legitimizing 

their travel and settlement via their colonial legal systems. By attempting to control 

mobility over Mohawk land, Brand emphasizes the way in which the “regulation of the 

mobility of [I]ndigenous and colonised communities was central to the operation of 

colonial power” (Ballantyne 23). Through her inclusion of this newspaper article and the 

questions it raises, Brand brings together “diasporic and Indigenous-sovereigntist 

standpoints,” which, as Sophie McCall argues, “share the desire to challenge settler 

nationalisms and expose the exclusions that have produced Canadian citizenship” and 
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reveal “the underlying maps of Native North America and how First Nations territories 

traverse the 49th parallel” (22). To acknowledge Indigenous sovereignty and challenge 

the state’s power to control the land and the people who reside upon it, Brand repeats and 

repurposes the word “authority.” In doing so, she challenges state restrictions of mobility 

and reifies Indigenous authority over their land existent because of their long-term 

relationships with it. Brand asserts Indigenous rights of mobility as preceding and having 

precedence over those of white settlers. In Brand’s analysis of a news story focused on 

the Canadian–American border, she foregrounds the long-term consequences of settler 

mapping practices, and how they have been used to restrict Indigenous mobility. As Erica 

L. Johnson points out, Brand demonstrates how the media has been complicit in 

“characteriz[ing] Native American land as an interstitial nowhere between the nation 

states of the US and Canada” (165), and the “discursive commodification” (Johnson 165) 

of “Chinese immigrants” (Brand). Brand highlights restrictions on Chinese mobility to 

both differentiate the mobilities of white settler, diasporic, and Indigenous people, and 

emphasize how the movement of diasporic peoples have also been restricted by settler 

colonial state regulations. With attention to Lowe’s version of intimacy “as spatial 

proximity” which occurred when “men and women from Africa and Asia were forcibly 

transported to the Americas” (193), Brand’s analysis to this media story emphasizes how 

these forced migrations and contacts continue to impact the mobilities of varying 

diasporic groups and Indigenous people to whose lands Asians and Africans were moved. 

 Through her depictions of travel, Brand exemplifies how historical restrictions on 

mobility influence contemporary travels of diasporic peoples. She problematizes settler 

mobility by noting contradictory experiences of diasporic and Euro-settler people who 
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travel for leisure: “One travels; one takes oneself intact . . . needing nothing from the 

place one travels to but . . . that the place one visits appears and in appearance yields a 

confirming example of one’s sentience. Or one travels in disarray, undone, a 

consciousness formed around displacement” (Map 92). Brand alludes to European and 

Euro-settler contemporary travel confirming their rights of mobility, citizenship, and self-

identities. In contrast, for those who have been displaced, contemporary travel reinforces 

their continual experience of displacement. Brand uses a passport as a metaphor to 

convey diasporic experiences of travel: The Door of No Return, she states, “is a passport 

which, after boarding the plane, we are unable to make disappear by tearing it up and 

throwing it into the toilet” (48). Brand challenges the settler narrative of mobility wherein 

a passport and the right to travel it confers confirms the legitimacy of settler nationality.86 

In his assessment of non-places, Marc Augé discusses the airport as a non-place that 

provides passengers “anonymity only when he has given proof of his identity” (101), 

which then creates the “shared identity of passengers” (101). Whereas, for Augé, a 

passport allows people to become unseen once they have been recorded, for Brand, the 

passport, like her skin colour, marks her as permanently displaced and mobile within the 

airport, a colonial institution of travel. She portrays a passport as tying differently- 

positioned subjects to privileges of mobility granted by the state.  

Within her passport metaphor, Brand also complicates Eurocentric associations 

with leisure travel via airplanes. Through her discussion of air travel, she illustrates 

 

86 For Indigenous peoples, passports are often viewed as problematically conferring state-sanctioned 

national identities. For example, Thomas King’s short story “Borders” follows a Blackfoot woman who is 

unable to cross the Canadian–American border when she refuses to declare herself as Canadian or 

American, which, for the protagonist, would confirm the legitimacy of these national identities over 

Indigenous nationhood. 
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contemporary travel as informed by historical African displacement, and, via her personal 

experiences, reclaims this mode of transit as particular to diasporic experience. Airplanes 

and airports have gained attention in philosophy as liminal spaces. Building from Michel 

de Certeau, in his discussion of supermodernity, Augé explains, “If a place can be 

defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be 

defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity will be a non-place” (77-

78), aircrafts being a key example of a non-place (79). In contrast, through her own 

contemplations aboard an airplane on route to Johannesburg, Brand illustrates that her 

travel and positionality on an airplane is still very much informed by the original 

abduction through The Door of No Return, colonial regimes, and the continued restricted 

mobilities they engender. On her flight, Brand observes “the TV screen, which shows a 

map of Europe and Africa. . . . This electronic map on the TV screen of the plane is not 

unlike those early maps. . . . There is Frankfurt, there Johannesburg, and there 

CapeTown. There are no places in between” (88-89). Cape Town and Johannesburg were 

segregated during the settler colonial Apartheid regime. According to Justice Malala, in a 

2019 article for The Guardian titled “Why are South African cities still so segregated 25 

years after apartheid?”, they remain racially divided and unequal. The Eurocentric map 

on the airplane labels only these two cities to ascribe priority to white tourists who 

frequent the wealthier and white areas of the cities. Brand connects the map to those of 

explorers, linking the travel practices of explorers to those of tourists who seek to be 

divided from or profit from the labour of those who are native to the land.  

Brand further alludes to the possibilities of the airplane signalling her connection 

to Africa, despite settler colonial influences upon her and the continent. She describes 
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travelling over the Door of No Return and her desire to “feel it even if I am miles above 

in the sky” (89). Brand’s affective relationship to Africa signals her journey as a kind of 

return experienced by many diasporic Africans who “discover the place of pain and 

suffering deeply embedded in the spiritual consciousness through an encounter of place” 

(Davis 157). Her travel over Africa allows her to reflect on “Western-imposed alienation 

on the psyche, yet simultaneously [reclaim] identity as a lost entity of African heritage” 

(Davis 157) in the context of contemporary travel. 

Brand’s reconsideration of the possibilities of air travel for diasporic people is further 

evident in later flights she describes. Following a section titled “More Maps” and 

preceding a section called “Maps,” Brand describes travelling to Australia via airplane 

reading J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace and finding, “Toni Morrison’s Paradise limns on the 

horizon” (128). Her word choice and cognitive movement between the two texts for the 

remainder of her flight conveys fiction and literary analysis as having the potential to 

present a more honest picture of places than do mapmakers. Brand reads Morrison’s work 

as follows, “Against the official American narrative, Morrison narrates the African-

American presence that underpins the official story but is rarely, truly braided among the 

narratives of the ‘pilgrims,’ the ‘founding fathers,’ the ‘west,’ and so on” (128). She 

challenges the settler colonial founding of North America by highlighting racist 

structures which predominate America (and Canada). Brand’s critique of novels 

concerned with race while travelling infuses racial justice onto air travel. Metaphorically, 

her air travel represents a temporal and physical critical distance from slave ships in the 

middle passage, but her commentary on authors who write about racial inequality 

emphasizes the continued influence of this original traumatic travel on contemporary 
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Black experiences and portrayals of places and peoples. By stating, “Landing is what 

people in the Diaspora do” (150), Brand suggests that constant motion of air travel 

without permanent connection to the land characterizes Black contemporary movement. 

This form of travel undermines settler constructions of place, and suggests agency, as I 

will next discuss in relation to Brand’s and Philip’s form and content.  

“wandered, wanders as spirits who dead cut, banished, seclude, refuse”: 

Wayward Form 

 

Brand and Philip respond to the impact of colonialism on diasporic mobilities 

through unique textual approaches that represent their “flight and captivity” via “new 

vocabularies” (Hartman 227-28) which I term their poetics of waywardness. As 

established in the introduction to this chapter, waywardness encapsulates diasporic forced 

movement and agency within its strides, as it means, “to wander, to be unmoored, adrift, 

rambling, roving, cruising, strolling, and seeking” (Hartman 227). Although Hartman 

applies her redefinition of waywardness to semi-fictionalized American women in the 

early twentieth century, her concept resonates with Brand’s and Philip’s late twentieth 

and early twenty-first century pieces as well, written while they were living in Canada. 

As Robyn Maynard exposes in Policing Black Lives, although “Canada, in the eyes of 

many of its citizens, as well as those living elsewhere, is imagined as a beacon of 

tolerance and diversity[,] . . . [f]or centuries, Black lives in Canada have been exposed to 

a structural violence that has been tacitly or explicitly condoned by multiple state or state-

funded institutions” (18). The concept of waywardness allows me to attend to this 

structural violence as it pertains to restricted movements of Black and other diasporic 

peoples as they cope with “the entanglement of escape and confinement” (Hartman 227).  
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 Philip and Brand show how constriction of movement informs Black mobility. In 

“Black W/Holes,” Philip establishes, “You cannot talk about space as it relates to Black 

people—to African people—without talking about movement or moving through space,” 

and when this conversation begins, “you must confront the forces that prohibit or restrict 

that moving” (130). In her subsequent section, Philip uses similar language as Hartman:  

the moving of african peoples within a white supremacist society is from a space 

of longing. a longing to be free in that most basic of senses—freedom of 

movement. which is exactly what africans do not and have not had ever since the 

european moved their bodies from africa to the new world. and then told them 

that they could not move. (131) 

 

The “entanglement of escape and confinement” Hartman describes resonates with 

Philip’s discussion of a search for freedom while impeded by European and settler 

colonial ongoing restrictions to movement.  

Brand’s “Maps” sections often convey how histories of confinement inform 

present physical limitations. For example, one “Maps” section explains that on Gorée 

Island, “The traders packed these cells [below, where slaves were held] to overcapacity. 

Chained and cramped in filth and excrement, many died from the inhuman conditions” 

(174).87 Abhorrent situations like these influenced current physical and symbolic 

confinements of Black bodies. Brand explains, “The body is the place of captivity” (35). 

She includes descriptions of some of the symbolic racially-loaded meanings of the Black 

body, “physical prowess, sexual fantasy, moral transgression, violence, magical musical 

 

87 As Davis explains, Goree Island and its “cave dungeons,” which are referred to as “The Door of No 

Return,” is a prominent site of pilgrimage for “African-Americans” as they re-encounter “the last piece of 

Africa their ancestors ever saw” (160). Brand’s “Maps” section may signify her emotional experience 

within this site. In another of her poems, “Verso 55,” Brand more directly conveys a pilgrimage to The 

Door of No Return: “The castle was huge, opulent, a going concern in its time. We went like pilgrims. You 

were pilgrims. We were pilgrims. This is the holiest we ever were. Our gods were in the holding cells. We 

awakened our gods and we left them there, because we never needed gods again” (qtd. in Sharpe 17).  
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artistry” (36). She also represents incarcerated Black bodies: “When unappreciated, the 

Black body is shown walking, single file or double chained, in film footage of prisoners 

in bright orange overalls or in prison boot camps as young offenders, or in sweeping 

shots along barred prison interiors which strangely, filmed in colour, look like black-and-

white film” (36). Her description of the bodies being in “single file or double chained” 

establishes how images of Black bodies as slaves have bled into popular representations 

of their current imprisonment. As recent political movements like Black Lives Matter 

have shown, Black people have been resisting modes of ideological and spatial 

constraints for centuries.  

Philip also writes about confinement in Looking for Livingstone. The second 

poem in the collection describes women from various cultures being restrained by the 

“word”:  

it bound the foot 

sealed the vagina 

excised the clitoris 

set fire to the bride 

the temple dance was  

          no more (13) 

 

Philip’s reference to these practices without contextualization may overlook cultural and 

ethnic differences and reproduce what Chandra Talpade Mohanty calls, “‘third-world 

difference’- that stable, ahistorical something that apparently oppresses most if not all the 

women in these countries” (63). However, Philip’s focus on women’s symbolic and 

physical confinement is significant. She describes physical and sexual constraints placed 

on female bodies to prevent their movements and pleasure. The specific bodily examples 

Philip employs, which are listed in a confined, boxed-in format, demonstrate colonial 

heteropatriarchal limitations on women’s movement which The Traveller confronts. In 
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this format, Philip links locations including China and India, portraying the intersections 

of patriarchal ideologies and their global impact.  

The Traveller also faces restraints in her journey. For example, at the conclusion 

of her stay with the NEECLIS, she is placed in a room and told, “Piece together the 

words of your silence. . . . Or weave a tapestry” (52). Locked in a room, unable to speak, 

The Traveller is forced to tell her story via weaving—a scene that resembles Ovid’s 

depiction of Philomela who is raped, has her tongue cut out, confined, and must tell her 

story through a tapestry. Philip’s version of the story both demonstrates her theme of 

women’s present and historical confinement and creative modes of resistance. This 

creative “paradox of cramped creation” (Hartman 227) is also evident in the form and 

style of the texts under discussion.  

In building on Hartman’s term, I establish Brand’s and Philip’s “politics and 

poetics of waywardness” by examining how Brand’s and Philip’s wayward “adrift, 

rambling” (Hartman 227) style relates to the form of diasporic movement within their 

texts. Their wayward poetic forms at work in their fragmented styles, I contend, is a 

response to the “confinement” (Hartman 227) inherent in the English language, and their 

poetics is an attempt to “escape” (Hartman 227) this confinement in a mode that is still 

mired within it. In her mediation upon travel, Brand considers how the English language 

has been used to confine representations of diasporic mobility. She mentions the 

inadequacy of settler terms such as “migration,” asking, “Can it be called migration? 

There is a sense of return in migrations—a sense of continuities, remembered homes—as 

with birds or butterflies or deer or fish” (24). The term “migration” imposes a sense of 

normalcy, naturalness, and cyclicity upon diasporic movement, thus removing the 
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historical and present violent colonial structures responsible for this forced displacement. 

Brand further questions the use of other terms to describe her particular form of travel 

through The Door of No Return: “Leaving? To leave? Left? Language can be deceptive. 

The moment when they ‘left’ the Old World and entered the New. Forced to leave? To 

‘leave’ one would have to have a destination in mind. . . . Their ‘taking’? Taking, taking 

too might suggest a benevolence so, no, it was not taking” (21). Brand’s assessment of 

the limited language available to describe Black people being wrenched from their homes 

and treated as tools alludes both to her entrapment in her ideological and physical space, 

as well as her capture within the confines of the English language. 

The poets’ fragmented styles textually represent the confinement of the English 

language and desired escape through poetry, which I refer to as poetics of waywardness. 

In “Interview with an Empire,” Philip describes her intent to “fracture, fragment, then put 

the language back together again—trying to decontaminate it, perhaps” (57). Poetics can 

contain multiple, seemingly opposite, meanings—revealing the violence of the English 

language, and its potential, or, as Hartman phrases it, “flight and captivity” (227) from 

and within the language.88 Brand’s reflections on travel words including “migration” and 

“leaving,” her fragmented style with single-word sentences, unanswered questions, and 

stream-of-consciousness style represent her confinement within the English language as 

well as desire to escape from its grammatical constraints. Philip’s fragmented style is 

evident in her use of caesuras, dashes, and spacing. The accumulation of space on the 

 

88 Hartman as well expresses freedom at the level of style; her repeated use of the word “wayward,” 

multiple definitions, and long sentences full of descriptors mark her own expression of free, wayward 

creation aligned with her subject matter. 
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page these devices create visually represents Philip’s confinement within the language, 

between words, and her attempt to make space for alternatives.  

The fragmentation within their poetry is also evident at the level of structure. 

Looking for Livingstone contains prose and poetry as well as fictionalized conversations 

between Livingstone and Stanley and Livingstone and The Traveller. A Map to the Door 

of No Return includes many sources ranging from the fiction of Toni Morrison, news 

articles from the period in which Brand was writing, and excerpts from explorers’ 

travelogues. Chariandy discusses this style as common for diasporic writers because of 

their cultures: “The fact is that African diasporic cultures—located anywhere—exhibit 

powerful transnational connections or circuitry. This especially is evident in Clarke’s 

work at the level of form. Whylah Falls, for instance, is a mash-up of styles, a bricolage” 

(114). While I agree that Brand’s and Philip’s “mash up of styles” may express the 

variety of cultural influences on them, their multiple sources might also be understood as 

enacting wayward poetics that indicate the constriction of the English language and the 

agency offered, in turn, through fragmented poetics. The writers’ fragmentation within 

their sentences and overall works embodies the tension they encounter through being 

trapped within the violent English language while also attempting to escape it, as well as 

the double movement of disrupting canonical travel literature and forging inti-mobile 

solidarities with BIPOC writers.  
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Brand’s and Philip’s amalgamation of archival sources also contributes to their 

wayward movement between genre categories.89 Roynon contends that one of the reasons 

Looking for Livingstone has not received a great deal of critical attention is because “the 

author applies her postcolonial critique and her feminist theory perhaps too directly, too 

heavily, for aesthetic success or emotive power” (144). An example of this directness is 

evident in Philip’s description of The Traveller’s visit to The Museum of Silence, 

“erected to house the many and varied silences of different peoples” including the 

Indigenous communities she has visited. The Traveller tells the proprietors, “You must 

return these silences to their owners. Without their silence, these people are less than 

whole” (57). Her depiction of the museum resembles her literary theory, for example, her 

criticism of the Royal Ontario Museum’s racist and colonial exhibit Into the Heart of 

Africa in “Museum Could Have Avoided Culture Clash.” In this essay she explains, “The 

museum has been pivotal in the expansion of the West’s knowledge base about the world; 

. . . it has been indispensable in Europe’s attempt to measure, categorize and hierarchize 

the world with the white male at the top. And all at the expense of the African, Asian and 

the Indigenous peoples[’] raw material for these processes” (128). While Philip’s critique 

of explorers and their modes of silencing Indigenous cultures is, at times, heavy handed, I 

argue that the statements that resemble literary criticism through and amidst her fiction 

are evidence of Philip’s movement between the forms of theory and fiction. Philip’s 

combination of poetry, fiction, and theoretical discourse orient Looking for Livingstone as 

textually wayward. She makes a “sojourn” into one form before “drifting” (Hartman 227) 

 

89 Wayward Lives: Beautiful Experiments, as well, is noted by reviewers as not fitting neatly within genre 

conventions. Hartman’s reconstructed and fictionalized stories of the women about whom she writes, 

interspersed with definitions (like that of the wayward), and archival information has been discussed as 

literary theory, but, with its blending of fiction and non-fiction, Hartman’s text cannot be easily classified.  
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into the next. In this way, she disrupts academic hierarchies that separate scholarship and 

theory from “literary texts.”  

Map has also been interpreted as difficult to define generically. Critics including 

Simona Bertacco have taken note of the formal experimentation within Brand’s and 

Philip’s works, and scholars such as Chariandy describe diasporic writers including 

Brand as working “‘between’ and outside categories” (118). Johnson (2014) refers to 

Map alternatively as a “memoir” (154) and “autobiographical text” (161) when noting the 

“rich and varied” sources Brand employs. Sharlee Cranston-Reimer (2016) builds on the 

work of Marlene Goldman and Diana Brydon, who also comment on the non-linear 

structure of the work, to explore how Brand “exceeds the norms of auto/biography 

because of the impossibility of adequately representing, or, perhaps more accurately, 

containing, the trauma and legacies of colonial history in a narrative” (95). Brand’s 

depiction of diasporic travel texts discussed in the previous section further demonstrate 

the work as foraying into literary criticism, and, as with Looking for Livingstone, Map 

contains both prose and poetry,90 including the poem “Ruttier for the Marooned in the 

Diaspora” to be discussed subsequently. I read Brand’s “directionless” (Hartman 228) 

form as evidence of waywardness, a disruption of Euro-Western genre and reclaiming of 

diasporic movement.  

The directionless aspect of the concept of waywardness is evident in the form and 

content of Brand’s poem “Ruttier for the Marooned in the Diaspora.” According to the 

WordSense Dictionary, as a noun, the word “Ruttier” means, “A chart of a course, 

 

90 Bertacco notes Brand’s inclusion of the poem “Ruttier for the Marooned in the Diaspora” in Map. She 

reads this work alongside M. NourbeSe Philip’s poem Zong! to assess both poets’ experimentation as 

testimonial and “celebration of the diverse forms of survival and the public role of art” (649). 
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especially at sea” and is etymologically connected to the word “route.” Prior to her own 

version of an oral ruttier, Brand also describes the form as a “long poem containing 

navigational instructions which sailors learned by heart and recited from memory” (212). 

Brand rewrites the pointed directions contained within an oral ruttier by conveying the 

diaspora’s unsettled wayward movement within her “drifting and wandering” (Hartman 

227) form. Her poem contains many descriptors, as the narrator refuses to settle on one 

particular term. The poet speaker describes, “This spirit doubling and quadrupling, 

resuming, skipping stairs and breathing elevators is possessed with uncommunicated 

undone plots; consignments of compasses whose directions tilt, skid off known maps, 

details skitter off like crabs” (214). The multiple descriptors for the subjects’ movements 

(resume, skip), and changing of directions (tilt, skid) demonstrate the linguistic 

unsettlement of the sentence as indicative of the physical unsettlement of the subjects’ 

spirits. As Christina Sharpe describes, through these seemingly strange directions, Brand 

provides an “offering to guide us to how to live in the wake” (132),91 that is, “living [in] 

the history and present of terror, from slavery to the present, as the ground of our 

everyday Black existence” (15). Here, and elsewhere in her text, Sharpe emphasizes the 

“deeply atemporal” (5) existence of those in the Black diaspora. Brand, as well, 

highlights the affective experience of living through the present manifestations of the 

history of slavery via her use of repeated gerund verbs. The multiple forms of movement 

 

91 In her book In the Wake, Sharpe considers how Black lives continue to be impacted by slavery. Her 

chapters are framed by the various meanings and possibilities of the term “wake”: “To be in the wake is to 

recognize the categories I theorize in this text as the ongoing locations of Black being: the wake, the ship, 

the hold, and the weather. To be in the wake is also to recognize the ways that we are constituted through 

and by continued vulnerability to overwhelming force though not only known to ourselves and to each 

other by that force” (16). 
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these verbs convey parallel Hartman’s description of the wayward: “ambulatory 

possibility, interminable migrations, rush and fight, black locomotion” (227).  

The movement of the diaspora within the poem is further indicated by Brand’s 

use of the word “marooned” in her title. As Neil Roberts explains, the term 

“conventionally refers to a group of [enslaved] persons isolating themselves from a 

surrounding society in order to create a fully autonomous community” usually by 

“geographically situat[ing] themselves from areas slightly outside the borders of a 

plantation to the highest mountains of a region located as far away from plantation life as 

possible” (4). In Freedom as Marronage, Roberts, however, reconceives “Marronage [as] 

a flight from the negative, subhuman realm of necessity, bondage, and unfreedom toward 

the sphere of positive activity and human freedom. Flight is multidimensional, constant, 

and never static” (15). Brand similarly uses the term to denote the movement of diaspora 

as related to maroon communities. As Mark Rifkin explains, the term has stayed in 

function, and “has served over the past century as a principal way of signaling various 

(and potentially incommensurate) kinds of opposition to the violence of the slave system 

and the forms of antiblackness that have persisted and arisen in its wake” (169). In her 

ruttier, Brand evokes the history of Black resistant movement within the concept of 

maroonage and the possibility of a communal diasporic mobility which accounts for their 

historic and present forced movement and agency.  

These communal diasporic modes of movement are encapsulated in the phrase, 

“They was, is, wandered, wanders as spirits who dead cut, banished, seclude, refuse” 

(213). While this wandering may convey sadness, I read it as alternative wayward 

movement that the diasporic community embodies. Because the word “refuse” is active 
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and present tense, it signifies active refusal of settler structures through movement, which 

Hartman refers to as, “To strike, to riot, to refuse” (227). The quick succession of past 

and present tense words in the quoted section further indicates the ongoing nature of 

settler policies of displacement, as well as the perpetual movement of diasporic people as 

opposition to colonial restriction. The poem, as Sharpe also contends, is about continual 

racist policies, but also constant resistance: a “way-making tool and a refusal of nation, 

country, citizenship” (107).  

The speaker also refuses settlement, instead choosing to perpetually move, when, 

“She undwells solitudes, liquors’ wilderness” (215). The word “undwells” demonstrates 

Brand’s maroonage as premised on lack of permanent occupancy, rather than the 

formation of settled maroon communities. The states, places, and objects the narrator 

“undwells” further denote a refusal of minority stereotypes of laziness; instead, the 

speaker suggests possibility within movement. The narrator’s continual “unregulated 

movement of drifting and wandering” (Hartman 227) resists displacing others via 

settling. While Johnson emphasizes the debate between critics concerning whether the 

themes of drift (Goldman) or landing (Josephs) are more prominent within Map (159), I 

contend that both terms—which negate belonging and demonstrate ongoing movement—

are used by Brand to denote ethical movement over, rather than colonial settlement upon, 

the Indigenous lands on which some diasporic people reside. 

The poem, as well as the full collection, enacts alternative mapping strategies. For 

Sharpe, through her Ruttier, Brand “offers us [living in the wake of slavery] a song, a 

map to anywhere, to everywhere, in all of the places in which we find ourselves. The 

Ruttier: a map to be held; to behold” (134). As Sharpe’s analysis demonstrates, Brand’s 
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poem and her overall text are labelled as maps, but they are quite unlike those produced 

by colonizers and explorers. Her work does not contain explicit directions to any 

particular place, but is, like Hartman’s concept of the waywardness, “ongoing exploration 

of what might be” (228) if colonial directions are refused. Brand states, “Journeys are 

always imaginary” (112) both to suggest that travellers often seek to justify their 

prejudices via their journeys, but also to affirm the necessity of imagining a path which is 

different from those charted by explorers. 

 Brand’s sections titled “Maps” and “More Maps” amidst her account of her life 

are textual breaks that portray the text’s fragmented, wayward nature, but their content is 

also often about alternative journeys and directionalities. In Brand’s first section titled 

“Maps,” which follows a discussion of a young Brand pressing her grandfather for the 

name of their original African culture, is about hummingbirds: “It knew its way before all 

known map-makers. It is a bird whose origins and paths are the blood of its small body” 

(6). This section is one of the earliest instances in the text of Brand’s configuration of 

alternative directionality outside of maps made by European explorers and settlers. 

During her commentary about maps upon airplane screens, Brand further inserts in 

brackets that, like hummingbirds, her ancestors “travelled without maps” (88). Travelling 

without maps alludes to multiple historical circumstances of travel, including pre-colonial 

travel within Africa, forced travel of slavery, and forms of escape and resistance. The 

ambiguity in this reference suggests that the form of travel Brand’s text ultimately points 

towards conveys trauma as well as agency. In her discussion of the prose used by Thomas 

Jefferys, King George III’s geographer’s description of Tobago, Brand writes, my 

characters “impugn the whole theory of directions” (203). Her next-to-last section in Map 
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celebrates misdirection: “To travel without a map, to travel without a way. They did, long 

ago. That misdirection became the way. After the Door of No Return, a map was only a 

set of impossibilities, a set of changing locations” (224). The “unmoored” and “rambling” 

(Hartman 227) style of Brand’s prose thus lends itself to her distrust of Western textual, 

literal, and ideological direction. Instead, she advocates for imagining alternative paths 

towards freedom.  

While the dreamlike journey Philip depicts is very different from Brand’s 

autobiographical travel narrative, The Traveller, as well, journeys without a traditional 

map in a wayward motion. Although The Traveller’s background is unknown, the 

fictionalized “Author’s Note” insinuates that she is Black, and her lack of knowledge of 

the cultures she visits suggests that she is part of the African diaspora. As such, The 

Traveller’s journey may be understood as a fictional representation of a “pilgrimage” 

representing “the process by which the African-American [or African-Canadian] comes 

to know the self within an African context” (Davis 157). Philip’s fictional representation 

of this Black character’s journey into Africa, herself, and her silence demonstrates 

diasporic search for identity via travel and mapping.  

In the early stages of her journey, The Traveller’s European-influenced 

background and knowledge of travel practices leads her to attempt to use Western 

directionality. She asks the ECNELIS, one of the communities she encounters, to locate 

what she is searching for on a map, but is laughed at and told, “As soon as you see it, you 

will recognize it” (10). Western modes of travel will not aid her. Instead, she must learn 

an alternative travel practice based in traditional African knowledge. Upon leaving the 

LENSECI, The Traveller is gifted with a map by a woman who was given it by her 
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mother “and her mother before her” (14). The matrilineal origins of the map may gesture 

towards the resistance and knowledge contained within these “black women’s 

geographies” which McKittrick explains “push up against the seemingly natural spaces 

and places of subjugation” (xviii) evident in Livingstone’s colonial and patriarchal map. 

The Traveller’s “hand-drawn map” mentioned in the “Author’s Note” is, therefore, not 

meant to be an explorer’s map, but likely a version of the map given to her by the 

LENSECI. The maps The Traveller carries with her represent her alternative 

directionality based on cultural and traditional knowledges rather than colonialism.  

The Traveller’s alternative wayward travel is also apparent in her form of 

movement. After introducing Livingstone, The Traveller summarizes her own travel thus 

far: “I had been travelling in circles these past hundred years — circle upon circle — ever 

widening” (10). The Traveller’s circular movement challenges Livingstone’s linear, 

directed quest for the source of the Nile. As Philip’s imagery of women’s bodies 

suggests,92 this circular pattern may also suggest her engagement with women’s cycles. 

Through her utopic “sojourns without a fixed destination” (Hartman 227), The Traveller 

does not alter the land or the cultures visited, but moves without harm, thus countering 

Livingstone’s, other explorers,’ and white settlers’ ideologies of conquest. As such, the 

collection’s subtitle, “An Odyssey of Silence,” is also a revision of the type of travel 

depicted in The Odyssey and more in keeping with other Caribbean writers such as Derek 

Walcott.93 Although Philip’s primary title “Looking for Livingstone” may seem to 

 

92 The theme of women’s confinement, movement, and resistance is evident in Philip’s poem quoted earlier 

which begins with, “it bound the foot/sealed the vagina” (13).  
93 Greenwood discusses the protagonist’s movement in Walcott’s Omeros as demonstrating “the forced 

migrations and uprooting that led to the modern settlement of the Caribbean, and the legacies of exile and 

alienation that resulted” and “the resourcefulness celebrated in Caribbean folklore” (199).  
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disprove my contention that The Traveller’s movement is less goal-directed than 

Livingstone’s or Odysseus,’ early in her records, The Traveller questions, “what was I 

searching for? I was not at all sure” (10).94 In this way, Philip may repeat some of the 

tropes “some critics have posited” are common in women’s travel writing, including that 

it is “less directed” and “less goal oriented” (Siegel 5), a trajectory the piece shares with 

Map and Double Negative. However, unlike Marlatt and Warland, Philip seems to be 

writing against and in contrast to not just patriarchal accounts, but especially the writings 

of colonial explorers. As such, even when The Traveller becomes more adamant about 

her quest for Livingstone, her long interludes with the communities differentiate her 

travels from Livingstone’s, whose intentions were more clearly religious conversion and 

mapmaking.  

The Traveller’s description of her independence also asserts Philip’s vision of 

alternative directionality: “what I did, I did all by myself — no guides, no artificial 

horizons, no compasses . . . no one had been there before me to visit—to discover my 

Silence” (62). The Traveller’s assertion is a recognition that her journey is an internal one 

she needed to endeavour because colonization has attempted to silence her, an 

admonishment of explorers’ mistreatment of Indigenous people, and a suggestion that 

The Traveller’s movement was guided by tradition and intuition, rather than Western 

science. As Hartman describes the wayward as the “directionless search for a free 

 

94 I disagree with Roynon who states, “While both the Homeric Odyssey and Philip’s account are 

homecomings of different sorts,” Looking for Livingstone is “much more explicitly in the quest narrative 

genre” (143). Philip, I contend, is satirizing the quest narrative genre and the patriarchal homecoming 

implicit within.  
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territory” (228), Philip’s emphasis on alternative directionality illustrates her engagement 

with decolonial forms of movement as paramount to imagining a different future.  

The temporal ambiguity within Philip’s fictional representation of Africa allows 

her to demonstrate both an idealization of pre-colonized Africa and a utopic futurity. 

Greenwood explains, “Colonial discourse—specifically the sub-branch of travel 

writing—is riven with what anthropologists have termed ‘temporal inequality’: to travel 

into the unknown world is to travel backwards in time and to regress in terms of 

civilization” (195-96). Philip’s temporal ambiguity, in contrast to this supposition, mocks 

Western representations of stadial history and conceptualizations of time and presents 

African cultures in a flattering light. Each journal entry begins with a satirical and 

humorous date, for example, “The Four Hundredth Day in the Sixteenth Month of the 

Ten Thousandth Year of our Word” (10, all caps removed). The combination of the 

sixteenth month and the focus on the “Word,” as opposed to the Christian temporal 

marker “the year of our lord,” satirizes Christian conceptualizations of time, illustrating 

the impact Western languages have had on BIPOC subjects globally. The Traveller’s 

timeline, in which she records large periods, such as, “Five thousand years — that’s how 

long I had been travelling when I arrived in the land of the SCENILE” (19), suggests she 

may be travelling in the pre-colonial past. However, if she is, her travel narrative is unlike 

Western travel accounts used to attempt to assert European superiority. Philip may be 

presenting the pre-colonial past through a fictional lens because the explorers’ documents 

and colonial changes prevent her from having a sense of what the home of her family 

may have looked like. Through depicting successful and adaptive societies who have 

existed on this land for many thousands of years and continually educate The Traveller, 
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Philip suggests these cultures are not at all regressive, as Westerners have imagined and 

conveyed them.  

While the free, decolonized world illustrated in Looking for Livingstone may 

present nations in Africa before European invasion, it may just as easily revision the 

world towards which The Traveller is striving. The Traveller may be moving towards a 

better version of herself and treatment of the land through learning from the societies she 

visits. In her journey, The Traveller stays with various groups, learns from them, and 

occasionally forms relationships with community members. With the NEECLIS, the 

needlewomen, for example, The Traveller finds “soft clothes, warm beds, woven 

blankets, linens and sheets” as well as “fresh fruit, succulent meats cooked in fragrant 

sauces, breads fresh from their clay ovens, and all in abundance” (48). She also begins a 

sensual relationship with one of the women in the community, Arwhal (49). The 

Traveller learns from their discussions about needlework and is soon able to practice it as 

well (48-49). While The Traveller is expected to participate in the ceremonies and 

important tasks of each group she visits, she does so in order to learn and to help 

strengthen the communities, rather than for monetary gain or capital production. The non-

capitalistic societies Philip represents may signify the alternative Shona N. Jackson 

indicates is necessary. Jackson rejects labour being “turned into the basis for our right to 

rule” and asks readers to recognize that, “the regime of labor is always Hegelian, pro-

capitalist (even where it is socialist) and necessarily anti-black and anti-Indigenous.” As 

The Traveller primarily visits communities that do not use capitalistic or exploitative 

practices, Philip represents future economies where land rights are not granted via money 

or labour. In this way, Philip envisions a non-capitalistic economy in which alternative 
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knowledges are privileged, intimating that a different type of travel ethics is necessary for 

a better world. 

“we laugh like old friends, like people who live in the same country”: 

Inti-mobile Solidarity 

 

The relationships The Traveller forms during her journey are also evidence of 

what I term the “inti-mobile solidarity” the protagonists of both Philip’s and Brand’s 

works practice. Through this term, I invoke Lowe’s final valence of intimacy, the 

“variety of contacts among slaves, indentured persons, and mixed-blood free peoples 

living together on the islands” (202). Although these contacts were initially produced 

through the intersections of multiple forms of colonization, oppressed peoples grew these 

connections into forms of solidarity and collective resistance. Analyzing the work of two 

diasporic writers who explicitly engage with colonialisms via their protagonists’ travel 

allows me to assess how the writers grapple with their distinct positionalities and the type 

of travel involved—that is, as descendants of Indigenous people of Africa transported via 

colonial extraction onto the land of other Indigenous peoples and into a structure of 

settler colonialism in Canada. Through attending to the intimacies formed between 

diasporic and Indigenous peoples in Brand’s and Phillip’s texts, in this section, I thus 

consider the dynamics of the encounters and relationships they convey.  

Philip’s deliberate elusiveness about The Traveller’s positionality and the cultures 

she visits offers unique possibilities and limitations in relation to diasporic mobility. 

Remaining unclear about who the Traveller is, why she travels, and the specific cultures 

she visits risks obscuring diasporic implication in settler colonial structures and the 

unique relationships that can be formed among BIPOC peoples. Philip does not mention 
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where the narrator is from and is never entirely clear about where she travels. In fact, the 

narrator is not identified at all until the end of the text when she meets Livingstone and 

tells him, “Just call me The Traveller — that’ll do for now” (67). It is possible to glean 

that the narrator is a Black woman from the fictionalized “Author’s Note,” in which 

Philip describes a photograph “of two people, one white, the other black” found 

accompanying the diaries. Philip’s lack of biographical information about the narrator 

contrasts standard narrative accounts about explorers which celebrated their lives and 

supposed contributions, such as Stanley’s writings about Livingstone.  

Philip is also not specific about the cultures The Traveller encounters. Each group 

is represented in a rather unidimensional way with focus on a single symbol and how it 

allows The Traveller to rethink the possibilities of silence. For example, the first culture 

The Traveller visits, the ECNELIS, tell her an origin story around the fire. The story 

begins, “God first created silence: whole indivisible, complete. All creatures — man, 

woman, beast, insect, bird and fish — lived happily together within this silence, until one 

day man and woman lay down together and between them created the first word” (11). 

The final storyteller concludes by explaining that every hundred years they “go to war 

with the SINCEEL — those whose beliefs differ from ours, about the primacy of word or 

silence in the beginning of the world. After the battle, and for the next hundred years, the 

loser is condemned to follow the beliefs of the winner” (12). The story symbolically 

conveys how one form of communication and story—the English language and 

Christianity—colonize other forms of knowledge. However, because the ECNELIS seem 

to function as a symbol of storytelling in Indigenous cultures, Philip’s lack of nuance 

may risk pan-Indigenizing.  
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Both Philip’s probing of the nature of silence and her own textual silence via her 

lack of specifics about cultures, places, and peoples, however, also convey possibilities 

for inti-mobile solidarities. Philip’s purposeful elusiveness contrasts with anthropological 

and mapping discourses, like those of Livingstone and Stanley, and their silencing of 

Indigenous peoples. The journey is in part an allegory for a Black woman writer and 

traveller reckoning with her history and the way it has influenced her ability to speak in 

the present. As such, each culture The Traveller visits has symbolic resonances in terms 

of the writer’s journey. For example, The Traveller explains that the CESLIENS taught 

her: 

Everything has its own sound, speech, or language, even if it is only the language 

of silence (there I go again — ‘even if’), and if you were willing to learn the 

sound of what appeared to be silence, you understood then that the word was but 

another sound — of silence. The CESLIENS weren’t silent — not really. In the 

fifty years I spent with them, I had learnt their tongue — the language of their 

silence[.] (35, italics in original) 

 

Her description of this community and what they taught her is not traceable to any 

specific culture or group. The Traveller’s commentary reflects Philip’s desire, as a writer 

of African descent residing on Indigenous lands, to listen to and think about possible 

meanings of sounds and silences within various languages. Her representation 

demonstrates that silence can be empowering. The names of the groups The Traveller 

visits—which are all formed through reassembling the letters of the word “silence”—also 

represent different ways of interpreting, thinking about, and listening to silences and 

speech. Engaging with various forms of silence allows The Traveller to understand that 

silence can convey a great deal.  

Through her own silences via refraining from including recognizable names, 

periods, or cultures, Philip creatively expresses her opposition to appropriation of 
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Indigenous voices and perceives an alternative mode of representation. Philip has been a 

great advocate for Indigenous peoples in appropriation debates in Canada. In “The 

Disappearing Debate: Or, how the discussion of racism has been taken over by the 

censorship issue,” Philip expresses her anger at writers who argue for their “right” to 

appropriate voices from other cultures: “The ‘right’ to use the voice of the Other has . . . 

been bought at a great price—the silencing of the Other; it is, in fact, neatly posited on 

that very silence” (275). Here, and twenty-five years later in her article “Race-baiting and 

The Writer’s Union of Canada,” she explains that appropriation “often stems from a 

racist power structure which can do real harm to those who are racially, socially and 

politically marginalised” (113). Philip’s reproach in her essays to writers who use stories 

and voices from other cultures, silence them, and participate in racist structures suggests 

she may be interrogating this form of silencing in Looking for Livingstone. Her own 

silences in the text, I argue, may be a response to this issue. In describing her protagonist 

as seeking to understand “the language of silence” (35), Philip questions the implications 

of the silence of certain groups, like Indigenous groups whose silencing she protests in 

these articles. Through her elusive style, she refuses to speak for Indigenous groups. 

Instead, through her ambiguous discussions of the possible meanings of silence, she 

writes about her own experience of being separated from Africa and brought into the 

settler colonial racist society of Canada where, as she critiques in the quoted articles, both 

Black and Indigenous voices are often silenced. Philip’s silence conveyed through The 

Traveller’s movement between cultures without providing recognizable names or features 

“enables new possibilities and new vocabularies” (Hartman 227-28) for representation 

and advocacy of Indigenous groups and is thus part of her inti-mobile solidarity.  
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The Traveller’s interactions with both the ECNELIS and CESLIENS further 

emphasize that she takes seriously their stories and languages. While the origin story the 

ECNELIS tells to The Traveller may seem to have somewhat heavy-handed symbolic 

resonances, it is important that The Traveller cannot interpret its literal meaning. After 

the story ends, The Traveller reflects, “I was never able to find out what the ECNELIS 

believed. Had they, believers-in-silence, been losers, cursed and damned to the sacrilege 

of the word, all the while craving silence; or were they word-believers, secretly 

vouchsafing their belief with every word they uttered, as they prepared to win again?” 

(12). The Traveller’s inability to interpret the story upon first listen because she is not 

fully aware of the group’s culture, history, and beliefs demonstrates Philip’s engagement 

with the many layers of meaning within traditional stories. The Traveller later taking fifty 

years to learn the language of the CESLIENS further demonstrates the complexity of this 

particular language and the lessons the language itself holds.  

The complexity of and knowledge within Indigenous languages is also 

emphasized in The Traveller’s work with the SCENILE: 

For the first few hundred years I worked in their library of ancient books —

transcribing esoteric script from crumbling old books into newly-bound volumes. 

It was my ignorance that got me the job, they told me: knowledge of the script 

meant power in their society, and only a few people were ever admitted to such 

power. Since I couldn’t read their script, I was the ideal transcriber. (19)  

 

The ability to write and speak in English does not grant The Traveller any authority in 

this culture, and the Traveller does not force English upon them. The intricacy of the 

language conveyed in the books prevents the Traveller from learning the language, even 

after hundreds of years of transcribing. Likely, she would need cultural knowledge and 

mentors to learn the SCENILE’s language, but they do not want her to have it and she, 
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respecting their wishes, does not press them to teach her. She makes herself useful by 

doing what the people require, “work[ing] for my keep” (19) with their script. By 

emphasizing their written language, Philip may be interrogating the colonial belief that 

Indigenous cultures do not have written languages.  

Yet, it is important to note that Philip does not suggest written languages are more 

important than oral languages. The Traveller listens to the ECNELIS and CESLIENS and 

learns a great deal from their stories and oral languages. As her engagement with the 

CESLIENS’ silence also shows, Philip is interested in modes of communicating beyond 

language. The Traveller communicates with Arwhal through sensuality and weaving, 

“braiding each other’s hair, elaborately trying to outdo the other, how we laughed and 

talked our way into each other’s silence” (53). Their communication is demonstrated as 

sensual, artistic, emotional, and embodied. The Traveller’s respectful engagement with 

the languages of the Indigenous peoples on whose land she travels may be a way for 

Philip to reckon with her own position as a diasporic person living upon Indigenous 

lands. 

 Philip’s grappling with her responsibilities as a diasporic person and traveller on 

Indigenous lands in Canada is most obvious in her segment involving a sweat lodge 

ceremony. For many Indigenous nations across Turtle Island, sweat lodges are an 

important part of spiritual and ceremonial life. The Traveller’s participation in a sweat 

lodge ceremony while with the CLEENIS, I contend, represents ethical travel over 

Indigenous lands in Canada. The Traveller is informed by Marphan, the leader of the 

CLEENIS that, “All visitors to our society must go — the day after tomorrow your time 

in the lodge begins. You should spend the time before then thinking of three words you 
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wish to take into the sweat-lodge with you” (41). Marphan’s words demonstrate her 

expectations, as Philip describes, of “protocols about the guest and how the guest should 

be treated” followed in African communities (“Race-Baiting” 112). While The Traveller 

is confused and reluctant, as she “just want[s] to rest” (41), she does not flee but, instead, 

follows the nation’s protocols. The Traveller participates in pre-sweat lodge practices 

involving cleaning and preparing the body. She is bathed and massaged by women’s 

hands that “spoke a language to my body,” given water, then sent back to her hut to 

choose her three words (42). In the sweat lodge, the Traveller describes “sweating” and 

“vomiting” words (43) as well as her dream travel, “I dream constantly — from dream to 

reality back to dream again moving” (44). Following the CLEENIS’ protocols allows for 

spiritual travel and knowledge. After the ceremony, The Traveller finds, “Food, dance 

and love – these were what awaited me, and all the baths, caresses, massages I wanted” 

(45). Embodiment and care are, again, emphasized. 

As with all of Philip’s descriptions of encounters, this portrayal of a sweat lodge 

ceremony is clearly symbolic and does not represent a specific Indigenous culture. It 

resonates with her larger consideration of language and appropriation as The Traveller 

realizes all her words were “bought, sold, owned and stolen” (43). However, Philip’s 

choice to specifically include a sweat lodge ceremony, which are important to many 

Indigenous nations across Turtle Island, demonstrates that she is thinking about 

relationships between diasporic and Indigenous peoples in Canada. Though she is not 

eager, The Traveller follows the protocols of the peoples on whose land she travels. 

Through her descriptions of The Traveller participating in ceremonies, Philip expands on 

her larger concerns about responsibilities towards Indigenous people she mentions in her 
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non-fiction work. In the aforementioned letter written in July 1990 at the Border Culture 

Residency in Banff, Philip is considering her responsibility to Indigenous peoples and 

their lands as a traveller in Banff. She describes that “to say nothing . . . would be to 

collude in that silencing” of Indigenous peoples (183). In Looking for Livingstone, Philip 

further considers her responsibilities and relationships with Indigenous peoples of Turtle 

Island in her representation of an encounter between a diasporic traveller and an 

Indigenous nation. Through listening and participating in ceremonies without 

overstepping boundaries or enforcing her own beliefs or language on the cultures she 

visits, The Traveller practices ethical wayward travel upon Indigenous lands.  

 In contrast to Philip’s ambiguous representations, Brand’s depictions of 

encounters between Indigenous and Black peoples are more explicit. In her travel to 

Australia, for example, dated May 2000, she specifically references the relationships she 

forms with Indigenous people. Brand imagines solidarity with Indigenous people she 

meets by thinking through how settler colonial structures have oppressed Indigenous 

peoples and people of colour in Canada and Australia. In contrast with Marlatt and 

Warland’s depiction of Australia which erases Indigenous presence on the land, Brand 

highlights Indigenous continued relationships with their lands and the settler colonial 

logics that have sought to dispossess Indigenous and diasporic peoples, albeit in very 

different ways. Similar to Akiwenzie-Damm who connects with the Māori people when 

she travels to Aotearoa, Brand describes her connections with Indigenous people, “A 

Maori friend, Briar, introduces me to an Aboriginal friend, Cathy” (79). Brand’s 

reference to both individuals as friends and use of their names, signifying intimacy, 
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demonstrates her intention to establish a connection based on their individual and 

community identities.  

Brand’s solidarity with these Indigenous people based on their history and present 

experience of settler colonialism is made more evident in their joint activities. Together, 

she and Cathy watch a theatrical performance called Stolen about “Aboriginal children 

taken away from their parents and communities and subjected to the terrors of abuse and 

displacement. Just like at home in Canada” (79). Brand narrativizes the companions’ 

intimacy when they laugh “like people who live in the same country” and cry when “the 

actors step out of the play and tell the audience their own stolen stories” (80). Brand’s use 

of a simile to liken her own experience to Cathy’s highlights their intimacy, rather than 

conflation of their experiences.95 This description of the similarities between the 

genocidal structures at work in Canada and Australia reflects Wolfe’s examples of the 

logic of elimination in settler colonial countries. These can include “child abduction” and 

“resocialization in total institutions such as missions or boarding schools” (388). In 

Canada, both Black and Indigenous children were disproportionately taken away from 

their families by the Children’s Aid Society and placed within white families, separating 

them from the cultural teachings their kin could have provided (Maynard 142). Brand’s 

phrasing of the actors’ renderings of “their own stolen stories” leaves ambiguous whether 

Brand is describing their stories of being stolen from their families or stories that were 

 

95 Although in this section Brand befriends an Indigenous woman, the gender dynamics of their identity and 

relationship are not emphasized here as much as they are in some of Brand’s other texts. In Brand’s 1990 

book of poetry No Language is Neutral, for example, Brand centres Black women’s diasporic identities and 

relationships. She writes poems about and to Black women she has known and admired. The text ends with 

a section in which the speaker remembers her first lesbian love and becoming, “A woman who looks/at a 

woman and says, here, I have found you,/in this, I am blackening my way. You ripped the/world raw” (50). 

Here, she comments on the importance of their relationship to her identity and worldview.  
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stolen from them. She is, I believe, referring to both, as attempting to steal stories and 

children are both often part of settler colonial strategies to eliminate cultural ties.  

 Brand also meets a friend in Germany and discusses her experiences in such a 

way to refract settler colonialism in Canada. In Mannheim, Germany, in July 2000, Brand 

describes her friend Leslie’s experience with trains: “For Leslie the trains are portentous. 

Her family was taken away in them fifty-eight years ago. These trains account for the life 

of her family after. More doors, no returns” (81). In contrast to Marlatt and Warland who 

narrate trains as feminist symbols, Brand reflects on trains as a traumatic mode of 

transportation for people affected by the Holocaust. By likening trains used in the 

Holocaust to the Door of No Return created through colonialism, Brand illustrates her 

connection with Leslie born through the interconnection of racist European ideologies 

spread throughout Europe and North America.  

Brand further compares widespread acknowledgement of long-term trauma of the 

Holocaust with awareness of colonial impact in Canada. Regarding Germany, she 

proclaims, “Only the brazen can say, ‘I was not here, I did not do this and feel that.’ One 

hears that all the time in Canada; about what people feel they are and are not responsible 

for. . . . It never occurs to them that we live on the cumulative hurt of others” (81-82). 

Brand reminds Canadians that although they are quick to recognize the impact of 

tragedies outside their borders, they often deliberately forget that their country was built 

through its own genocide: colonialism. Brand’s use of the preposition “on” insinuates 

colonialism’s impact upon the land and people. In her imaginative reflection, she links 

seemingly disparate groups through their experiences of displacement and trauma and 

shows a solidarity through affective responses to trauma when she is united with people 
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through physical or narrative travel. As mentioned, laughing and crying about the horrors 

of settler colonialism proves a bonding mechanism for Brand and Cathy, and she also 

connects with Leslie through grief. In Carr Vellino’s reading of Brand’s Inventory, she 

discusses the varied pronouns in the long poem as representative of “oppositional 

mourning in alliance with those who have been denied name, narrative, embodiment, and 

emplacement” (252). I see this form of travel evident in Map in Brand’s emphasis on 

listening to the narratives and experiences of displaced communities and peoples in 

locations to which she travels. In likening the ongoing and structural violence of the 

settler state in Canada to the widely recognized Nazi genocidal forces, Brand rightly 

accuses the Canadian state of perpetuating genocide against Indigenous peoples and 

enacts “oppositional mourning” in her affective response to perpetual genocide by settler 

colonial states. 

Map concludes with Brand’s return to Canada to elucidate the complexities and 

possibilities of Indigenous and Black intimacies via a scene of encounter between a 

Salish female passenger and a Black bus driver. Describing a bus stop at Granville and 

Robson in Vancouver in the year 2000, she states, “It is only the Granville bus, surely. 

But a bus where a ragged mirage of histories comes into a momentary realization” (221). 

In her analysis of Map and Talking to the Diaspora (which I address in my next chapter), 

Tavleen Purewal discusses the texts as offering a “geography of kinship that might 

produce spaces for alternative world-building” (58), and I extend her critique to examine 

how movement is a significant aspect of the solidarities envisioned. It is through her 

observations specifically aboard the bus that Brand describes the connection of Black and 

Indigenous histories and experiences under settler colonization. When a Salish woman 
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steps on the bus, she describes the woman’s disassociation from the land, “This jutting of 

land through which this path travels has lost its true name. It is now surrounded by 

English Bay, False Creek, and Burrard Inlet . . . That woman asking directions might 

have known these names several hundred years ago. Today when she enters the bus she is 

lost” (219). Brand’s reference to the Indigenous name of the land as its “true name,” 

which has since been changed by settlers, illustrates settler colonial mapping as severing 

Indigenous relationships to their lands.  

The Black bus driver is also disconnected from that land. He is described as 

“driving across a path which is only the latest redrawing of old paths. He is not from 

here. Where he is from is indescribably and equally vanished from his memory or the 

memory of anyone he may remember” (220). Both the woman and the man are described 

as having lost their roots, routes, and knowledges because of settler colonialism, a 

process that has changed the land and forced them together on it, that is, caused their 

intimate spatial proximity. The bus driver’s sense of space and displacement is shown as 

differentiating him from white settlers, and in some sense aligning him with Indigenous 

people. The scene ends with parallel sentences intimating their intimacy via 

displacement: “So the driver through lost maps tells the woman of a lost country her way 

. . . The woman with no country pays and sits down. The man with no country drives on” 

(220). Both Black and Indigenous people are thus demonstrated as having “no country” 

because white settlers have displaced them and mapped the land for their own capitalistic 

purposes. While Brand’s suggestion that the Salish woman no longer knows the original 

names for the land and has “no country” (220) risks obscuring Indigenous continued 

connection to the land, this passage also portrays an important scene of encounter aboard 
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a mode of transit which elucidates the complexities of their positionalities in a productive 

way.   

In her description of people of various positionalities on a bus, Brand implies that 

the Black diaspora are fundamentally different from white Euro-settlers because of their 

own historical and present experiences and displacements. Moreover, she demonstrates 

possible inti-mobile solidarity, a connection experienced despite their displacements 

within their current travels together.96 The bus is an interesting site for this solidarity, 

because in its inexpensiveness ($1.50 per trip at the time), it is associated with the lower 

classes, and thus continued racialization and classism in travel. However, in Brand’s 

discussion of the bus, it also allows for a cross-racial community: 

I am sitting on the bus driving along Granville with a friend. She and I observe 

this transaction. We just made a similar one ourselves with the bus driver of lost 

paths. The bus is full, but there are really only four of us on it. . . . — [A]ll marvel 

at their ability to learn and forget the way of lost maps. We all feign ignorance at 

the rupture in mind and body, in place, in time. We all feel it. (221) 

Brand describes the feeling of interconnection and intimacy she experiences with her 

friend, the Salish woman, and the bus driver in their lived experiences of mobilities. They 

are affectively separated from white settlers on the bus because of their diasporic and 

Indigenous positionalities which provide them a distinct perspective about settler 

colonialism. Displacement is experienced literally, but as further impacting the minds, 

bodies, and sense of temporality of Indigenous and diasporic peoples. Through her 

descriptions of the relationships Indigenous and diasporic peoples have with the land and 

 

96 Cranston-Reimer similarly reads this passage and the text overall as emphasizing the ways in which the 

narrator “seeks out people who share experiences and feelings of displacement” (101). While I agree that 

this is a central aspect of the solidarity she envisions, I contend that Brand is thinking through not just 

solidarity generally, but Black movement over Indigenous lands.  
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each other, Brand demonstrates a solidarity that challenges colonial structures, while also 

envisioning how their displacements allow for unique intimacies.  

Brand and Philip illustrate encounters between Black diasporic and Indigenous 

people to propose intimacies amidst and because of colonial displacements—a 

connection that I have referred to as “inti-mobile solidarity.” Although the types of 

journeys depicted are quite different, both works feature speakers that move in ways that 

are informed by but also resist colonial displacements and explorations. Moreover, each 

of the pieces I have examined contains fragmented wayward styles, which, as I have 

shown, stylistically represent the “social poesis that sustains the dispossessed” (Hartman 

227) Black diaspora. Their poetics gesture towards “the avid longing for a world not 

ruled by master, man or the police” (Hartman 227). Brand and Philip thus resist colonial 

maps and the representations of peoples, places, and futures within, and create alternative 

maps in their wayward poetics towards “new possibilities and new vocabularies” 

(Hartman 227-28) for inti-mobile solidarities. Their politics and poetics of waywardness 

and inti-mobile solidarities also, it is important to note, have limitations. Brand’s 

rejection of state-nationalisms and origins fails to acknowledge origin stories that are 

crucial to Indigenous claims to sovereignty and continued relationships with their lands. 

Philip’s elusiveness offers many possibilities for solidarities, but also risks de-

emphasizing differences between cultures, locations, and peoples. While Brand’s and 

Philip’s works offer the opportunity to consider diasporic movements and solidarities 

with Indigenous peoples, Indigenous poetics present a different way of attending to the 

ways Indigenous peoples envision relationality with the land through unique forms of 

travel. By examining texts by Louise Halfe and Lee Maracle, in my next chapter, I 
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consider Indigenous place-based relationships as the starting point for solidarities, 

drawing out mobilities that recognize Indigenous peoples as stewards of the land.  
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Chapter Three  

Which Way Do Poetics Point?  

Reorienting Resurgence in Louise Bernice Halfe’s Blue 

Marrow and Lee Maracle’s Talking to the Diaspora 

 
In May 2021, the settler Canadian public was forced to accept what Indigenous 

communities have known for many years: the Tk’emlups te Secwepemc nation released 

to the public information proving the existence of 215 unmarked graves on the former 

grounds of Kamloops Indian Residential School (British Columbia).97 As the Catholic 

Church administered sixty percent of residential schools in Canada, Crown-Indigenous 

Services Minister Carolyn Bennett asked for an apology from the Pope. As quoted in a 

Global News article from June 7, 2021, at this time, Pope Francis refused to apologize, 

and instead stated, “I join with the Catholic church in Canada in expressing closeness to 

the Canadian people traumatized by the shocking news . . . This sad discovery increases 

the awareness of the sorrows and sufferings of the past” (Connolly). In refusing to 

apologize, firmly placing residential school trauma in the past while simultaneously 

feigning physical and emotional closeness, and failing to even name Indigenous peoples, 

Pope Francis reiterates the Eurocentric progress narrative that Canada has moved beyond 

not just Indigenous trauma, but Indigenous peoples themselves. As I have emphasized in 

my previous chapters, neither Indigenous trauma nor Indigenous peoples can be confined 

to the past.  

 

97 Since this point, many more Indigenous children’s bodies have been uncovered in similar unmarked 

graves on former residential school grounds, including Kuper Island Industrial School (British Columbia), 

Marieval Indian Residential School (Saskatchewan), St. Joseph's Mission Residential School (British 

Columbia), and St. Eugene's Mission School (British Columbia).  
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Although on April 1, 2022, Pope Francis did apologize to Indigenous people and 

residential school survivors “[f]or the deplorable conduct of these members of the 

Catholic Church [in Canada, during the residential school era],” he carefully chose 

diction that distanced himself and the Church from historical and current forms of 

colonization 98 (qtd. in McSheffrey). In July 2022, the Pope visited Indigenous 

communities in Canada, including nations in Alberta, Quebec, and Nunavut, in what he 

called his “pilgrimage of penance.” However, Indigenous people including The 

Honourable Murray Sinclair noted that by not rescinding the Doctrine of Discovery, the 

apology confirmed that the Catholic religion continues to believe “that Indigenous 

peoples in Canada and around the world should not have the right to practice their own 

faith, cultures, and traditions” (“Statement from The Honourable Murray Sinclair”). 

Thus, the Church believes these lifeways should be relegated to the past, reiterating the 

narrative of progress advanced in the first quoted statement.99 In response to violence at 

residential schools and the countless other abuses Indigenous peoples have suffered at the 

hands of settlers, Indigenous peoples are taking action to affirm their cultures and 

sovereignty through resurgence, including, as I will elaborate, via their movements upon 

their lands. It is these two forces of temporal and spatial movement across Indigenous 

 

98 Many Indigenous people felt that his apology was empty without, as Eel River Bar First Nation member 

Rosalie LaBillois puts it, “more actionable items behind words” (qtd. in McSheffrey). In many ways, then, 

the apology fits neatly within progressive Canadian reconciliation discourse. Without action or recognition 

of the settler colonial state continuing to inflict harms on Indigenous people and land, the Church aims to 

move beyond Indigenous trauma and values via apology, that is, to “continue advancing together with you 

on a renewed, constructive, fruitful path” (qtd. in Parkhill). The Pope also hopes to reaffirm a shared, Euro-

Canadian Christian assimilative identity wherein Indigenous languages, cultures, and traditions are viewed 

as “represent[ing] a patrimony that belongs not only to you [Indigenous communities] but to all humanity, 

for they are expressions of our common humanity” (qtd. in Parkhill). 
99 The Honourable Murray Sinclair further noted the Church’s lack of action was problematic: 

“Reconciliation requires action, not passiveness. . . . For the children and descendants of Survivors, it is not 

enough that you have stopped abusing them, you must act to help them recover, as well as commit to never 

doing this again” (“Statement from The Honourable Murray Sinclair”). 
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land—Euro-Western understandings of progress and Indigenous formulations of 

resurgence—which I contrast in this chapter through an examination of Cree poet Louise 

Bernice Halfe’s (Sky Dancer) Blue Marrow (2004) and Stó:lō writer Lee Maracle’s 

Talking to the Diaspora (2015). 

Though often analyzed for its unique integration of the Cree language100 and 

Indigenous women’s voices, Halfe’s Blue Marrow has rarely been considered as a travel 

poem.101 Yet, even the opening dedication sequence in which Halfe describes nôkhom 

Emma as a “travelling poet of her time” (8) confirms Cree travel as an important 

conceptual framework within the text. Although Renate Eigenbrod makes passing 

reference to Halfe’s illustration of “how one peoples’ migration leads to another’s 

displacement” (126), and Mareike Neuhaus discusses Halfe’s linguistic techniques being 

framed through the “narrator’s ‘walk on paper’” (222), neither scholar teases out Halfe’s 

critique of the ideologies informing settler travel, nor the alternative modes of material, 

spiritual, and relational movement articulated in her text. In Blue Marrow, as well as 

highlighting settler structural mechanisms of Indigenous cultural and physical 

displacement, Halfe reimagines Indigenous movement through space and time with her 

female ancestors. In Blue Marrow, the poet speaker follows the intergenerational voices 

and movements of primarily Cree and Métis women from colonial invasion, through their 

 

100 I primarily use the words “Cree” and “Cree language,” as opposed to “nêhiyaw” and “nêhiyawêwin,” as 

Halfe herself refers to her culture and language this way, for example, in the “Cree Glossary” following the 

text.  
101 Blue Marrow was Halfe’s second published collection of poetry following Bear Bones & Feathers in 

1994, and has since been followed by several other collections, including The Crooked Good (2007) and 

Burning in this Midnight Dream (2016), which also detail personal and collective experiences of Cree and 

Indigenous peoples. Halfe was born in Two Hills, Alberta, and grew up on the Saddle Lake Indian Reserve. 

She has won numerous awards for her poetry, including the Canadian People’s Poet Award for Bear Bones 

& Feathers and multiple Saskatchewan Book Awards for Burning in this Midnight Dream.  
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experience of travel within the fur trade era, into Halfe’s own life experiences, including 

attending residential school.102 To incorporate this extensive spatial and temporal frame, 

Halfe includes an amalgam of voices. These voices include âcimowinis (the Keeper of 

Stories), whose voice is often aligned with Halfe, her Grandmothers,103 Rolling Head, 

and Halfe narrating semi-autobiographical poeticized experiences.  

Blue Marrow is difficult to define generically. The volume’s undivided structure 

and free verse form bear similarities to Canadian long poems published during the 1990s, 

but it is best understood within the context of the author’s Cree background and 

storytelling traditions. Blue Marrow includes many Cree words that anchor the text 

within Halfe’s Cree conceptual framework,104 as well as stories, which Neal McLeod 

explains, “link [Blue Marrow] to older classical Cree narratives that are foundational to 

Cree culture” (4). In her text, Halfe incorporates traditional Cree and Indigenous cultural 

references alongside settler culture. An example of this is evident in her unpunctuated 

catalogue of settler and Indigenous clothing: “Moccasins sneakers high heels hiking 

boots” (65). Méira Cook reads such lists as representing Halfe’s ability to exist “between 

competing cultures,” signifying her “hybridity” (101). The discourse of hybridity, 

however, conflates authenticity with “pure” Indigenous blood and traditions. I argue that 

the poem does not point to the necessity of accepting in-betweenness, but, instead, to the 

 

102 Halfe was sent to Blue Quills Residential School. Her parents, as well, attended residential school; her 

father attended Blue Quills, and her mother St. Anthony’s (Fontin).  
103 I use the pronoun “her” in attendance to Emily Kring’s notes on Halfe’s use of language. She explains, 

“In nêhiyawêwin . . . kinship terms are a type of noun class called dependent nouns.” Therefore, when 

Halfe uses words like “nôhkomak . . . [the] prefix ‘n’ . . . indicates that grandmothers belong to the poet-

speaker: they are hers,” part of her “kinship network” (104-05). 
104 The text was originally published in 1998 by McClelland and Stewart without translations of these Cree 

words; however, the revised edition, with which I am working, published in 2004 by Coteau Books, 

includes translations following the poem, as well as opening and closing segments. 
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resurgence of Cree and Métis traditions through physical and spiritual movement with 

past, present, and future relations. 

While Halfe’s text includes conversations between Cree women about violence 

inflicted through colonial migration, Maracle’s105 Talking to the Diaspora stages a 

conversation between Indigenous peoples in Canada with peoples from other locales 

whom Maracle considers to be diasporic travellers.106 In contrast to diaspora’s typical 

denotation of groups who are exiled from their homelands and form new communities 

elsewhere, in her title poem, Maracle authoritatively states, “On Turtle Island anyone 

who is not Indigenous/is part of some diaspora.”107 With this definition, Maracle 

establishes that the group to whom she speaks does not accord with the standard 

definition of diaspora discussed in my introduction, but designates a heterogenous group 

of people across Canada including white and racialized communities. In individual 

poems, however, Maracle often addresses more specific diasporic communities, such as 

Black Americans and Palestinians. I thus analyze Maracle’s broad conception of 

diasporic travel along with Stó:lō forms of movement exemplified in the poet speaker’s 

travel between periods and places, including contemporary Toronto and Vancouver, 1963 

Birmingham, and 1976 Palestine. This analysis enables me to put Halfe’s critique of 

Indigenous–settler relations in early colonial and fur trade travel into conversation with 

Maracle’s commentary on displacements caused by the continued repetition of the settler 

 

105 Stó:lō writer Lee Maracle published Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel, an autobiography, in 1975 and has since 

published at least 10 fiction and non-fiction books. Amongst her most famous works are Ravensong (1993) 

and My Conversations with Canadians (2017). She was the recipient of several prestigious awards, such as 

the “Premier’s Award for Excellence in the Arts” in 2014, and she lectured at the University of Toronto. 
She passed away in 2021. 
106 Talking to the Diaspora, therefore, addresses a similar audience as her 2017 book of essays My 

Conversations with Canadians.  
107Talking to the Diaspora does not include page numbers; therefore, the poems will be cited via their titles.  
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narrative of capitalist progress in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Talking to the 

Diaspora is unique to Maracle’s corpus, not only for her mobilization of the concept of 

diaspora, but for its textual form. The collection includes uncaptioned black and white 

photographs, typographic variety, and many black pages with white text, an important 

element of the collection I will address in the final section of this chapter.  

No critic has yet put Talking to the Diaspora and Blue Marrow into conversation 

either. This is likely because the two works are in many ways very different. Maracle’s 

text is oriented in her Stó:lō experiences, while Halfe’s is informed by Cree knowledge 

and epistemology. Moreover, Blue Marrow begins in 1492 and focuses on the 

experiences of women during the fur trade era (Halfe 20), whereas Talking to the 

Diaspora takes place mainly in the late-twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Finally, 

Maracle considers international travel and relationships, while Halfe focuses on travel 

within Cree and Métis territory. In aligning two authors from different nations, I attend to 

their cultural specificity by citing scholars from their nations when discussing issues of 

cultural knowledge and language. For example, I include Nêhiyaw scholars Sylvia 

McAdam and Tasha Beeds and Stó:lō critic Jo-ann Archibald, as well as extensive 

commentary from Maracle’s own non-fiction.108 In comparing these works, I follow the 

lead of Chadwick Allen who, in Trans-Indigenous: Methodologies for Global Native 

Literary Studies, states his intent to “develop a version of Indigenous literary studies that 

locates itself firmly in the specificity of the Indigenous local while remaining always 
 

108 I include fewer quotations from Stó:lō than Nêhiyaw scholars because, through her use of Cree 

language, it is clear that Halfe asks readers to attend to the specific cultural context in her poetics. In 

contrast, in her travel to and relationship to locations such as Toronto, Maracle demonstrates that she is less 

focused on her relationship to her traditional territory and culture; instead, she considers how she as an 

Indigenous person more broadly versus travellers of different positionalities can and should relate 

differently to land.  
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cognizant of the complexity of the relevant Indigenous global” (xix), a methodology I 

believe is appropriate for addressing the poets’ articulation of global networks of 

relations. Thus, while recognizing their cultural differences, I put these works into 

conversation to examine points of similarity in their poetic projects: both authors critique 

the progress narrative in its historical and contemporary forms and depict resurgent 

movement as an alternative relational form of travel for Indigenous peoples. 

In this chapter, I will demonstrate how Talking to the Diaspora and Blue Marrow 

use poetic form and content to challenge the spatial and temporal motion implicit to 

narratives of progress and depict an alternative form of resurgent movement that allows 

for poetic “(re)mappings” (Goeman) of Indigenous lands. While the narrative of progress 

purports continual improvement to primarily benefit white Canadian citizens, Maracle 

and Halfe critique the cultural and racial stadial hierarchies implicit within the colonial 

narrative, which are used to displace Indigenous people, women, and people of colour, 

and validate settler economies based on resource extraction. Halfe challenges the 

narrative’s rendering of the inevitable transitions from movement and land-based 

practices of the Cree and Métis peoples to capitalist, agricultural economies of settlers, 

and the linear advancement of Indigenous peoples from “savage” to “civilized” in order 

to commodify and immobilize Indigenous women and the land. In Talking to the 

Diaspora, Maracle also problematizes the teleological projection of history beginning 

with settlement and ostensibly improving in a linear fashion thereafter. She explicitly 

critiques the ongoing technological and cultural implications of the settler progress 

narrative in justifying settler land claims and dispossessing Indigenous peoples and 

people of colour in order to violate the land. Exposing the ways that the narrative of 
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progress actually produces an impossible future for humans and many of their plant and 

animal kin, Maracle’s and Halfe’s poetry offer resurgent and resistant movement 

embracing relational, embodied, and land-centred Cree and Stó:lō practices in their 

journeys towards Indigenous futurity.  

Taking my cue from the poets’ non-linear travel and textual forms, I roam 

between the texts and trace their articulation of the themes of progress and resurgence in 

relation to travel by discussing a number of topics in their poetry which relate to 

resurgent futurity. These include dancing, diaspora, freedom, return, and Indigenous 

relationships to the land. The chapter includes three sections: the first focusses on Blue 

Marrow, the second on Talking to the Diaspora, and the third brings the two texts’ forms, 

resurgent temporal movement, and relationships to home directly into conversation. As I 

demonstrate in the first section, Blue Marrow reveals how the progress myth has been 

reinforced through fur trade travel, justifications of settler migration, agriculture and 

property ownership, and ongoing settler policies of displacement, including residential 

schools. I then discuss the colonial heteropatriarchal valences of the progress narrative 

and its particular physical and ideological displacement of Indigenous women. 

Throughout this section, but especially in its conclusion, I discuss the ways Halfe’s 

characters resist the progress narrative via their resurgent forms of movement, such as 

dancing and (re)mapping of the land. In the second section, I analyze the ways in which 

Talking to the Diaspora illustrates how the progress narrative denies futurity to people 

and the earth, and the reinforcement of this colonial future through Western mapping and 

linguistic strategies. I then focus in detail on Maracle’s conceptualization of the diaspora 

as it relates both to settler travel and Indigenous relationships to people of colour. I 
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unpack themes of Canadian progress since settlement and physical, political, and textual 

resistant and resurgent movements as “constellations of coresistance” (Simpson). In the 

concluding section, I put Blue Marrow and Talking to the Diaspora into conversation to 

discuss their complementary visions of resurgent futurity. To do so, I focus on how the 

form, content, typographic details, and literary devices within the pieces act as maps 

illustrating resurgent spatial and temporal travel towards an embodied and relational 

future.  

Before delving into my analysis, I will define my interpretation of progress and 

resurgence. The myth of progress stems from an Enlightenment paradigm which takes for 

granted that “historical change is unidirectional, a move from worse to better” (Slaboch 

1). The Western concept suggests a linear movement forward through time, relegating 

previous historical periods inferior and carrying, latterly, Social Darwinist implications of 

evolutionary hierarchy. In Memory Serves, Maracle explicates the operation of time in 

Western thought: “Time is linear to the Western world and attached to it are assumptions 

of time as a progressive transformer” (121). In this view, time is expected to bring 

betterment and corrections of past wrongs. As both a noun and a verb, the OED definition 

also asserts ascendance to “a further or higher stage,” recalling eighteenth century ideas 

of stadial history and Victorian Social Darwinism, which deemed certain groups, such as 

Indigenous people on Turtle Island, as “primitive,” and in need of modernization and 

civilization through European technological, social, and cultural “improvement.” Jennifer 

Pitts explains the cognitive-development model was one of the predominant modes of 

interpreting the need for “progress” of “primitive societies” in the nineteenth century. 

This model purported that Indigenous peoples “could not conceive of such abstract ideas” 
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as “property” (22), and, as such, settlers needed to teach them. Advocates of the theory 

claimed that Indigenous societies needed to adopt European beliefs and institutions in 

order to progress.  

Progress carries implications of contemporary and historical modes of journeying 

through space, as the word denotes “[o]nward movement, following a prescribed course, 

in a specific direction, or towards a particular place” (OED). The implications of this 

ideology of travel are particularly relevant for settler colonial societies where settlers 

justified their proliferation across Indigenous land through this myth. Settlers continue to 

find rationale for colonialism in this rhetoric. Lowman and Barker critique the settler 

“belief that colonization was an inevitable process, tied to the march of progress and 

civilization; that settlers and colonizers were doing unquestionably good things by 

reshaping the land; and that even if colonial crimes were committed, they were both 

inevitable and in the past, and so do not merit redress” (4-5). Of course, it is untrue that 

colonial crimes were only committed in the past. Settler colonialism has and continues to 

employ the narrative of the linear “march of progress and civilization” in order to 

coordinate a form of capitalist resource management of non-white humans, plants, and 

animals, and, especially, Indigenous lands. As I will discuss particularly in relation to 

Blue Marrow, the colonial heteropatriarchal logic within the myth particularly affects 

Indigenous women, distancing them from their lands and important positions within their 

nations. The constant violence towards Indigenous people and Turtle Island makes 

Slaboch’s question particularly relevant to Canada: “To what end or ends are we 

supposed to be progressing?” (4). Maracle’s Talking to the Diaspora ventures an answer 

by chronicling the destruction incurred through the belief in progress. While the myth of 
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progress has been well-critiqued in postmodern thought, Maracle’s application of the 

term in relation to its spatial, temporal, and linguistic implications poses an original 

critique of progress which takes cues from Stó:lō ways of knowing.  

In opposition to the fictional story of progress, which provides a legitimation for 

violent movement over and treatment of Indigenous lands and peoples, Maracle and 

Halfe present a poetic story of an alternative futurity through resurgent movement. 

Resurgence is an umbrella term in English that can be developed in line with Indigenous 

nations’ particular practices and epistemologies. Taiaiake Alfred (Mohawk) and Jeff 

Corntassel (Tsalagi) first put the term into circulation in their discussion of the way 

“Indigenousness is reconstructed, reshaped and actively lived as resurgence against the 

dispossessing and demeaning processes of annihilation that are inherent to colonialism,” 

including through Indigenous peoples using their languages and eating traditional food 

sources (612-13). Leanne Simpson, from her Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg perspective, 

translates Alfred and Corntassel’s broader concept in terms of Nishnaabewin. Simpson 

describes her own “Radical Resurgence Project” as starting “from a place of refusal of 

colonialism and its current settler colonial structural manifestation. . . . [The Project] calls 

for the formation of networks of constellations of radical resurgent organizing as direct 

action within grounded normativities and against the dispossessive forces of capitalism, 

heteropatriarchy, and white supremacy” (34-35). Resurgence, for her, is “a radical 

practice in Indigenous theorizing, writing, organizing, and thinking, one that I believe is 

entirely consistent with and inherently from Indigenous thought” (48). Simpson’s view 

aligns with Alfred and Corntassel’s as she also discusses everyday acts of resurgence as 

actions which accord with Indigenous priorities, such as learning Indigenous languages, 
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practicing ceremonies, and reclaiming parenting practices (194). These practices, she 

explains, prioritize embodiment and “[compel] us to untie our canoes . . . and begin the 

voyage” (193). Resurgence, as this quotation shows, involves movement.  

Simpson connects mobility directly with resurgence in As We Have Always Done. 

She explains:  

I see at least four kinds of [Indigenous] mobility: mobility within grounded 

normativity as an embedded Indigenous practice, mobility as a response to 

colonialism as resistance, mobility as deliberate and strategic resurgence, and 

mobility as direct or indirect forced expulsion, relocation, and displacement and 

the creation of Indigenous diaspora. Indigenous movement can be any one of 

those things or a fluid combination of any or all of those elements. (196-97) 

 

I reflect on Maracle’s and Halfe’s engagements with forms of Indigenous mobility, 

particularly how their poetics foreground resurgent movements that convey Indigenous 

relationships with the land. Alfred and Corntassel, Coulthard, and Simpson prioritize 

Indigenous relationships with their lands and waters as central to resurgence: “Land is 

Life” is the first tenet of Alfred and Corntassel’s “mantras of Indigenous resurgent 

movement” (613); Simpson highlights “engaging in land and place-based practices” as 

integral to resurgence (As We Have 194); and Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) 

states, “Revisiting Indigenous political-economic alternatives . . . reconnect[s] Indigenous 

people to land-based practices and forms of knowledge that emphasize radical 

sustainability. This form of grounded normativity is antithetical to capitalist 

accumulation” (172). Consistent with these theories, the form of resurgent mobility Halfe 

and Maracle exemplify through their poetics prioritizes land as a living being, rather than 

a commodity. The resurgent mobility they practice, however, is not just related to place, 

but also a form of Indigenous temporality that resists colonial boundaries between the 

past, present, and future. In this chapter, I tease out the temporal movement of resurgence 
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within the texts, which Emily Kring describes as a “forward-surging motion that centers 

the present as the grounds for creating vibrant futures, with guidance from the traditions 

and lifeways of the past” (239).  

Both Simpson and Coulthard recommend solidarity on their own land and abroad 

in order to better resist colonial heteropatriarchal structures and enact an alternative 

resurgent future. They especially hope to imagine this alternative future of solidarity with 

“racial and ethnic communities that find themselves subject to their own distinct forms of 

economic, social, and cultural marginalization” (Coulthard 173). In line with protests that 

foreground creative physical movement such as Idle No More, often called the Round 

Dance Revolution, the resurgent movements depicted in Halfe’s and Maracle’s work 

marry physical forms of movement, such as dancing, with the political potential of 

protest movements. Enacting these broader forms of resistance and resurgence, Maracle’s 

poetry does not just incorporate Indigenous traditions, but mobilizations and resistances 

of other racialized groups in various parts of the world who are part of the kinship 

network evident in her poetry. Unlike Talking to the Diaspora, Blue Marrow includes 

primarily Indigenous voices, but Halfe similarly registers the relationality involved in 

resurgence by including speakers from different Indigenous nations. Halfe’s and 

Maracle’s poetry, I show in this chapter, envision resurgent futures that differ 

dramatically from the non-future created by the narrative of progress.  
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     “Our feet were free/before da walk of da white skin”:  

Reclaiming Indigenous Movement in Blue Marrow 
 

Halfe’s Blue Marrow critiques settler colonial strategies of claiming the land and 

exemplifies Cree resurgent movement through two key characters: Old Man Pelt, who 

represents fur trade travel, and Wandering Stone Grandmother, whose embodied 

movement manifests Cree relational mobility. I interpret their dialogue as telling a 

haunting story in which Old Man Pelt takes Wandering Stone Grandmother as a wife to 

guide him in his fur trading endeavours, abuses her, kills their female child, and 

eventually murders her. Early in their journey, Wandering Stone Grandmother describes: 

At dawn, our bellies full,  

we crossed ȃyimani-sîpiy – Difficult River, 

energy in our thighs,  

laughing at the stumbling redcoats. (43) 

 

In contrast, Old Man Pelt states: 

This country where I found my worth. 

The savages led me through the valleys. 

Promised them whiskey (43)109 

 

Old Man Pelt exemplifies the interdependent nature of exploration and resource 

extraction which was integral to the fur trade. Barbara Belyea explains that the fur trade 

was “a capitalist enterprise that needed more and more resources – hence the drive to 

explore the farthest reaches of the continent” (xi). Old Man Pelt’s name designates him as 

part of the fur trade, likely as a voyageur. Carolyn Podruchny explains that fur traders 

were referred to as “travelers” to underscore their frequent movement (16), and I read 

Blue Marrow as critiquing precisely this form of settler travel. As the quoted passage 

 

109 Many voices and words in Blue Marrow are represented through italic font; therefore, unless otherwise 

specified, all italics are in the original. 



186 

 

conveys, Old Man Pelt’s mode of movement represents settler capitalist travel—

specifically, the fur trade as a mechanism of exploration and extraction—and the 

narrative of progress that rationalizes the land’s transformation from living entity to 

object. Old Man Pelt’s self-evaluation in terms of his “worth” demonstrates the money-

centred settler ideology he brings with him to Turtle Island, and his participation in the 

fur trade suggests he values animals as commodities to be sold for their fur—making him 

the precursor to capitalist individualism in current neoliberal politics. 

His reference to himself as a singular I, in contrast to Wandering Stone 

Grandmother’s use of the plural voice, establishes Old Man Pelt’s belief in his “freedom 

and independence,” which Podruchny states was integral to many voyageurs (11).110 

However, as Podruchny further explains, fur traders were often dependent on Indigenous 

people to provide them with food (235). As the territory was unfamiliar to settlers, 

Indigenous people were also often hired to “act as guides, interpreters, and negotiators” 

(218). Old Man Pelt is presumably guided and fed by the work of the Indigenous people 

with whom he travels, but, through his capitalist lens, he deems them “savages” only 

valuable for their navigational abilities. His reference to Indigenous people as “savages,” 

and later Wandering Stone Grandmother as a “squaw,” reveals that he deems them and 

their closeness to the land inferior to his own form of capitalistic travel.  

Elsewhere in their section, the combined voices of Old Man Pelt and Wandering 

Stone Grandmother suggest that she becomes his wife. Similar marriages occurred 

frequently in the fur trade era because “Fur trade officers desired [Indigenous] women as 

 

110 While “voyageur” is a term some Métis people use to refer to themselves, I use the term as Podruchny 

does in Making the Voyageur World: Travelers and Traders in the North American Fur Trade to designate 

settler male fur traders. 
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wives to help them survive the rigors of the Northwest and profit in the fur trade” 

(Podruchny 260). These women were often treated merely as “prize trophies,” as 

colonialism “led to or intensified the subordination of [Indigenous] women” (Podruchny 

11, 250). Old Man Pelt’s objectification and abuse towards Wandering Stone 

Grandmother is literalized in his brutal description of their sexual encounter: 

I whip, slap till foam drips.  

Strange taste of her. I try to be gentle with my 

greedy squaw. (44) 

 

In referring to Wandering Stone Grandmother as “greedy,” he projects his money-

centred, patriarchal ideology onto her sexuality. His abusive treatment towards women 

and girls is further extended towards his daughter when he “roars”: “I’ve no love for girl-

childs./Her mouth’s too small, I stifled her yawns” (44). Wandering Stone Grandmother 

later reveals the extent of his violence when she cries, “And when he lifted his axe as I 

slept/my spirit had already gone” (45). Old Man Pelt values Wandering Stone 

Grandmother, his offspring, animals, and the land only as emptied, still pelts.  

Though Old Man Pelt attempts to enact false divides between spirit and matter by 

dis-embodying Wandering Stone Grandmother, her ever-present voice and agency denies 

him the power to de-animate her or separate her from the land and waterways with which 

she travels. Although the river is difficult, she is able to navigate it, likely in the 

birchbark canoe mentioned subsequently. The name of the river, ȃyimani-sîpiy, which 

Halfe translates as “Difficult River,” is referred to as such to emphasize the peoples’ 

relationship with it in the Cree language. As Nêhiyaw scholar Sylvia McAdam explains, 

“The language provides the names of sacred sites, lakes, rivers, and many other important 

land areas. . . . Oral tradition depends on language to transfer and transmit the critical and 
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integral terms, names, histories, and songs of Indigenous peoples” (25). To use Seneca 

scholar Mishuana Goeman’s term, Halfe’s naming of the river is also an instance of 

poetic “(re)mapping.” In refusing to call the river by its settler name, which was likely 

named for its so called “discoverer,” Halfe “challenge[s] the seemingly objective and 

transparent forms of Western mapping” and presents, instead, Indigenous “narrative 

experiences and cultural systems” (Goeman 23) for understanding her land and 

waterways. In describing her experience of navigation over this river, Wandering Stone 

Grandmother encapsulates her embodied experience of travel, remarking on the “energy 

in our thighs.” Her wandering implies her contented movement and her lack of monetary 

goal. Her name “Wandering Stone” is suggestive of her form of movement, the “little 

rocks” which she has “waited long to move” (42), which may symbolize the stories she 

has carried, and stones as animate beings within Cree epistemology.111 She moves 

continually over the land, even after her spirit is no longer within her body.112  

Halfe’s critique of the use of settler colonial travel stories in the progress narrative 

is particularly evident in a passage in Blue Marrow which describes an Indigenous person 

(who I read as Halfe) attending a family reunion with her white relations, that is, her 

husband’s family. While at the reunion, the white husband’s relations “marvel at the trek 

of their ancestors” and the narrator wonders, “How much of my people’s blood was 

 

111 Tomson Highway who, like Halfe, is Cree, explains that the Cree world is “divided into animate and 

inanimate. . . . [A] rock has a soul, according to this superstructure, and the only way you can make it not 

have a soul is to kill it, to crush it up into cement and to make a sidewalk out of that cement” (“Repairing” 

24). Like a stone, Wandering Stone Grandmother and her connection with the land persists.  
112 Elsewhere in Blue Marrow, in her statement “The pale skin/wanders. Sleepless” (78), Halfe uses the 

term “wander” in a very different way. Here, Halfe extends Marx’ metaphor of capitalism as vampiric to 

settler colonial movement. Wandering Stone Grandmother’s wandering is registered as distinct from the 

wandering of settlers who prey on land as vampires seek blood, stilling whatever animate beings are in 

their path.  
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spilled/for this migration?” (69). By inflecting the term “migration” with its violent 

implications in the colonial context, Halfe thus challenges the neutrality and optimistic 

implications of travel, reminding readers of the violence of colonial movement.113 In this 

passage, Halfe poetically narrates progressive settler mobility. She shows that to “create 

their claim on the land” settlers re-frame Indigenous peoples as “Indians” that are “to be 

made to move” (Dietrich 509).114 Christian logic, Halfe conveys, is used by settlers to 

justify settler mobility and Indigenous displacement. The narrator’s husband’s white 

family describe their ancestors who were missionaries: “This is where great-great-

granddad travelled/and preached the law of the land” (69). The settlers map the land and 

mark time via the imposition of Christian linear movement forward through time and 

space. The ancestor’s preaching is a discursive act inflected with the territorial and 

religious narrative of Canadian history. The law he preaches designates Indigenous 

people as inferior and in need of progression along settler socio-cultural lines.  

While the speaker’s great-great-grandad dictates religious mantras, his wife is 

described as teaching “the little savages to read” (69). The contemporary speakers 

imagine English language and literacy as allowing Indigenous people to progress as they 

are indoctrinated into European culture. The speaker’s description of Indigenous people 

as “little savages” highlights eighteenth century progressivist ideology which positioned 

Indigenous peoples’ intellectual capacities as childlike (Pitts 25). The tendency within the 

progress narrative to compare Indigenous peoples’ thought processes not only with 

 

113 Eigenbrod also hones in on this section of Blue Marrow to emphasize that through settler travel, 

Indigenous “lives were decentred, they [Indigenous people] were made to inhabit the periphery ‘around the 

fort,’ waiting for handouts, a marginal existence in a land they had occupied since time immemorial” (127). 
114 Here, Dietrich is quoting and extending Byrd’s theory.  
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European children but with “that of a ‘mere animal’” (Pitts 25, quoting William 

Robertson) is also evident in Halfe’s description of settler-forced relocation of 

Indigenous people. Halfe describes how Indigenous people are deemed inferior, and 

hence, moveable, when Indigenous people are “cattled/onto the reservation during their 

settlement” (69). The transformation of the noun “cattle” into a transitive verb equates 

Indigenous people with animals in order to dislocate them and claim ownership over their 

land. The word “cattle” literally means “property” (OED) and is etymologically related to 

the word “chattel” meaning “[a] movable possession” (OED), a term often associated 

with chattel slavery. Through her diction, Halfe thus illustrates how settlers sought to 

delegitimize Indigenous land claims by treating Indigenous people as property, hence 

moveable objects.  

Indigenous people being “cattled” further refers to the way settlers imposed 

capitalist agricultural practices upon people, animals, and the land. Pitts explains that 

Scottish Enlightenment theories of progress positioned the “‘savage’ hunting stage” as 

one of the phases people must pass through before advancing to the superior “pastoral 

and agricultural stages” (22). Halfe’s diction emphasizes how the settler narrative of 

progress was premised on the belief that Indigenous people and the environment must be 

civilized through being stilled and made part of the settler capitalist agricultural society. 

By describing Indigenous people being ushered onto reservations in this way, Halfe 

critiques and revisions the settler story of progress in which Indigenous movement 
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inevitably and rightly gave way to settler forms of mobility and agriculture as linked to 

private property.115 

To reify colonial capitalist progress, settlers enacted many policies to displace the 

owners of the land. In her discussion of the relationship between Indigenous and 

diasporic people, settler scholar Sophie McCall discusses examples of settlers forcing 

Indigenous people to move, including “forced relocations of communities,” “seizure of 

children from families for enrolment in residential schools,” and “[t]he reserve system, in 

which tiny postage-stamp-sized allotments of land were carved out of vast First Nations 

territories” (23). Halfe represents these types of displacements and the policies which 

legalized them throughout Blue Marrow. For example, cȃpȃn (Great Grandmother) 

describes that she “watched my people hunched116/under their belongings” with “Bony 

dogs pulling their travois” (31). The group’s accompaniment by starved dogs, and the 

men who are subsequently illustrated as “grim,” signals that this is a forced relocation. 

While it seems likely that Halfe is poeticizing an Indigenous community being moved 

onto reservation, Halfe does not make it clear why or when these people are being 

dislocated. Instead, this instance signifies one of the many occurrences in which 

Indigenous people were moved off land that settlers sought to claim, halting their mode 

of living and preventing their hunting practices, hence, starving them.  

Halfe also poetically narrates a more specific instance of relocation working in 

tandem with genocidal starvation: the 1885 resistance at Frog Lake, which was part of the 
 

115 I am in no way suggesting here that Indigenous people on Turtle Island did not practice agriculture prior 

to colonialism. Many nations including the Cherokee did practice agriculture extensively. Halfe, I argue, 

critiques the assumptions set forth in stadial theory. Adam Smith, one of the early proponents of stadial 

theory, believed that societies evolve through four stages: hunting, pasturage, agriculture, and commerce.  
116 Being “hunched” may also convey a togetherness discussed later in this section in relation to the Cree 

term “wahkotowin.”  
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Northwest Resistance. Parks Canada Directory of Federal Heritage Designations 

describes Frog Lake National Historic Site of Canada as marking “the point of transition 

of local First Nations from the free hunting life of the plains to the agricultural life of a 

reserve settlement.” The government describes the site as evidence of the progress 

narrative—the unavoidable transition from Indigenous mobility to agricultural 

economies. In contrast, Halfe shows that this transition was not inevitable, but part of 

genocidal policies: 

The day the government agents 

starved the people at Frog Lake 

men paid with their breath. (75) 

 

Here, Halfe highlights the “unsanctioned abuse of departmental power” and “cruelty” of 

the Indian Agent Thomas Quinn who failed to give Indigenous people food. This resulted 

in “the deaths of ten Europeans at Frog Lake on 2 April 1885” (Daschuk 142). Later, six 

Cree men involved in the resistance were hanged by settler authorities as punishment. 

The ambiguity of Halfe’s phrase “men [who] paid with their breath” implies that Halfe 

does not simply refer to the settlers who died at Frog Lake in the Indigenous resistance 

movement; she also describes the multiple forms of genocide enacted against Indigenous 

peoples. These include starvation, restriction of Indigenous movement by Indian Agents, 

and murder, each of which is depicted in this passage. The economic metaphor connotes 

the lives of Indigenous people being made disposable and sellable within the settler 

economy.  

Halfe further illustrates how the residential school system was used to displace 

and dispossess Indigenous people. A voice recalls, “Indian Affairs. Gave me a one-

way/ticket” (85). Halfe emphasizes residential school policies as a violent means of 
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displacing children from their families and cultures by juxtaposing a ticket, which 

constitutes chosen and commoditized travel in Western culture, with Indian Affairs 

policies. As well as illustrating the permanent displacement residential school policies 

caused—as children were not only taken away from their homes but removed from their 

cultural connections—a one-way ticket represents the unidirectional movement forward 

in the narrative of progress and the devastation it ignores. The caesuras which break the 

first line and the sentence visually and orally represent the divisions Indian Affairs has 

continued to cause in Indigenous families.  

Halfe further illustrates the intergenerational trauma incurred through her parents’ 

and her own experiences with residential schools. In the poem, Halfe’s father describes 

his pain at losing his daughter to residential school: “Indian Affairs/took you before your 

wings unfolded” (82). His metaphor conveys her movement as stunted; she was unable to 

move in a natural way because she was physically kept at the school, and because this 

relocation prevented her from learning about Indigenous freedom and movement from 

her parents. The section shows that both Halfe and her parents were unable to properly 

learn their cultural teachings because they were displaced by the church and government 

at a young age. As Sylvia McAdam explains, “miyo-ohpikinâwasowin directs parents to 

raise their children to become lawful nêhiyaw citizens for their respective nêhiyaw 

nations” (McAdam 29), but residential school robbed Indigenous people of their freedom 

to move and freedom to teach.  

The motif of hindered freedom is repeated in the imagined voice of Halfe’s 

mother who “observes the distance between the/bush snares, and walking. Residential 

schools and/freedom” (92). While there is a physical distance between residential schools 
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and home, Halfe points to a psychological freedom her parents no longer possess because 

of the abuse they endured at residential school. This abuse is evident in the literalization 

of passive voice in Halfe’s mother’s description of her husband:  

we went to boarding scold 

but him he laid down his moudth 

and only poured da spirits in. (89)  

The localization of his immobility and passivity to his mouth suggest that his experiences 

at residential school denied him voice. Halfe’s poetry responds to his and other kin’s 

inability to share their stories by granting them voices. Through her stories of 

displacement in conjunction with stories of relationship to the land, Halfe conveys that 

while settler structures, including reservations and residential schools, operated under the 

guise of civilizing progress, they, in fact, existed to displace and immobilize Indigenous 

guardians of the land so that settlers could steal and use it for capitalistic gains. 

 Halfe demonstrates the impact of the progress narrative as particularly damaging 

for Cree women who, as McAdam explains, are “connected to the lands and waters; they 

are protectors, defenders, and teachers as well as knowledge keepers” (58). A character 

referred to as Great Granny conveys how women’s movement and relationship to askiy117 

are undermined by settlers. Prior to her ancestor’s marriage to a white man, Halfe 

describes this grandmother’s movements as connected to her environment: “My 

moccasins carried me across the snow,/my hips horse dancing” (25). Her traditional 

footwear are imbued with agency, allowing her to be transported through the cold with 

 

117 In adherence to Halfe’s conveyance of her relationship to her land through the Cree/nêhiyawêwin 

language, I use the word “askiy,” which, according to the Cree Glossary following Blue Marrow translates 

as earth or soil, or the word “okȃwîmȃwaskiy,” which is translated as Mother Earth. Maracle uses the 

words “earth” and “land” to discuss her relationship with these entities. Therefore, when discussing 

Maracle’s poetry, or the concept more generally, I use these words, instead. 
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ease. The association of her body with the land and animals illustrates her free movement 

across the land in creative, sacred motion. The Grandmother also exercises her “sexual 

freedom” through her ability to follow her potential suitor “round and round” (25).118 

After attracting him, however, the syntax freezes and loses all agency. She “Became 

frozen./Gave up everything” (25). Her mobility and agency are diminished as she is 

subsumed into settler patriarchal ideology.119 This loss of movement and agency is 

further embodied in “Born in a Dent Grandmudder” who begins “stutter[ing] her story” 

when she states, “Our feet were free/before da walk of da white skin” (61). The attention 

to feet moving across the terrain and use of plural pronoun portray her overall 

community’s embodied movement becoming limited by settler forms of travel. In both 

quotations involving feet and moccasins, Halfe emphasizes Indigenous women’s walking 

as an expression of agency and relationship with askiy.120 In contrast, “da walk of da 

white skin,” with its repetition of articles and lack of specifics regarding the moving 

subjects, signals a rigid and impersonal form of movement. Freedom, in this context, 

represents Indigenous ability to move and connect with the environment, a form of 

mobility which “da walk of da white skin” undermines.  

 

118 Halfe discusses Indigenous women’s sexual agency in their communities prior to colonization in her 

interview with Sam McKegney. She explains that she has come to understand that “before European 

contact, there was much more sexual freedom among the various tribes. And it was the woman who 

determined who would stay, if they would accept their husbands” (“A Calm” 50).  
119 This quotation is revelatory of what Kring considers to be “the primary conduit through which colonial 

power exercised its forces of containment, abuse, and control” over Indigenous peoples—“the body” (92). I 

add that Blue Marrow particularly considers the insidious modes of control settlers exert upon the female 

Indigenous body. 
120 The agency and connection to the community Halfe and, as discussed in Chapter One, Akiwenzie-

Damm envision through walking may be in part a tribute to Chrystos’ (Menominee) “I Walk in the History 

of My People.” In this poem, Chrystos writes, “I Am Still Walking” despite that she carries in her “marrow 

the swollen faces of my people who are not allowed/to hunt/to move/to be” (57, qtd in This Bridge Called 

My Back). For Chrystos, as for Halfe, walking embodies a resurgent connection to her ancestors via travel.  
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 Halfe’s retelling of the story of Rolling Head—as its name suggests, a story of 

movement—emphasizes colonial patriarchal attempted control over askiy and Indigenous 

women, and Indigenous women reclaiming their roles through resurgent movement. 

Halfe grew up hearing the Cree narrative of Rolling Head, or cihcipistikwân (Kring 263). 

In its more popularized versions, the story has been re-told in ways that represent the 

“feminized failure of cihcipistikwân to adhere to Christianized interpretations of 

serviceable motherhood” (Kring 262).121 In Halfe’s telling, Rolling Head doubles as 

Indigenous mother and okȃwîmȃwaskiy (Mother Earth in Halfe’s translations). She 

declares: 

I’m earth 

born each moon, 

waxing and waning, 

bleeding eggs. (23) 

The voice doubling as dismembered head and menstruating earth emphasizes how 

patriarchal settler culture attempts to undermine and displace women and 

okȃwîmȃwaskiy, a theme repeated throughout Blue Marrow. For example, this is evident 

when “All Women[:] Grandmothers and the Eternal Grandmothers” lament that they are 

“no longer the Mothers/of this land” (67). According to McAdam, in Cree culture, “The 

earth and land are called kikâwînawaskiy, meaning mother earth” (64), and, as such, 

“Our mother earth’s teachings and the women’s teachings cannot be told without one or 

the other because they are inter-connected” (24). Halfe’s narrators depict the violent 

results of settler colonial progress wherein both askiy and Indigenous women are 

immobilized.   

 

121 In particular, Kring discusses Anglican nêhiyaw missionary Edward Ahenakew’s version of the tale and 

Halfe’s rewriting of the story in The Crooked Good.  
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In the story, Rolling Head is killed by her husband for her transgression with 

snakes. To a Cree audience, Rolling Head’s intimacies with snakes may signify her 

relationship with askiy. In his popular 1929 version of the story, however, Edward 

Ahenakew likens the snakes and Rolling Head to the villainized snake and Eve (Kring 

267). In retaliation for her relationship with snakes, her perceived sin, Rolling Head’s 

husband murders her. Halfe’s representation of the constellation they become illustrates 

ongoing colonial heteropatriarchal influence on Indigenous women:   

A cursed man 

chopped up my body, 

sent my sons running. Now he swims 

in stars, 

me dangling in his fist. (23) 

 

The syntax, caesuras, and overall scene indicates how Christian patriarchal narratives 

physically and ideologically dismember, disembody, and displace Indigenous women. 

Her “dangling” renders her mobility completely dependent, while he is still able to 

“swim.” This rendition of a man holding the head of a woman is an illustration of the 

hierarchies imposed on Indigenous women—as a woman under patriarchy, she is lower 

than him, a mere appendage.  

 Halfe’s retelling of Rolling Head is not simply a story of suffering, but also a 

reclaiming of Cree women’s resurgent movement. Like Goeman who resists “ingesting 

the norm of immobile Native women” (12) and, instead, explains how Indigenous women 

present “alternatives to heteropatriarchal representation of national space” (14), through 

her poetic (re)mapping, Halfe’s text offers alternative ways of conceiving space and 

movement. As part of her definition of the concept of (re)mapping, Goeman explains the 

importance of Indigenous women’s use of “traditional and new tribal stories” (3) to 
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understand the land. In a similar vein, Neal McLeod explains that in Crooked Good Halfe 

“reframes [the story of Rolling Head] by retrieving the feminine voice” (93). While 

uncovering the female perspective is undoubtedly an important part of Halfe’s retelling of 

Rolling Head and of the collection as a whole, I further consider the implications of 

Rolling Head as a story of Indigenous women’s movement. According to Cree scholar 

Solomon Ratt, Rolling Head is a story encompassing the four types of movers, including 

walkers, swimmers, flyers, and crawlers (Ogg). While animals do not figure prominently 

in Halfe’s retelling, she does imagine unexpected movement of elements normally 

considered inanimate objects. At the conclusion of her story, after her sons are pictured as 

escaping from Rolling Head, Halfe describes,  

The tribal bones 

and swimming moon 

will fly. (24)  

 

Here, Halfe invests the bones and moon with life and movement via her use of a gerund 

verb. Astral swimming, repeated here and in reference to her husband’s constellation, and 

both the bones and the moon flying illustrate Rolling Head’s unique perspective; she is in 

tune with the cycles of the moon and animacy of the bones from her grounded 

perspective. Rolling, though, is the most prominent type of movement within the story. 

The character Rolling Head begins, “For centuries/I’ve tumbled through thistles” (23), 

illustrating her closeness to askiy. Her sons “have been running” (24) while she rolls 

upon the earth, affirming her ongoing relationship with the land.  

 In Blue Marrow, dancing is another type of movement that enacts Cree 

relationships with the land. In fact, the first words of the collection are “Voice Dancer 

pawâkan, the Guardian of Dreams and Visions, prayer, brings you this gift” (1)—that is, 
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Voice Dancer offers the audience this poem, Blue Marrow. The speaker’s title conveys, 

from the outset, the importance of dancing in the speaker’s resurgent journey. Dancing is 

later connected with the act of writing when the speaker describes: 

This walking dance, 

this running dance, 

gathers pencil scratch (73) 

 

Here, everyday motions are revised as creative ceremonies allowing the poet to write. 

The repetition between the first line and the second line in which only the middle words 

change, referred to as epanalepsis, imitates the cyclical motion of dance. The repeated “a” 

sound, assonance, between “dance” and “scratch” connects the repetitive movement of 

dancing to the motion of writing.  

Dancing is further poeticized as a resurgent Cree movement in contrast to the 

immobility and powerlessness felt during the smallpox epidemic. A passage featuring 

dancing occurs after an unnamed character describes how “scabs/tracked us” (30), that is, 

the speaker and her sister. The speaker references settlers giving smallpox-infested 

blankets to Indigenous people on Turtle Island in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

In her imagery, scabs are personified, active, and bestowed with the agency and tracking 

abilities often attributed to Indigenous people, while Indigenous people become ill and 

passive. The slow pace of the three repetitive stressed syllables that compose this phrase 

emphasize the tiredness and weightiness of the infected body. The speaker describes her 

emotive and physical response to her sister’s death, “My moccasins chewed these 

dances./My heart gorged” (30). Dancing allows the speaker to embody her anger and 

sadness, and, as such, perform resistance against colonialism.  
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Dancing, as it is enacted in this stanza, (re)maps the space through illustrating the 

speaker’s connection to her sister, other Indigenous dancers who participate in similar 

ceremonies, and the land. Following the pronouncement of the narrator’s sister’s death 

from smallpox, an eight-line stanza lists the types of dances in which the speaker 

participates, including the Thirst Dance, Give-Away Dance, and Chicken Dance (Halfe 

30), which Katherine Pettipas lists as “major communal ceremonies” of the Plains Cree 

peoples (53-54). The Track Dance, which Halfe also lists among the dances, is a mode of 

reclaiming bodily agency stolen by the settlers five lines previous. While being “tracked 

by scabs” illustrates Indigenous people losing control and connection with the body, 

dancing is a mode of “everyday embodiment” which provides Indigenous people “self-

determination and freedom” (Simpson, As We Have 193). The characters’ dances are a 

form of resurgent “mobility imbued with agency” (Simpson, As We Have 197). Resurgent 

mobility is further emphasized in the dancers’ relationality with askiy. This is made 

evident in the type of dances enacted, including the Chicken Dance, Owl Dance, and 

Beaver Dance. The names of these dances represent relationality with animals and 

challenge settler commoditization of the land.  

The Ghost Dance, which Halfe also includes in her list of dances, is a further 

example of resistant and resurgent motion. Ghost dancing is famous as the mode of 

resistance that was punished by the government during the Wounded Knee Massacre of 

1890. When Lakota peoples performed the Ghost Dance as a mode of resistance against 

settler colonialism, settlers reacted violently, killing at least 150 Indigenous people. 

Referring to the traditional practice and Wounded Knee, Azalea Barrieses and Susan 

Gingell suggest that, for Halfe, the Ghost Dance offers “a sustained vision of how to 
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resist colonization” (74). The motif of the Ghost Dance is also form of resurgent 

movement that (re)maps the land. Halfe’s long poem is a kind of Ghost Dance 

embodying resurgent movement with ghosts: Halfe’s ancestors. Dancing enables a non-

linear relationship with time through which the characters can revitalize traditional forms 

of movement and convene with seemingly deceased relatives in the present and future. 

As Barrieses and Gingell put it, the Ghost Dance allows Halfe “to keep alive traditional 

ceremonies” (74), and it further allows her and her narrators to move through space as 

their ancestors once did. Rather than moving forward through time and space, dancing is 

a cyclical form of movement which allows the dancer to be in relationship with the 

environment, the body, and the community of dancers.  

Although the Ghost Dance was not typically performed in Canada (Daschuk 172), 

Halfe’s inclusion of this form of movement in Blue Marrow conveys cross-nation 

kinship. While in the above passage dancing is an activity undertaken by an individual, 

dancing is predominantly a resurgent communal activity. Another dance in the stanza 

discussed above—the Give-Away Dance—exemplifies Halfe’s engagement with 

communal movement. Pettipas explains that this ceremony “involve[s] the most 

conspicuous public demonstration of the distribution of goods” (54) and is used to “re-

affirm pre-existing kinship ties and to establish new networks among households and 

between diverse communities” (56). Halfe later confirms kinship as a significant part of 

this dance by beginning her section “A chameleon” with the mention of “Round dancing” 

and “the Give-away.” The speaker then asserts that “I lift my feet” (65) for a list of 

people whom Susan Gingell identifies as Halfe’s children and grandchildren (46). 

Echoing the first instance when the poet is identified as “Voice Dancer” scribing her 
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poetry as a “gift,” here, dancing and poetry are enacted as a form of gratitude and 

connection with kin. The River Jig is another example of a dance in Blue Marrow 

undertaken to improve relationships and wellbeing. Nôhkom Michif describes her 

treacherous travels as ending with her intention to “river jig” and “Wake the whole 

Metis/Tonight we are Free” (75). The group of exiled Indigenous people plan to dance as 

a group to signify their uninhibited, free movements and their unique identity as Métis 

peoples.  

As this quotation makes clear, in addition to bringing together the voices of Cree 

wives of the original settlers, Blue Marrow includes Métis speakers. Just as the 

appearance of the Ghost Dance serves as a transnational mode of resistance, Halfe’s 

interest in Métis identity emphasizes the role of kinship across Indigenous nations as 

crucial for resurgence. In Blue Marrow, Halfe represents the historical and present 

connection between the Cree and Métis peoples. The Métis nation was largely born out of 

the marriages between Cree women and French fur traders that Halfe chronicles, and the 

language of Michif is a combination of Cree and French.122 By incorporating the histories 

of various Indigenous communities, Halfe advocates a nation-to-nation relationality.123 

Through her discussion of the marriages of Indigenous women and European men of 

different descents, Halfe reveals how her identity is formed through the colonial travel of 

 

122 Belyea explains that marriage between fur traders and Indigenous women “was an essential and 

enduring feature of the fur trade” (90), which Vowel states “was often a catalyst” for the formation of the 

“distinct culture” of the Métis people. In defining this nation, Vowel explains that the most basic definition 

of Métis she can provide is, “The Métis are a post-Contact Indigenous people with roots in the historic Red 

River community” who formed “culturally distinct” communities. (“Who are the Métis?”).  
123 Sophie McCall’s reading of Gregory Scofield’s work also recommends a “diasporic-Indigenous-

sovereigntist” critical approach as a lens through which to address Métis writing. She explains that 

Scofield’s work is concerned with “stitching together the severed histories of the half-breed and Cree 

people” (33). She argues that Scofield creatively illustrates his enduring connection with multiple nations 

and identities, including the dislocations they have endured. 
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Europeans, displacement of Indigenous and Métis peoples, and resurgent travel within 

the wider Indigenous community. Indeed, as Beeds quotes from Winona Wheeler, “In the 

Cree world, everyone’s personal, family, and regional histories interconnect and overlap; 

all are extensions of the past, and all are grounded in wahkôtowin, kinship/relations” 

(65). In an interview, Halfe defines this notion of kinship in relation to movement:  

[O]ur languages are so filled with poetry. One word—a lot of events can be 

described in one word. For example, wahkotowin means relationship, but it’s 

more than relationship. It actually means “I walk with you in a bent-over manner, 

with my hunched back on this wayward,124 back and forth journey.” This walk is 

filled with not only obstacles, but curves and hills and whatnot, and that’s the 

beauty of the word. wahkotowin is more than just a relationship. It’s relationship 

with our communities, our land, the universe, and with the four-legged and the 

winged creatures and all that. (“A Conversation with Louise Bernice Halfe” 101) 

 

The term “wahkotowin” involves travelling together over difficult terrain. Rather than the 

forward momentum of progress, it conveys a “wayward” and “back and forth” motion 

founded in community with others and with the land. This concept of togetherness is a 

fundamental principle of Indigenous resurgence, as “relationships (or kinship networks) 

[must be considered] to be at the core of an authentic Indigenous identity” (Alfred and 

Corntassel 609). In her travel with historic and present Indigenous people over traditional 

territory, Halfe considers Indigenous kinship with the land and other Indigenous peoples 

as paramount, a theme I will elaborate in relation to Maracle’s Talking to the Diaspora.  

 

124 Like Hartman, as discussed in Chapter Two, Halfe conveys waywardness in opposition to Western 

notions of forward progress.  
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“desperate word flowers / blooming nonetheless from a land / occupied 

by settlers”: Constellations of Coresistance as Response to Progress in 

Talking to the Diaspora 

 

In Talking to the Diaspora, Maracle considers the repercussions of progress in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries with attention to its implications on diasporic people 

residing in Canada and its influence on the health of the planet. To establish this, I will 

first discuss some of Maracle’s poetic interventions to definitions involving movement, 

beginning with her reflections on progress in her titular poem. Maracle uses the term 

“progress” throughout the collection primarily to critique the capitalist ideals at work in 

settler colonialism, which render sacred land as a moveable resource for the taking. In 

“Talking to the Diaspora,”125 Maracle bolds and right aligns headings that redefine 

progress. For example, one of these titles reads, “Progress is a corporate superstition.” In 

defining progress in this way, Maracle upends typical colonial associations wherein 

“othered” cultures rely on unscientific biases. She indicates that it is settler capitalist 

culture that depends on problematic narratives to justify destruction. In the stanza 

following this definition, Maracle describes a sockeye salmon journeying toward her 

spawning ground, but “the poisoned water drives her to suicide/This is not such an odd 

response” because “she fails to subject her young to toxic life.” The salmon killing 

herself because humanity has poisoned her habitat is a literal description of the violence 

caused by human pollution.126 It is also an allegorical representation of the journey 

toward the future to which progress leads; human destruction of the environment is a 

 

125 The titles are in all capital letters. I have removed the capital letters for ease of reading, but I will 

address the implications of this capitalization in my third section.  
126 I will further analyze the implications of migrations of salmon in relation to Simpson’s poetics in my 

conclusion. 
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suicide swim into the future. As Maracle puts it elsewhere in her poem, “Progress offends 

future.”  

Maracle depicts progress as not only causing harm to parts of the earth, but as 

moving the whole planet towards doom. She describes the temporal movement of the 

earth caused by technological progress: “earth rushes herself to a new season/before the 

old one has properly interred.” This line illustrates changes in yearly seasons and long-

term weather patterns because of capitalist disruptions of earth systems. Here, the earth 

retains some freedom; however, later, when Maracle remarks that “the earth is led to her 

own funeral,” the earth is shown as losing control of her movement. This imagery depicts 

progress as a force which denies agency and natural movement to the planet.  

Attribution of agency is also a theme in Maracle’s “Maps,” a poem in which she 

redefines settler maps. In her opening line, for instance, “Maps are orders marching men 

to old places already seen,” Maracle takes the agency from the settler explorers and gives 

it to the maps they created. In this line, the map is made the subject and the men the 

object, and the military imperative of “marching orders” is inverted. This phrasing 

demarcates the map as more than an inanimate tool; the agencies involved suggest that 

the story of progress, and perhaps its technology, has extended beyond settler control. 

The type of movement the map demands—marching—and its association with 

militaristic action and the “march of progress” (Lowman and Barker 4) exemplify the 

violence of settler colonial progress. Maps not only enforce the boundaries settlers create, 

but they are used to justify colonialism. “Maps,” Maracle redefines, “flatten surfaces, 

time, distance, even height . . . pretending power where none is.” Maps are used to 

authenticate settler colonial power over the land by creating imaginary land claims and 
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“pretending” that Indigenous lived experiences with the land are insignificant. In Memory 

Serves, Maracle elaborates how settler power is enforced through mapping. “Maps,” she 

informs, “don’t just locate nation states; they delineate the boundaries of a nation’s 

entitlement and thus demarcate the boundaries and entitlement of citizens as opposed to 

non-citizens” (69). Settler maps of the space they refer to as Canada are used to 

legitimize settler ownership of the land by fabricating the power to confer citizenship. 

In “Canada is a Labyrinth,” Maracle further complicates Canadian citizenship 

through creative definitions of the word “pass.” Within her definition of “labyrinth” at the 

beginning of the poem, Maracle examines the word: “passages [act or process of passing; 

the right to pass; a corridor for passing]” (square brackets in original). By offering 

multiple definitions of the term, Maracle conveys numerous settler structural mechanisms 

that limit BIPOC mobility. The “right to pass,” repeated later in her questioning of 

whether “passage/limits my right to pass,” may allude to the pass system, which was used 

to restrict Indigenous travel outside of designated reservations and legalize settler 

ownership of Indigenous land.127 The “right to pass” further signifies the pass system 

during the Apartheid in South Africa, a settler colony to which Maracle alludes 

frequently in the collection. Passing may also refer to means by which Black people have 

been and continue to be restricted in North America. As Rinaldo Walcott states, 

historically, “[S]laves and freed Blacks, in order to freely move around, required passes 

to prove their status to the white people who demanded them.” This system was later 

 

127 The system, formalized in 1885, was in place for over 60 years and forced Indigenous people to obtain a 

pass from the Indian Agent in charge in order to leave their reserves. It enforced segregation, prevented 

larger communal gatherings, and stopped Indigenous people from selling their agricultural produce and 

becoming competition to settler farmers. 
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“codified in racially segregated places through pass laws and in the form of passbooks, 

which were documents that confirmed ‘legitimate’ travel.” These racist travel restrictions 

have current manifestations in policing practices, including the frequent carding of Black 

people (Walcott, On Property 32-33). Through her ambiguity around whose “right to 

pass” she refers, Maracle alludes to multiple modes of constricting movement of BIPOC 

people in the past and present. As a noun, a space, “a corridor” or “passage” within the 

overall definition of “labyrinth,” the word also harkens back to its use within the Greek 

myth of Theseus and the Minitour as a structure in Crete used to sacrifice Athenian youth 

to the minotaur within. In the Canadian context, passages may then indicate the 

infrastructure of railways and highways which sacrifice lives to feed the monster of 

capitalism. As a “process of passing” or, later, a “means to pass,” the term connotes 

attempts to “pass” as white to gain power and citizenship in settled North America 

because of the racist policies and practices in place. 

Maracle’s wordy definitions also exemplify another meaning of “passage”: a long 

block of text. Through the structure and syntax of her poem, Maracle depicts the 

linguistic complicatedness of the English language. The first half page of the poem is 

occupied by definitions, many words of which have their own definition. Definition two 

of “labyrinth” reads “Something highly intricate [complex], in composition [putting parts 

together to make a whole] or construction [to form by assembling parts]” (square 

brackets in original). This definition of “labyrinth” is also an explanation of “syntax” 

within a textual passage. The English language and government policies created through 

purposeful textual complexity are part of the labyrinth used to dislocate and disadvantage 

Indigenous and diasporic people spatially and linguistically. Square brackets and nested 
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explanations textually represent the complexity of the English language. These brackets, 

however, also contain Maracle’s creative interventions, and allow her to bypass colonial 

meanings and add her associations via grammatical markers.128 

In “Canada is a Labyrinth,” Maracle further syntactically connects “passage” with 

rape and violence towards the land and women. Similar to Halfe’s representation of 

violations of the land and women caused by the notion of progress, in the final stanza of 

“Canada is a Labyrinth,” Maracle describes, 

My womanhood ejects 

men waving weapons 

forcing entry into passages 

 

Through her depiction of men “forcing entry into passages,” Maracle points to ongoing 

violence against Indigenous women and girls. These lines also allude to how colonial 

explorers have feminized the land “forcing entry” into its depth and raping the earth 

through resource extraction. Maracle’s poem “Virgins” also redefines the concept of 

virginity by associating it with women’s lack of mobility and with submissive lands. On a 

steady, descending line, Maracle describes virgins as “White,” “Cold,” “Pure,” “Still,” 

“dead,” with the word “dead” as the lone term printed in white on a black page. The word 

in white print, along with the word “white” on the previous page, relates whiteness to the 

settler idea of virginal purity, the white race, and virgin territory—a passive, empty space 

that can supposedly be claimed and sexually possessed.  

 

128 My reading of Blue Marrow adds another layer to the word “pass.” The initial narrator states, “I must 

pass all that I possess,/every morsel to my children” (7). Halfe conveys how the particular language of 

poetry allows knowledges to be held, transferred, and passed through communities and generations.  
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Violence against women is further addressed in “Helen,” a poem which depicts 

the murder of Cree teenager Helen Betty Osborne in 1971.129 As with Maracle’s 

reorientation of agency in “Talking to the Diaspora,” and “Maps,” in this poem, Maracle 

denies agency and subjectivity to the rapists, and, instead, places onus on the car: 

Heard the car’s hum 

murmuring threats 

cold steel rolling up 

its fire aiming at her 

 

Making the car, long understood as a symbol of modern progress, the subject 

“murmuring threats” critiques settler modes and perceptions of travel and the harm they 

cause to Indigenous women and girls. The car’s violent movement signifies urbanization 

and technological innovations within Western conceptualization of space: space that is 

taken from Indigenous inhabitants, paved, and travelled over without respect for the 

environment or its Indigenous owners. As Marlatt and Warland and Brand critique and 

reorient train and plane travel, respectively, Maracle therefore challenges colonial 

heteropatriarchal associations with cars. 

Maracle’s poems do not focus on women’s defeat, however. For example, the 

female narrator in “Canada is a Labyrinth” rejects the men and weapons who seek to 

violate her. In “Blind Justice” the female narrator similarly asserts: 

Even as men abduct as I hitchhike along these new highways 

to disappear along this lonely colonial road 

I refuse to be tragic 

 

 

129 Osborne was abducted by four settler men in a car, viciously assaulted and stabbed with a screwdriver, 

and left dead in the bush. While the identity of the murderers was widely known in the community, it took 

more than 16 years for even one of them to be convicted of murder. Depiction of the murder has often been 

employed by Indigenous writers to signify injustice and violence towards Indigenous women and girls, for 

example, in Marilyn Dumont’s “Helen Betty Osborne” and Duncan Mercredi’s “Betty.”  
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These highways are not only physical markers of the destruction of Indigenous lands for 

the ease of transportation of settlers and their commercial goods but are used by settlers 

to seize and murder Indigenous women and girls.130 The word “abduct”—which carries 

resonances of Western science fiction alien invasion—reminds readers that colonizers 

were and remain the outside forces travelling on Indigenous lands. The speaker and her 

Indigenous female community, however, will not allow their experience or presence to 

vanish, as victims and victims’ memories often do in these science fiction stories. The 

female narrator moves via her own volition, hitchhiking along “colonial roads,” asserting 

her ability and right to move over her land, despite colonial mapping strategies. Her 

refusal to be tragic, to be consumed by the roads or subsumed within the settler 

representation of Indigenous women as victims, is an embodiment of Indigenous 

women’s resistant and resurgent forms of travel.  

 As the title of her collection indicates, Maracle is also concerned with the travel 

of diasporic groups to and through settler colonial spaces. The opening lines of Maracle’s 

titular poem present two contradictory definitions of the term “diaspora” which together 

serve to undermine the Eurocentric narrative of progress. I quote Maracle’s definition in 

full:   

   Forced out 

The spatial or geographic property of being scattered over 

         a range 

      a volume 

         an area 

    worldwide in distribution 

              **** 

 

130 As Jacob Albin Korem Alhassan et al. explain in an article in their 2021 article for The Conversation, 

“Between 1969 and 2011 an estimated 40 women, mostly Indigenous, disappeared or were murdered on 

Highway 16 in northern British Columbia” alone.   
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     On Turtle Island anyone who is not Indigenous 

     is part of some Diaspora 

             **** 

 

In my analysis of Maracle’s two poetic definitions of “diaspora” in relation to her 

collection as a whole, I attend to how her engagement with the diaspora presents an 

opportunity to rethink the differences between the movements of white settlers, people of 

colour, and Indigenous people. As Maracle separates her two definitions not only into 

distinct stanzas but also with asterisks, I address the implications of these definitions one 

at a time, beginning with the former. 

 The first definition mimics a standard scholarly definition of diaspora, but with 

some poetic nuance. Here, Maracle highlights Euro-Western historical and contemporary 

displacements of BIPOC peoples over Indigenous lands as part of settler progressive 

travel. Braziel and Mannur discuss the etymological basis for the term diaspora, “derived 

from the Greek term diasperien, from dia- ‘across’ and -sperien, ‘to sow or scatter 

seeds’” (1), from which Maracle derives aspects of her definition.131 Cho further adds 

that, although the meaning of diaspora has been the subject of much debate, “almost 

everyone seems to agree that diaspora, in its most basic sense, refers to a scattering of 

peoples who are nonetheless connected by a sense of a homeland, imaginary or 

otherwise” (12). Maracle’s terminology “scattered over” thus draws from the 

etymological roots132 to associate the displacement of BIPOC peoples globally. The 

 

131 Maracle’s use of the word “scattered” in her description of diaspora resembles Halfe’s description of 

settler relatives who “are scattered throughout Turtle Island” (69). 
132 Maracle also addresses the etymological roots of the word “labyrinth” in “Canada is a Labyrinth” when 

she states in the poem that the word is, “From Middle English, from Greek, from Latin, probably akin to 

Greek,” highlighting the colonial history of the English language being mapped onto the land. 
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alignment of the lines—which are justified right on the page, short, and flattened—

visually represent this scattering.  

Maracle’s description of diasporic groups as passive and “Forced out” establishes 

how settler progress functions. In her first definition, Maracle shows that diaspora is part 

of a model of European dominance. The term originally applied to the exile of Jewish 

communities in Alexandria (Braziel and Mannur 1), and as Europeans expanded their 

territory, they continued to other, kill, and push groups aside. In Euro-settler and 

Christian conceptions, non-white peoples, including Indigenous people, were deemed 

inferior and moveable, and hence became diasporic, “forced out.”  The terminology of 

“spatial or geographic property” represents land as viewed through a Western lens which 

flattens people’s relationship to the land to a “geographic property” or “a volume.” 

Maracle’s use of puns in both descriptors of diaspora—a “property” is a parcel of land 

and a characteristic quality, and a “volume” is a unit of spatial measurement and a 

version of a book—signify the multiple ways that space can be divided through settler 

legal and linguistic measures. 

Maracle shows racialized and Indigenous peoples having a commonly-held 

experience of displacement by European “progress.” “Talking to the Diaspora” is also the 

poem in which Maracle wages her most poignant critique of progress. She describes, 

“The eye line of progress becomes civilized/cheap labour’s coinage—exchange power.” 

Progress claims to act as a civilizing agent, but ultimately is a force of power that seeks to 

monetize the environment and people. “Cheap labour,” in the context of Maracle’s 

discussion of diaspora, further alludes to Canada using Black and Asian people as 
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labourers for the exploitation of Indigenous lands.133 In Cultural Grammars of Nation, 

Diaspora, and Indigeneity in Canada, critics work to recognize some similarities between 

diasporic and Indigenous experiences of displacement without effacing differences. 

Sophie McCall explains that “[t]heories of diaspora may offer some vital insights into the 

history of displacement of Aboriginal peoples in Canada” (22) and discusses comparable 

concepts in both Indigeneity and diaspora studies, including loss and desire to return to a 

homeland (27). By describing the diaspora as forced out and scattered, Maracle illustrates 

how both Indigenous and diasporic communities have been moved from their homeland 

by European settlers in the name of progress.   

The second definition contradicts Maracle’s first in that, here, she labels both 

white settlers and racialized peoples as diasporic. Through classifying all non-Indigenous 

people on Indigenous land as diasporic, Maracle risks effacing “the contingencies of long 

histories of displacements and genealogies of dispossession” which Cho believes need to 

be overt in diaspora studies (15). Like Cho, however, Maracle brings to the forefront 

diaspora as a mode of understanding “the displacements engendered by colonialism” 

(13). In Memory Serves, Maracle clearly delineates the “Diaspora I am talking about” as 

“the mother countries” who “[i]n their successful global conquest . . . collectively and 

individually, granted themselves the right to claim discovery, and then proceed to define, 

delineate, and demarcate the cultural, intellectual, economic, spiritual, and physical being 

 

133 An example of this cheap labour, as mentioned in my first chapter, is Chinese immigrants who were the 

primary labourers who constructed the Canadian Pacific Railway. White settlers sought to remove 

Indigenous people from this area, then, after the railway was built, to prevent non-white settlers by means 

including imposing a Chinese head tax, money Chinese immigrants had to pay to enter Canada.  
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for the entire world” (229-30). Evidently, she uses the term to critique unjust European 

exploration and travel in a similar mode as Philip characterizes Livingstone’s travel. 

In contrast to the word “Canadians” in Maracle’s Conversations with Canadians, 

or the more common word to describe white people who have come to Indigenous land, 

“settlers,” Maracle uses the word “diaspora” to categorize both white and racialized 

people. She does so, I argue, because “diaspora” is a travel term. Through her use of this 

particular word, Maracle cleverly reminds what historian Tony Ballantyne states bluntly: 

‘[S]ettlers’ were typically unsettled and mobility was their defining characteristic” (27). 

When the collection was published in 2015, the predominant term for white invaders 

residing on Turtle Island was “settlers.”134 While Lowman and Barker explain that the 

term “settler” was intended to “[turn] us toward uncomfortable realisations, difficult 

subjects, and potential complicity in system of dispossession and violence” (2), the term 

also risks conferring rights to white colonial invaders through their perceived 

settlement—their lack of movement. In referring to all non-Indigenous people—including 

white and people of colour—as diasporic, Maracle undermines white settler narratives of 

ownership of Indigenous land: just like all non-Indigenous people, she suggests, white 

settlers are not from here but have travelled here. 

 Using the term “diaspora” as a “catch-all phrase to speak of and for all 

movements” (Braziel and Mannur 3) may risk effacing differences between distinct 

groups including white settlers, people of colour, descendants of slaves, and refugees; 

however, Maracle’s collection as a whole does draw distinctions and invites her audience 

 

134 Lowman and Barker explain that the term “settler” became more commonplace in Canadian discourse at 

the time Idle No More reached its greatest height in 2012 and 2013 (1-2).  
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to pay attention to the multiplicity of different types of travel. In this way, her poetry 

addresses Phung’s question, “If people of colour are settlers, then are they settlers in the 

same way that the French and British were originally settlers in Canada?” (292). In the 

three poems to which I now turn, which each feature imagined travel to settler colonial 

locales, I highlight Maracle’s engagement with the relationships between the movements 

of Indigenous and diasporic people, despite white settlers’ use of the progress narrative to 

dismiss and displace them.135 As with the work of Marlatt and Warland, Akiwenzie-

Damm, and Brand, in this section, I trace Maracle’s travel to settler colonial locales and 

the type of relationships she prioritizes. I move through Maracle’s imagined travel to 

Canada, the United States, and Palestine, with reference to her poetic allusions to South 

Africa.  

“Gassy Jack’s Clock” critiques the tourism industry for regurgitating a Western 

story of progress during excursions taken by “Countless visitors and/new arrivals” 

(Maracle). These tours, Maracle shows, position settlement as the event which 

precipitated Vancouver’s progress. In stating in her opening, “A hundred years of history 

is not easily packed/into such walkabouts,” Maracle emphasizes that these pre-packaged 

expeditions of tourist districts only chronicle the last hundred years, and that their manner 

of recounting even this history is limited. Maracle’s narrator imitates the voice of the tour 

 

135 In her overview of diaspora studies, “Diaspora,” Smaro Kamboureli also begins to unpack Maracle’s 

definition of diaspora. While I agree with her that Maracle’s poetic definition “asserts the unceded 

sovereignty of Indigenous peoples in the Americas” (3), I disagree that Maracle emphasizes how “diaspora 

[in its traditional sense], too, inflicts trauma” (4). I argue that when Maracle’s definition of diaspora is 

analyzed in full in the context of the poem and the collection, her writing does not foreground diasporic 

people of colour as invaders harming Indigenous peoples and their land. She uses the term “diaspora” as a 

way of thinking thorough different types of travel to Indigenous lands and their effects.  
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guide performing a revisionist history through her Indigenous view of Vancouver, 

beginning with Gassy Jack’s Clock. 

The monument is named for Jack Deighton, called “Gassy Jack,” known as a 

“colonial pioneer,” because he was the first to open an entrepreneurial restaurant on the 

site that would become Vancouver. The clock and the statue of Jack Deighton glorify him 

as a hero, despite the fact that he married a 12-year-old Indigenous girl (Wallstam and 

Crompton). Built in Gastown to mark the site from which Vancouver grew in the 

1870s—that is, where Europeans settled—the clock is a tribute to Euro-Western progress. 

As is promoted on the British Columbia tourism website, its steam and whistles imitate 

the Westminster Chime (“Gastown Steam Clock”) and resemble the steam engines of 

trains used to settle Western Canada, as problematized in my first chapter. Its technology 

and location measure time as progressing since European settlement, ignoring the 

Indigenous history existing in this location before the colonial history of Gastown. The 

poem’s titular image recalls Maracle’s description in “Maps”: “Maps flip our attention 

from being to place,/from metaphysical time, to streets, roads and clocks.” Clocks are 

symbols of settler conceptualizations of time and space within a narrative that seeks to 

efface Indigenous being. The clock, Maracle describes, “pumps out memories/of 

displacement with each chug” (“Gassy Jack’s Clock”). Maracle’s depiction of the clock’s 

memories poetically represents BIPOC experiences of displacement, which are usually 

disregarded by the tourism industry in order to reify a progressivist view of history.    

In “Gassy Jack’s Clock” the Second Narrows Bridge is another symbol of settler 

technologies of progress and the devastation they can cause. Maracle’s depiction of 

children in transit who witness the Second Narrows Bridge collapse in 1958 contrasts 
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commercial and capitalistic modes of travel with Indigenous resurgent and community-

centred forms of movement. The Second Narrows Bridge was built across the Burrard 

Inlet because of congested travel and difficulty transporting consumer goods in boats 

under the original bridge in the area. The bridge’s connection to the narrative of progress 

is illustrated through the speaker’s and her sister’s observations while driving into the 

city:  

steel cutting an arc across a piece 

of the skyline. We do this every time we 

make this ride, to mark its progress. 

The ambiguity of the word “its”—it is unclear whether the speaker refers to the progress 

of the drive, the city, or the building of the bridge—connotes settlers crossing space, 

expanding their territory, and constructing time as moving forward. The steel that cuts the 

skyline is a violent image of Western technology and infrastructure intruding on 

Indigenous land. The collapse of the Second Narrows Bridge, pictured when the 

speaker’s sister cries, “mommy, the bridge fell,” represents the instability of this narrative 

of progress. Upon the new bridge’s collapse, the narrator remarks, “We . . . jumped in 

canoes and pulled/workmen out of the water.” Maracle critiques the fast-paced 

commercial travel progress requires by contrasting canoes, an Indigenous mode of 

moving through and in tandem with the water, with the settler construction of a bridge 

used to avoid the water and travel more quickly towards land. The collapse of the Second 

Narrows Bridge is referred to by The Canadian Encyclopedia as “the worst industrial 

disaster in Vancouver’s history” (Marsh). Yet, the purposeful destruction of Indigenous 

villages and people is not memorialized by Vancouver’s tourism industry: “There was 

once a village at one end/of the bridge. It died too” (Maracle). 
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In the second stanza of her poem, Maracle summarizes the continued 

displacement of Squamish people from their land, when she describes how 

“Khatsalanogh dug graves,” then:  

They loaded everyone 

on a barge and pushed it in the  

direction of the sea. After the sickness 

died, a sawmill squatted in his village 

for nearly a half century. 

The quick succession of these lines demonstrates the swift colonial destruction of the area 

through the displacement of the Squamish people. In her essay “Goodbye Snauq,” 

Maracle describes the devastating effect the smallpox epidemic had on the Tsleil Waututh 

people. In this essay, in which she considers her connection to Khahtsahlano, she also 

notes that Khatsalanogh was his father (191). In contrast to the detailed picture of 

Khahtsahlano she narrates in this essay, her passing reference to Khatsalanogh’s 

experience with smallpox in the poem signifies the narrator acting as a tour guide giving 

quick bullets about the tragic history of the area. Maracle then alludes to an incident in 

which Squamish families were shipped out to sea so that the Canadian government could 

steal their land.136 Maracle reverses the typical settler use of the term “squatter.” She 

characterizes the sawmill, the manifestation of capitalist progress that transforms living 

trees into commodities, as a squatter on Indigenous lands.137 Her depiction of Indigenous 

movement in this stanza exemplifies Simpson’s categorization of Indigenous “mobility as 

 

136 Khelsilem Rivers, a Squamish community organizer describes, “government authorities came in and 

they told those eleven families: ‘We’re going to give you some cash. You have to get on this barge and 

we’re going to ship you out and we’re buying the land from you. And if you don’t leave, we’re going to 

forcibly move you, or kill you’” (qtd. in Wallstam and Crompton). 
137 In Memory Serves, in the voice of a settler, Maracle describes the history of Vancouver as including this 

incident: “The village of Vancouver was incorporated today on June 1, 1835 with the construction of the 

town hall. We seized 34 or so smaller Indian villages and forced them onto a main village adjacent to the 

land we wanted. On these former smaller villages we established lumber mills” (65). 



219 

 

direct or indirect forced expulsion, relocation, and displacement and the creation of 

Indigenous diaspora” (197).  

 In the poem, Maracle also travels temporally to witness events wherein people of 

colour were also displaced by white settlers, thus presenting Indigenous communities and 

people of colour as both uprooted in the name of progress. She describes the passengers 

of the Komagata Maru who were “Detained. Do not debark. India would/not take them 

back.” The punctuation in this section (in comparison to the lack of full-stop punctuation 

marks throughout the collection) and the repetition of the sounds and implications within 

the two sentences textually represent repeated settler attempts to immobilize and isolate 

the passengers on the ship. In 1914, the Canadian government prevented the Komagata 

Maru from unloading its Indian passengers by citing laws that strategically prevented 

Indian people from entering Canada. By emphasizing how the passengers 

“languished/aboard the close quarters of the ship,” Maracle shows how the myth of 

progress creates a hierarchy of movement: the government seeks to immobilize non-

white individuals by confining them and preventing their movement. Through imagery of 

Indigenous and Indian people being grouped onto industrial boats and treated as 

disposable—in contrast to the canoes Indigenous people used in their rescue mission after 

the collapse of the Second Narrows Bridge—Maracle thus illustrates how the settler 

narrative of progress renders both living aspects of the environment and people as 

moveable objects. 

The ship’s remains in the museum—“a hard iron-rusted/reminder of this country’s 

beginnings”— moreover, suggest that any wrongs committed by the Canadian 

government are located in the past. Maracle reminds readers that structural inequalities 
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are ongoing. She describes, “The urban renewal project’s/spin-off is homeless Indians.” 

The term “spin-off,” generally associated with a corporation deriving profits from a new 

company, demonstrates urban development as a profit-oriented activity which keeps 

moving in the same dizzying and problematic motion. Maracle’s phrase “homeless 

Indians,” a term that reminds readers of the linguistic and spatial mistake made by 

Columbus, suggests that his racist ideology (which represented non-Europeans as inferior 

others) remains in Canada. Displacement of Indigenous people, as well, recurs. As 

Coulthard puts it, “The dispossession that originally displaced Indigenous peoples from 

their traditional territories either onto reserves or disproportionally into the inner cities of 

Canada’s major urban centers is now serving to displace Indigenous populations from the 

urban spaces they have increasingly come to call home” (175). In the story of Canada’s 

progress, Indigenous people are blamed for their homelessness, rather than settlers who 

enact mechanisms to steal their land.  

Similar to “Gassy Jack’s Clock,” “On the 25th Anniversary of Martin Luther 

King’s Death” is an occasional poem conveying resistance to settler colonial logics via an 

oppositional narration of time and place. Maracle thinks through relationships between 

physical forms of movement and political protest movements among BIPOC peoples 

which may be understood as akin to Simpson’s concept of “constellations of 

coresistance.” In her book As We Have Always Done, Simpson uses Nishnaabeg 

understanding of stars and constellations to foreground a discussion about relationality 

with people of colour grounded in Indigenous knowledge of the land. She explains, 

“Constellations are constantly in motion shifting with seasons, serving as signposts 

indicating when it is time to tell winter stories, when the ice is no longer safe, or when it 
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is time to move to the sugar bush” (212). Yet, stars do more than guide Nishnaabeg 

people in their movement and daily life: “Just as birds and other animals look to stars as 

guides in migration, the Nishnaabeg looked to the skyworld for knowledge and flight 

paths out of settler colonialism. . . . Constellations in relationship with other 

constellations form flight paths out of settler colonial realities into Indigeneity” (213, 

217). Simpson uses this Nishnaabeg knowledge as a starting point to consider allyship: 

If we recognize settler colonialism to be dispossession, capitalism, white 

supremacy, and heteropatriarchy, that recognition points us to our allies: not 

liberal white Canadians who uphold all four of these pillars but Black and brown 

individuals and communities on Turtle Island and beyond that are struggling in 

their own localities against these same forces, building movements that contain 

the alternatives. (228-229) 

 

Although Simpson writes from her Nishnaabeg culture and Maracle from her Stó:lō 

perspective, both writers conceive of travel paths—or “flight paths out of settler 

colonialism”—via attending to Indigenous conceptualizations of “coresistance” and 

respect for Turtle Island. 

“On the 25th” unfolds in four parts as told by a maturing narrator reflecting on 

how Black struggles and protest movements are related to those enacted by Indigenous 

peoples. In the first section, the Indigenous child narrator witnesses the Birmingham 

Children’s March on the television with her mother and Ta’ah (Great Grandmother). The 

March, an event in the American Civil Rights Movement, took place in Birmingham, 

Alabama beginning on May 2nd, 1963. In striking similarity to more recent police 

brutality, police arrested children, sent German shepherds to bring the children into 

submission, and sprayed the protestors with fire hoses. Through her observations and 

growing knowledge, the narrator engages in constellations of coresistance with the Black 

protestors, who, like her, resist colonial and racial logics at work in a settler colonial 
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society. While the “black box” of the television “visions story” in a similar manner to the 

way monuments in “Gassy Jack’s Clock” reveal a story of supposed rightful settler 

ownership of the land, Maracle’s maturing narrator poetically draws a connection 

between settler policies designed to segregate and limit space and necessary global 

resistances.  

 In the first section of the poem, “Pre-1960 Baby-talk,” the young narrator begins 

to interpret the language and movement she witnesses on the television, “a moving photo 

drama,” in which the protestors are positioned as law breaking rioters. By labelling the 

scene in terms of movement, Maracle highlights how representations of physical and 

political movements can be made to render certain affects in their audiences. Yet, the 

narrator considers the motion from her own positionality, and therefore does not 

necessarily emote in the way the TV crew expects of her.138 The narrator listens to and 

engages in dialogue with her female relatives about the protest she witnesses. Her mother 

and great grandmother discuss the protestors as displaced: 

“They are black” from Ta’ah 

like a reverent question 

“From Africa,” momma says 

saying the A like it was holy 

 

Through their language, emphasis, and attitude, the narrator’s kin convey their feelings of 

empathy with the protestors. The narrator watches the children involved in the protest 

 

138 While some media coverage of events did accord protestors sympathy, many journalists still sought to 

criticize the tactics of the protests, sidelining the ongoing forms of racism the protestors peacefully fought 

against. As Martin Luther King Jr. writes in “Black and White Together,” “Although by the end of April 

[1963] the attitude of the national press had changed considerably, so that the major media were according 

us sympathetic coverage, yet many deplored our ‘using’ our children in this fashion. Where had these 

writers been, we wondered, during the centuries when our segregated social system had been misusing and 

abusing Negro children? Where had they been with their protective words when, down through the years, 

Negro infants were born into ghettos, taking their first breath of life in a social atmosphere where the fresh 

air of freedom was crowded out by the stench of discrimination?” (86).  
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being displaced and injured by the police and participates in the conversation with her 

family. She asks her mother, “Why are dey talking about/diss purse momma.” Her 

misinterpretation of “disperse” for “diss purse,” a poetic technique referred to in Western 

theory as agnominatio, illustrates the connections her young mind is making between 

displacement and capitalism (a purse). Later, she acknowledges that though the words are 

“beyond” her “familiar,” she finds “I know what they say.” Though she does not 

understand the word “disperse,” she begins to understand how populations, including 

Black and Indigenous groups, are forcibly removed so white civilizations can claim land 

and gain wealth. 

She is partly able to understand what is said not by language, but by the children’s 

movement, which carries political significance. The narrator observes the children’s 

reaction to segregationist policies:  

Birmingham black children 

move backward, then forward 

so together, so in unison 

Uniformed men move then slow 

they threaten their sashay 

the children advance as though 

they could threaten the uniforms 

I cringe, “Disperse, go home” 

the beings slow their movement 

the children sway not toward home 

but forward into the fray  

 

The police officers’ command to “disperse, go home” reflects attempted control of Black 

movement beginning with original dispersal of Africans from their homeland and 

continuing in colonial policies of confinement such as slavery and segregation. The 

individual movements of the children become subsumed into the protest of the collective 

group. They resist ongoing structures of displacement through their physical and protest 
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movement, “forward into the fray.” I argue that their collective movement is akin to 

Simpson’s understanding of “constellations of coresistance.” 

The narrator’s early witnessing of this event illustrates her growing awareness of 

the relationship and distinctions between the political motivations within the Civil Rights 

Movement and the American Indian Movement, both protest movements enacted against 

the racist colonial governments which began in the 1950s and 1960s. Maracle’s time 

travel to a 1963 event involving police violence signifies the continuous racism enacted 

against Black bodies. Christina Sharpe describes this violence as the wake: “Living in the 

wake means living the history and present of terror, from slavery to the present, as the 

ground of our everyday Black existence; living the historically and geographically 

dis/continuous but always present and endlessly reinvigorated brutality in, and on, our 

bodies” (15). The fact that Maracle’s description of “defiant falling, bodies bleeding” 

could easily illustrate a more recent Black Lives Matter protest demonstrates Sharpe’s 

contention regarding the continuous physical violence and means of spatial confinement 

enacted on Black bodies transcending temporal and national borders. However, Maracle’s 

poetry further signifies continued modes of resistant and resurgent movements.  

Maracle draws attention to the violence used against Indigenous people to 

displace and force them onto reserves and their bravery and defiance against these 

attacks. For example, in a list of famous Indigenous individuals, Maracle references 

Crazy Horse, who led successful battles against the colonial reservation system in the 

United States in the nineteenth century. As an adult, the narrator relates the children’s 

physical and protest movements to collective political movements intended to attain 

freedom from colonial regimes. In the section Post-Martin Mother-talk, the narrator 
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begins to re-interpret Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” speech in relation to other 

political movements. She states, “I dream Palestine to life/Bantustans into graves.” Via 

the succession of the lines, Maracle makes a rhetorical link between violent settler 

expropriation of land in the United States, Palestine, and South Africa, and the resistances 

of the colonized peoples of these lands in each locale. Her connections between settler 

colonialism and resistance in South Africa and North America is confirmed by scholars 

and writers. In the 1990 letter critiquing the lack of Indigenous presence at the Border 

Cultural Residency in Banff referenced in Chapter Two, Philip notes, “And speaking of 

First Nations people and reserves and Canada—how many Canadians know or care to 

know that the South Africans got their ideas for Bantustans and homelands from 

Canadian reserves?! . . . [T]he links are deeper than many of us think” (187). Although 

the segregation of Black people in South Africa, the United States, and Canada, and 

confinements of Indigenous people in the United States and Canada onto reservations 

alluded to in the poem are not identical, Maracle, like Philip, draws connections between 

the travel limitations placed on Black and Indigenous people and their “coresistant” 

protest movements.  

Maracle’s repetition and play on King’s “I have a dream” speech quoted above is 

one instance of her interrogation of the language of resistance. The four sections of “On 

the 25th”— “Pre-1960 Baby-talk,” “Post-Martin Mother-talk,” “1990 Oka-talk,” and 

“2000 millennium Gramma-talk”—are grounded in language. Each section employs the 

word “talk” to illustrate how the narrator learns to better use poetic language to articulate 

resistance and alternative conceptions of land. Throughout the poem, the narrator 

contemplates and adjusts her understanding of the word “freedom” in relation to her own 



226 

 

situation and positionality. In “Pre-1960 Baby Talk,” the child narrator hears Black 

protestors saying, “I ain’t a scared a your jail/cuz I want ma freedom,” a statement 

repeated by Ta’ah as “ainta shcaret/uff yer chail,” who in her “broken Inklish fights to 

sing/the song of justice.” The protestors’ resistance to spatial limits imposed through 

slavery, segregation, incarceration, and ongoing racist structures are imitated by the 

narrators’ kin in their own vernacular. The Black and Indigenous pronunciation and 

vernacular in these rallying cries points towards the significance of translating and 

expanding these concepts to incorporate positionality and cultural points of view. 

From her Stó:lō perspective, the adult narrator expands her dream to include the 

land. She dreams of “salmon runs/so thick no one hungers” and of “cedars so old no 

one/is homeless.” If the land—the water, salmon, and cedars—is freed from the 

constraints of capitalism, human rights of food and shelter could be met. Good treatment 

of the land is further emphasized in the narrator’s elder’s proposed enhancement to 

King’s dream, “my pappy adds/And love the land, love the land.” The repetition of “love 

the land” in these lines signifies its importance as a teaching. In King’s “I have a dream” 

speech, he uses simile to compare justice to free-flowing waters: “No, no, we are not 

satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters, and 

righteousness like a mighty stream.” Maracle adds that human rights and freedom are 

inextricable from just treatment of the land and water.  

In the final section “2000 millennium Gramma-talk,” the narrator, now a 

grandmother, describes “shaking freedom into my belly,” an expression of Indigenous 

resurgence. Maracle poetically renders a similar sentiment described in Simpson’s 

embodied resurgence: the “generative and emergent qualities of living in our bodies as 
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political orders . . . where Indigenous freedom is centred” (192). Indigenous freedom, for 

Simpson and Maracle, does not just involve basic human rights, or being free from 

colonial forced movements, but making one’s body a political instrument. In witnessing 

the protestors in the Children’s March, the narrator learns to connect the enactment of 

physical movements with political movements, and, as a grandmother, she begins to think 

about how she can experience freedom differently through a revitalized form of bodily 

movement—here, shaking.139  

The word “free” is also used in the last line of “On the 25th.” On its own page, the 

following words are scribed in a downward arch:  

On this bridge 

across turtle’s back 

free spirits still dance 

 

With the quoted lines, Maracle recalls Simpson’s definition of resurgence in her 2011 

book Dancing on our Turtle’s Back: “In Nishnaabeg thought, resurgence is dancing on 

our turtle’s back; it is visioning and dancing new realities and worlds into existence” 

(70). Maracle and Simpson both imagine dancing as an embodied artistic movement that 

resists settler colonial mapping and concepts of space. The spirits Maracle describes are 

imagined as free because they not only transcend national borders, but their corporeal 

bodies through their dancing. For Coast Salish Peoples, dancing is a mode of enacting 

and embodying rights and relationships to the land. Mique’l Dangeli proposes the term 

“dancing sovereignty” to explicate how the contemporary dances of Northwest Coast 

 

139 The speaker’s relationship to language, in which language enters her body to create movement, 

resembles Maracle’s depiction of language in other poems. In “On Words” the speaker describes the way 

words, “Journeyed through my body/some inspired/others paralyzed,” and in “Words are Crucial” words 

“inspire movement.” These descriptions depict a poetic relationship to language in which words move 

through the body, rather than being forced on it or forcing it to move, as with the word “disperse.” 
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First Nations are acts of “self-determination carried out through the creation of 

performances (oratory, songs, and dances) that adhere to and expand upon protocol in 

ways that affirm hereditary privileges” (75). As Talking to the Diaspora was published in 

2015, after Idle No More, Maracle’s reference to dancing may also draw attention to the 

physical and political movement in Idle No More, also called The Round Dance 

Revolution. Nêhiyaw scholar and artist Jarrett Martineau describes the protest: 

The Round Dance Revolution was both a representational gesture of Indigenous 

resistance and performance, and a self-affirmation of Indigenous continuity, 

presence and struggle . . . The round dances were an evocative interimage of 

indigeneity that reterritorialized Indigenous presence beyond the normative 

borders in which it is often inscribed. (“Rhythms of Change” 232) 

 

 The child narrator similarly interprets the Black protestors’ movements as dancing: “The 

song swells, a tide/of children, singing, dancing.” Thus the “free spirits” who dance may 

not simply be Indigenous people and their ancestors, but racialized and displaced people 

who together resist colonialism through their “coresistant movement,” here, dancing. 

Through protest movements and gentle and respectful physical movements on Indigenous 

land, Maracle demonstrates how groups of people can create movement-centred 

solidarities which embody alternative futurities. 

“Remembering Mahmoud 1976,” the final poem I will examine in this section, 

and “On the 25th” have similar conceptualizations of the impact of progress, the 

possibilities of solidarities through imagined travel, and Indigenous relationships to their 

land enacted through poetics. In “Remembering Mahmoud 1976,” Maracle draws a 

parallel between Palestine and Turtle Island to illustrate the perpetual violence of settlers 

and signal poetry as a mode of reconceiving belonging. As with “On the 25th,” 

“Remembering Mahmoud 1976” does not describe literal travel, as Maracle writes, “It’s 
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December/Toronto,” but imagined travel to Palestine via the protests she witnesses in 

Winnipeg and a photo of a young boy. Also like “On the 25th,” in which Maracle sees 

more than what is depicted on the television, here, she expands the narrative frame of the 

photo by imagining the affective relationship between the boy and the land. Additionally, 

as with “On the 25th,” in “Remembering Mahmoud 1976” the speaker remarks on the 

violence toward children in settler colonial states. The speaker sees Palestine as a land 

“occupied by settlers/chronically stealing the lives of children,” an example of her 

observation in “Talking to the Diaspora” that “Progress thrives on children’s blood.”  

In “Remembering Mahmoud 1976,” also like “On the 25th,” Maracle lodges a 

critique of colonial invasion. In a 2013 article, Hadani Ditmars confirms that “Maracle 

and her family have been working side by side with Palestinian activists for years” in part 

because, as Maracle is quoted as saying in this article, “We’re both colonized.” The poem 

critiques the actions of the Israeli state today and the historical interventions of the West 

that laid the ground for present-day conflicts. The British originally promised this land to 

the Jewish population in the 1917 Balfour Declaration, and later the newly established 

United Nations created borders. Similarly, European countries staked claim over Canada, 

mapped it, and decided its borders, creating longstanding conflict between the Indigenous 

people who lived there and the invaders. Maracle further illustrates the similarity between 

what is occurring in Palestine and the continued settler violence enacted on Turtle Island 

by referring to Palestinians as “Palestindians” (bold added) and calling the perpetual 
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violence “another Wounded Knee.”140 The year 1976, referenced in the poem’s title, 

marks the anniversary of what is now referred to as “Land Day” in Palestine. According 

to journalist Yara Hawari reporting in 2018, on March 30, 1976, Palestinian protestors 

revolted against Israeli settlers, with the aim of “resisting not only the theft of land but 

also overall settler colonial policies of erasure.” Six protestors were killed, and hundreds 

were injured. Maracle’s comparison of Land Day to Wounded Knee parallels continued 

colonial violence as those who reside on the land (Indigenous people and Palestinians) 

are violently pushed aside and killed while undertaking resistances. The year 1976 is also 

when Maracle met Mahmoud Darwish at a poetry reading in Vancouver (Ditmars).  

Darwish, a Palestinian poet, scribed poetry to resist the Israeli occupation of his 

homeland. According to Ghada A. Mohammad and Wafaa A. Abdulaali, because his land 

was colonized, “exile [became] his sole identity” as a poet (42). In response to this exile, 

Darwish’s poetry presented a “distinctive voice of resistance against the oppressors” 

(Mohammad and Abdulaali 50). He does so, in part, through his “expression of his love 

and attachment to his homeland” (Mohammad and Abdulaali 43).141 Maracle, likewise, 

uses her poetry to articulate her connection to her territory. It is likely for this reason that 

Maracle felt an “intrinsic connection” to him (Ditmars). In “Remembering Mahmoud 

1976,” Maracle describes Mahmoud’s poetry as connected to the land:  

desperate word flowers 

blooming nonetheless from a land 

occupied by settlers 

 

140 As I described the Ghost Dance in relation to Halfe’s poetry, Maracle’s metaphor makes reference to the 

brutality in 1890, when the U.S. Cavalry killed hundreds of Lakota men, women, and children who were 

performing a Ghost Dance to resist settler colonial invasion. 
141 Mohammad and Abdulaali continue with an example, “In his poem ‘I belong here,’ . . . for example, the 

poet asserts his belonging to his native place. He presents home as a centring place that embraces his birth, 

family, and friends” (43).  
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While progress prevents flourishment, the language grows from the land like a surviving 

plant, reflecting the poet’s relationship to it, despite the presence of invaders. These lines 

resonate with Maracle’s relationship to her land, as is expressed, for example, in her 

repeated line “and love the land” in “On the 25th.” Maracle quotes Mahmoud directly, 

twice in her poem, “There is no tomorrow in yesterday,/so let us advance.” In the context 

of “Antithesis,” the poem from which Maracle quotes, it is unclear if these lines are 

intended as celebratory or a critique of the concept of advancement as progress. In 

“Antithesis” the lines which follow are, “Perhaps progress is the bridge of 

regress/Towards Barbarism.”142 With these following lines in mind, the implication of 

Maracle’s quote could be progress is a form of advancement which ignores past violence 

and is barbaric. Maracle, however, examines a photo of a small boy holding two stones 

from a destroyed section of his homeland and imagines the boy having the courage to 

move “forward to the restoration of his homeland/forward to the right of return.” She 

reads the lines as indicating his resolve to fight for the right to his land.  

In his hands, the stones “transform/they are the story markers of his future.” In 

contrast to markers of settler progress, including the monuments in “Gassy Jack’s Clock,” 

the stones delineate the boy’s belonging to his land through his physical presence and 

connection with them, and also his place in the story of his land. In her discussion of the 

parallels between markers in Indigenous stories and settler maps, Maracle explains that in 

maps “markers and boundaries serve to locate the individual in a point or place within the 

 

142 These lines are quoted from a translation by George Nicolas El-Hage, Ph.D. In EI-Hage’s translation, 

the two lines quoted by Maracle read, “There is no tomorrow in yesterday,/Therefore, let us move 

forward.” 
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bioregion being traversed . . . Both maps and stories contain plot points” (Memory Serves 

67). The story Maracle constructs—this poem—performs a (re)mapping of the land 

through the boy’s connection to the stones. Mohammad and Abdulaali explain that 

“Darwish interprets, draws, and recreates the map of Palestine” through his poetry (45); 

Maracle’s poem, as well, (re)maps Turtle Island and Palestinian homelands via 

relationships to these lands. In later lines, Maracle emphasizes poetry’s ability to affirm 

resurgent relationship to colonized lands: “I want the wind of freedom to echo/the 

resonance of Mahmoud’s breath tracks.” Freedom, as uninhibited movement over one’s 

rightful lands, is carried through land and paralleled in the motion of wind. The phrase 

“breath tracks” identifies Darwish’s poetry as marker of Palestinian land claims 

imprinted on the land. It also alludes to Jeanette Armstrong’s (Okanagan) collection 

Breath Tracks. In this collection, Armstrong conveys her relationship to Turtle Island 

using “grid-like collections of image-words that seem almost to be written on the 

landscape itself” (Cariou 34). Maracle’s poem echoes Darwish’s and Armstrong’s poetry, 

performing “breath tracks” across poetic texts to affirm Indigenous resurgent relationship 

to lands.  

While “Remembering Mahmoud 1976,” “On the 25th,” and “Gassy Jack’s Clock” 

examine a variety of different peoples and periods, in each poem the symbol of a bridge 

is used to challenge the concept of travel purported by the progress narrative and, in 

contrast, illustrate movement towards resurgent relationships among Indigenous peoples 

and people of colour in colonized locales across both space and time. While, as 

discussed, the collapse of the Second Narrows Bridge, for Maracle, represents the failure 

of settler progress, the bridges in “On the 25th” and “Remembering Mahmoud 1976” 
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convey resurgent relationality. The final lines of “On the 25th,” as mentioned previously, 

describe a bridge, and descend across the page. As opposed to the previous five full pages 

of the poem, the minimal words on this final page represent an uncrowded space and 

textually illustrate the arc of the bridge described. The bridge is “across turtle’s back”; it 

does not cut through the land but represents relationality with it. Maracle’s reference to 

the turtle’s back also illustrates connections across Turtle Island, including the seemingly 

disparate groups and individuals described in the poem. Furthering this point, Maracle’s 

bridge metaphor alludes to This Bridge Called My Back, a feminist anthology originally 

published in 1981 which brought together creative, autobiographical, and academic 

writings of women of colour like Gloria Anzaldúa, Cherríe Moraga, and Audre Lorde, 

with Indigenous women like Chrystos (Menominee). The book challenged the 

predominance of white women’s ambitions in second wave feminism and heralded the 

more diverse concerns of third wave feminism. With her use of the words “bridge” and 

“back,” Maracle may reference this book, and the importance of BIPOC women coming 

together in “constellations of coresistance” to care for Indigenous land—the Turtle’s 

back.  

Maracle’s vision of Turtle Island as a shared but respected space is also 

referenced in her homage to King’s “I have a dream” speech. Here, the narrator in “On 

the 25th” conceives of her own dream as a bridge: 

This dream is a bridge 

inviting others to its arc 

share this space 
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The metaphor reconceives King’s dream within Indigenous relationality, in which space 

is not bought, but shared.143 The bridges in both “On the 25th” and “Remembering 

Mahmoud 1976” are illustrations of relationships which Simpson refers to as 

“constellations of coresistance.” In “Remembering Mahmoud 1976,” the Indigenous 

speaker extends compassion to a displaced subject through imagery of a bridge. Upon 

observing the Palestinian boy who attempts to fight for his connection to the land, the 

speaker “commit[s] to building a bridge/an arc of light.”144 The bridge symbolizes solace 

and hope through bringing displaced groups from different places and periods together 

under a land-centred ideal. Moreover, the connective arc that forms community in 

Maracle’s poetry is not simply a physical bridge, but a story arc; story and poetry shared 

with the wider community are envisioned as a mode of creating relationships. Maracle’s 

intertextuality with other BIPOC works engaged in creating community despite settler 

colonialism—Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” speech, Mahmoud Darwish’s work, 

Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga’s edited collection This Bridge Called My Back, 

and Jeannette Armstrong’s Breath Tracks—are examples of what Simpson considers as 

“constellations” through artistic work that enable “moving from individual acts of 

resurgence to collective ones” (198). In Talking to the Diaspora, while the narrative of 

progress is viewed as justifying settler colonialism and propelling the earth and all who 

 

143 The symbol of the bridge is also prominent in Maracle’s novel Ravensong. Helen Hoy understands the 

bridge in Ravensong “as a trope for cross-cultural relations” representing necessary “intermittent avenues 

of exchange” (6).   
144 The quote from Darwish’s “Antithesis,” demonstrates that he too uses the symbol of the bridge. He also 

published a poem called “The Bridge” which Mohammad and Abdulaali interpret as chronicling “the 

tragedy of three Palestinians: ‘an old man, his daughter, and an ancient soldier’. The three challenge all the 

dangers on their way home” (44). They read the poem as narrativizing the difficulty of returning home and 

reclaiming land.  
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reside upon her towards doom, creative works of resistance and resurgence present an 

alternative relational futurity.  

“I am home again”:  

Maracle’s and Halfe’s Return to a Resurgent, Relational Future  

 

In his discussion of resurgence, Coulthard explains the necessity of overcoming 

the progress narrative and its capitalist structures: “For Indigenous nations to live, 

capitalism must die.” He adds, “And for capitalism to die, we must actively participate in 

the construction of Indigenous alternatives to it” (173). Maracle and Halfe, I argue, use 

the unique elements of poetry to “challenge the seemingly objective and transparent 

forms of Western mapping by including narrative experiences and cultural systems that 

tell and map a story of survivance and future” (Goeman 23). According to Maracle, 

settler maps are “always old” and “never lead to uncharted places” (“Maps”). Maps are 

unable to illustrate future possibility because they are designed by settlers who use them 

to monetize land. Maracle creates alternative maps in her stories, which she describes as 

“internal maps illustrating conduct, direction, governance, and possible future being” 

(Memory Serves 66). She avers, “Our most prized stories don’t merely cover old terrain; 

they envision the direction humanity might travel. They contribute to the mapping of a 

hoped for destination” (Memory Serves 68-69).145 As both Goeman and Maracle agree, in 

stories, directions are not simply oriented around physical journeys, but temporal ones as 

 

145 Archibald similarly speaks of stories as maps in her illustration of her journey to learn about 

interpretations of and teaching of Indigenous stories. Speaking of an elder she describes that, “He had also 

pointed out some markers that I could place on my ‘journeying’ map that would act as ‘bearings’ to help 

me find my way as I began to explore the territory of First Nations orality” (45). Just as the storyteller can 

create their stories as maps, reader participation is necessary in actualizing the messages contained in their 

alternative geographies.  
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well; directions can lead to an alternative futurity. The imagination and interpretation 

within stories can thus lead away from the destructive non-future of progress. While 

neither author is directly discussing poetry in these quotations, as I will show, the literary 

devices and typographic elements within Talking to the Diaspora and Blue Marrow 

convey the potential of poetry to map a resurgent futurity.  

Maracle’s “Toronto Rivers” and “Toronto Stones” convey living waters and rocks 

being silenced by the rhythm of progress within the city, but through the use of literary 

devices, they also project a relational, resurgent alternative to capitalism. In “Toronto 

Rivers” Maracle brings voice to Toronto’s underground rivers which were “used as a 

dumping ground” by settlers in the 1800s, then buried to “address this serious health 

hazard” caused by this pollution (MacLeod 241). Maracle conveys how these waters once 

“babbled/catapulted over cliffs,” but currently “the lonely waters mumble/barely audible 

from inside culverts.” “Toronto Stones” similarly describes the spatial confinement of 

stones “crushed under wheels” through granting them voice: “Stones hold sound, forever 

locked voices.” These poems demonstrate a resurgence of Indigenous lifeways through 

granting agency, vitality, and movement to matter deemed inert in Western epistemology. 

Moreover, “Toronto Rivers” literally illustrates one definition of resurgence, “The re-

emergence of a stream after having flowed underground; a stream re-emerging in this 

way” (OED “resurgence”).  

Maracle’s emphasis on agency of rivers in Toronto may be influenced by her 

Stó:lō identity. Archibald contends, “The Halq’emeylem word ‘Stó:lō’ means river. We 

are River People. My relationship to the river, the land, and its resources has significantly 

influenced my identity” (4). Maracle brings her relationship to rivers with her to Toronto. 
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She similarly advocates for the vitality and re-emergence of the water in her essay in 

downstream: reimagining water, in which she emphasizes, “the water owns itself” (38, 

all caps removed). The subjectivity necessary for the water to own itself, rather than be 

owned by settler nation-states, is represented through poetic diction and form in “Toronto 

Rivers.” The water has voice and language, crying “free me.” The poem further shows 

the water’s life and agency by deploying multiple verbs. The rivers are illustrated in the 

present progressive verb form as “dragging dirt,” “carving a space,” and “clearing a 

channel.” The repetition, both in terms of the alliteration of c’s and d’s and the repeated 

word order in “carving a” and “clearing a,” are oral representations of the water’s 

repetitive and plosive movements. The physical space of the page—the three lines stating 

“free me” on independent lines with at least two blank spaces between each—visually 

demonstrate the honouring of the water, allowing it space, freedom, and voice. As with 

most poems in the collection, this poem lacks periods. The absence of full stops in 

Maracle’s poetry visually presents a free and fluid movement, similar to the waters in 

these rivers before they were obstructed. The voice of the rivers, repetition, and stress 

patterns—for example, the regular rhythms with seven syllables in the lines, “Toronto 

rivers babbled/catapulted over cliffs”— make the poetry easier to read orally and convey 

the sound of the water’s movement.  

“Toronto Stones,” as well, features elements of orality which exemplify resurgent 

aesthetic principles. Archibald explains that, “Our people, the Stó:lō, believe that rocks 

come from a life form—the earth—and have a lifeforce within” (96). The repetition of 

open vowels in the opening line, “Stones hold sound, forever locked voices,” orally 

represent the resounding voices of the stones. This contrasts the emphatic “uh” sounds in 
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“under the crushed stone,” which aurally signify their restriction. The text and title of the 

poem are also double spaced and justified to visually illustrate the flat structures built 

with the stones. Like the waters, they are contained within colonialism’s rigid worldview 

and “beg for release.” The justified format imitates texts and policy documents which 

have been used to displace the natural environment. The page following the text contains 

a black and white photograph of small, displaced stones forced together to be walked 

upon. The poem and the photo work together to defamiliarize the daily trip of walkers 

and illustrate the displacement of natural elements Canadians’ concept of progress and 

easy travel rely upon. The agency Maracle grants to stones bears particular weight in a 

discussion of animacy, movement, and voice, as stones are the prime example of an 

inanimate object Mel Y. Chen uses in their analysis of the grammatical role of 

animacy.146 Chen explains, for example, that the sentence “the hikers that rocks crush” is 

difficult for English speakers primarily because of “the inanimacy of the rock (which 

plays an agent role in relation to the verb crush) as compared to the animacy of the 

hikers, who in this scenario play an object role” (2). In contrast, in “Toronto Stones” 

stones are the active agents as “stone sings of what could have been.” Here, Maracle 

attributes agency, voice, and artistry to stones.  

As demonstrated with the photograph and alignment of the text, Maracle’s 

collection depicts alternative movement in conjunction with resurgent principles through 

textual elements. Additional spaces, non-typical alignments, justifications of words, few 

 

146 It is important to note that Chen is complicating the concept of animacy. Their overall text “interrogates 

how the fragile division between animate and inanimate—that is, beyond human and animal—is 

relentlessly produced and policed and maps important political consequences of that distinction.” Chen 

further notes that the term “animacy” “bears no standard definition . . . but has been described variously as 

a quality of agency, awareness, mobility and liveness” (2).  
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words per line of text, and occasionally only one word per page create the illusion of 

moving text. The text does not merely move as expected in Western texts from left to 

right, but vertically, descending and ascending, often to visually represent Maracle’s 

themes around ecology and relationality, for example, the descending text concluding 

“On the 25th” representing the arch of the bridge discussed.147 Close-up, full-page, 

uncaptioned photographs are integrated into the collection alongside many of the poems 

to betoken the everyday active relationships between people and the land recommended. 

For example, the photo beside the poem “Blue Jay’s Grass Dance” features tall grasses 

and weeds. The close-up of the ground, the view of a blue jay in the grass, allows the 

reader to see the earth from a different angle, the perspective of a creature. Maracle’s use 

of images and typography may be an illustration of the importance of the visual in Stó:lō 

modes of listening. Archibald avers, “Listening requires the concomitant involvement of 

the auditory and visual senses, the emotions, the mind, and patience” (76). Archibald 

later explains that an elder taught her the importance of teaching children to read slowly, 

a page at a time, with visualization of the events (134). With only textual, typographical, 

and contextual elements at her disposal, as opposed to orality, Maracle may be teaching 

the importance of visualization in listening to stories and imagining an alternative present 

and future. Another use of visual elements, the all-caps titles, mimic the capital letters on 

maps used to categorize larger land bases. In this collection, however, they engender 

closer exploration of covered aspects of culture and the land, for example “Toronto 

 

147 Other examples of Maracle’s poems in which the typographic elements convey the poems’ themes 

include “Sky World,” in which the word “sky” is vertical representing the protagonist’s movement from the 

sky towards earth, and “Raven Caws,” which begins half-way down the page with the words becoming 

fewer as the end of the page nears, visually representing the words “Cedars     below/diminished   by   

logging.”   
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Rivers.” The black and white pages of the collection also portray a principle of resurgent 

Indigenous aesthetics discussed by Simpson—duality, which she sees as “holism . . . a 

whole that is constantly in motion and constantly changing” (201). The colours of the 

pages are constantly shifting and are part of a whole: a whole collection, which represents 

the vitality and changeability of the earth, her components, and seasonal and daily shifts.  

Through her use of Cree language and literary devices, Halfe also portrays a 

resurgent relationship with askiy in Blue Marrow. Before the journey, Voice Dancer 

pawâkan, the Guardian of Dreams and Visions, begins, “Glory be to okȃwîmȃwaskiy” 

(1), a Cree word which is translated in the Glossary as Mother Earth. This celebration of 

Mother Earth re-establishes Cree relationality in contrast to Christian hierarchies, 

asserting a resurgent relationship with the earth through Cree language. As McAdam 

explains, in Cree tradition, “Language is believed to have a sacred spirit . . . spirituality 

[is] embedded in the words, songs, prayers, and history” (25). In accordance with this 

principle, Halfe begins her journey by honouring the earth and its meanings for Cree 

people. In this sequence, she also indicates that her travel is part of a broader ancestral 

timeline that exceeds her lifetime: “The walk began before I was a seed” (1). Through 

this opening, Halfe undermines individualist settler colonial narratives of progress. By 

describing herself as a seed, she envisions humanity and plants as alike and sets up her 

relational travel with, rather than at the expense of, askiy. She goes on to establish her 

form of movement as earth-centred: “Still in my walks, the mountains beneath my feet  

. . . Soon the mountain too had feet” (1). Activating and repurposing the English 

expression “the foot of the mountain,” Halfe makes the speaker and the mountain co-

subjects, able to direct their movement. The use of the word “still” may represent the 
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continuation of the narrator’s long journey, or it may imply the paradox that the narrator 

is stationary in her travel. Therefore, the focus shifts from the individual’s movement 

through space, to the movement of the natural world around the body of the speaker. The 

reference to the mountain’s feet is also suggestive of metrical feet. This word combined 

with the trochaic rhythm of the line, “Soon the mountain too had feet,” which imitates the 

rhythm of brisk walking, emphasizes how poetry can be used to reconceptualize 

movement in a resurgent, earth-centred form.  

The Cree women speakers’ metaphorical descriptions of land emphasize the 

relational future they seek to create. Starved Gopher Grandmother shares teachings with 

her settler partner:  

I showed him how mosses slept, 

winter talked, how pissing 

on spruce boughs kept the wolves away. (52) 

 

Her lessons illustrate her techniques for surviving in the wilderness, which Podruchny 

explains was one of the reasons settlers sought Indigenous wives (260). The language of 

her lessons, though, demonstrates her means of survival through relationality. In settler 

culture, mosses cannot sleep and winter cannot speak, which would make her description 

appear to be metaphorical. However, Starved Gopher Grandmother’s explanation of these 

beings and seasons as living is not simply a metaphor but exemplifies Cree relationships 

to their kin. Halfe and her ancestors view the land as living, having a body:  

The wind has mouth. 

Water arms. Rocks feet. 

Sun face. (78) 

 

The language indicates the earth’s sensual and embodied relationships, forms of 

movement, and agency. While the English language suggests that these objects can 
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move—for example, in this section, the wind blows, hence, here it has a mouth, and the 

water has waves, therefore, it has arms—in settler culture the earth is not conventionally 

imagined as a living body with agency. Here, however, Halfe’s poetry conveys the 

speaker’s body-to-body relationship with askiy. She illustrates what nêhiyaw scholar 

Tasha Beeds explains as the relationship between poetics and the land, “In nêhiyaw 

understanding, stories and, by extension, poetry emerge out of and fall back into the land. 

The land gives birth to story and reclaims its people in the process” (61). Through her 

metaphorical language and use of capitalization, Halfe centres askiy in her poetry. The 

earth’s features are represented as animated body parts to illustrate askiy and all her parts 

as living, embodied beings. Poetic metaphor becomes a mechanism for translating 

animacy and agency granted to askiy within the Cree language into English and 

foregrounding the necessity of Cree poets conversing with the “mouth,” or voice, of the 

land.  

The resurgent relationality Halfe and Maracle illustrate also disrupts the linear 

movement of time and progress. The arrangement of the texts moves the reader through a 

fluid reading process that represents alternative Indigenous views of time and resurgent 

methodologies. Other than mentioning 1492 (20), Halfe’s work refrains from using dates 

to label historical events. Blue Marrow dances through time and space integrating Cree 

and Métis voices to attend to Indigenous history and relationships to the land. The poem 

collapses Western boundaries between past and present, instead emphasizing the 

importance of relational movement. Halfe’s inclusion of a glossary following the text 

also discourages readers from moving through the poem in a simple, linear way. While 

some words in Blue Marrow include translations embedded in the poetry, the reader is 
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often forced to flip to the translation section to understand the context and meaning of the 

poetry. Similarly, while page numbers make it simple for readers to move in a linear 

fashion through a text and orient themselves within a text-based system, the lack of page 

numbers in Talking to the Diaspora allows readers to resist dependence on this system. 

Instead, they are encouraged to move through the text fluidly, finding connections 

between the poems, presenting the reflective, non-linear form of travel the poems 

advocate. 

The writers’ resistance of temporal boundaries evident in the non-linear form of 

the texts represent their vision of Indigenous resurgence. In Blue Marrow and Talking to 

the Diaspora, the journey towards the future is a resurgent journey which incorporates 

the past. The alternative futurity imagined through Halfe’s travel narrative is exemplified 

in her description of “The little ones with dirty blond hair” who “look at me with dawn’s 

eyes. I travel with them” (13). The narrator’s travel with them is in part movement into 

the past, “where those men of god docked their ships,/took brown wives,” but it is also 

movement into the future. Halfe’s description of the children’s eyes may suggest they 

have blue eyes because they are descended in part from settlers, but “dawn’s eyes” also 

indicates that their gaze is directed towards a new day: the future. Halfe’s use of the word 

“dawn” parallels Simpson’s discussion of the Nishnaabemowin word for dawn, 

“biidaaban,” in her explanation of resurgent temporality. Simpson breaks down the word 

using artist Susan Blight and Elder Alex McKay’s explanations, “The prefix bii means 

the future is coming to you . . . Daa is the verb for living in a certain place or the present. 

Ban or ba is a verb used for when something doesn’t exist anymore or someone who 

passed on. . . . My own interpretation of this is that the present, then, is a colliding of the 
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past and the future” (As We Have 193). The word rejects settler division of the past, 

present, and future, instead, uniting them. Both Halfe’s and Maracle’s poetic diction and 

structure convey this version of resurgent temporality.  

In the final poem in her collection, “Hedgebrook,” Maracle also envisions a 

resurgent futurity which incorporates the past, present, and future in a non-bounded form: 

I weave this imagined dream world onto old 

Suquamish blankets, 

history-hole-punched and worn— 

to re-craft today, 

to re-member future in this new language. 

And I sing I am home again.  

 

The lines realize the resurgent incorporation of the past “old” blankets which are 

“history-hole-punched,” and the present, “today,” to “re-member,” that is, both put 

together and remember past events, in the “future” via “this new language” of poetry. 

Maracle, like Halfe, envisions poetry as a means of incorporating multiple voices and 

languages, exemplifying relational, temporal, and linguistic aspects of a resurgent future. 

In the quoted passage, Maracle parallels weaving with poetry as resurgent embodied 

crafts which enable stitching together languages, stories, and bodies. The blankets, 

material objects of cultural significance, are encoded with pictures of the speaker’s 

worldview, her “dream world,” an image that contrasts Maracle’s depiction of maps 

which offer a fixed, historical picture of the world. Poetry and weaving are imagined as 

bringing together not only the past and the future, but, as the word “re-member” conveys, 

the fragmented parts of a person or the earth.148 Poetry and weaving are also modes of 

 

148 Halfe similarly repeatedly describes her Grandmothers engaging in weaving, “ȇy ȇy ȇy nôssim/here this 

needle . . . stories so small/pull them out” (63-64). Her metaphor likening the labour and method of 

weaving and storying suggests that, as weaving involves tying threads, Halfe’s poem, too, is a mode of 

welcoming and uniting distinct voices from the past and present onto the tapestry of possibility. The 
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integrating and embodying languages in the present. Although Maracle does not use 

Halq’emeylem to the same extent that Halfe uses Cree, in the final stanza of 

“Hedgebrook,” Maracle describes, “Suquamish voices are everywhere here./I am so 

totally old and so completely new here.” Hearing and engaging in her language makes 

her simultaneously part of the past (“old”) and future (“new”). Her use of the word “new” 

is repeated in her description of the “new language” of poetry used to create future.  

As this example conveys, repetition, which Simpson describes as one type of 

aesthetic resurgence evident in the work of many Indigenous artists (As We Have 200), 

connotes Maracle’s and Halfe’s resurgent returns to tradition. At the conclusion of Blue 

Marrow, âcimowinis refers to herself as, “A pagan. Again.” (99, punctuation retained for 

clarity). The alliteration, punctuation, and capitalization of the word “Again” (which 

connotes repetition) illustrates Halfe’s resurgent repetition of the Cree past being carried 

into the future. These final lines are also a structural repeat of the opening lines, the 

invocation to Cree women mixed with pieces of a Christian prayer.149 The repetition 

emphasizes that, by the conclusion of the journey, the narrator has returned to her culture 

and spiritual beliefs, and she challenges Christian linguistic and religious constraints by 

revaluing the supposedly derogatory word “pagan.” In “Hedgebrook,” Maracle also uses 

repetition to orally signify her resurgent journey. The meaning and context of the prefix 

“re” in “to re-craft today,/to re-member future” convey the importance of repetition in 

creative acts that envision an alternative future. Like Halfe, Maracle emphasizes the word 

 

Grandmothers and Eternal Grandmothers together are also described as having “glued and laced/wombs” 

(57), as they heal injured bodies through their collective creative resurgent form of labour.   
149 Neuhaus is also interested in the “revised narrative frame” in the second of edition of the text which she 

says, “provides the reader with the poem’s cultural and spiritual as well as interpretive contexts” and 

“demands a high degree of readerly participation” (221).  
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“again” to represent resurgence. The words “I am home again,” which are repeated seven 

times in the poem, signal the cyclical, repetitive nature of her travel. 

The return home of the poets signals resurgence not only through temporal 

reversal, but through their vision of a future home which allows better relationships with 

the land.150 Maracle’s return “home” to a writers’ retreat in Washington invites 

engagement with Kring’s call for “broadening and rethinking what ‘home’ means beyond 

an authentic, fetishized singular place of origin, thinking of ‘home’ as a shifting space of 

kinship and identification” (146). Maracle’s final travel destination to a “retreat” itself 

signals a resurgent return, as the concept of resurgence implies that to move forward, one 

“retreats.” In her travels to Hedgebrook, Maracle remarks that “Cedar bows 

acknowledg[ing] my return.” Thus, Hedgebrook is a place where there is relationality, 

community, and kinship between female, spiritual, and more-than-human kin, rather than 

ownership of the world. Tavleen Purewal sees the location in this vein, noting that, 

although it is not her ancestral home, Maracle “explores how entry into a place in which 

one feels at home can also be an artistic practice of nurturing old and new relations” (57). 

I counter, Maracle may feel “at home,” and hence be returning to this place, not because 

she is entering for the first time and making new connections, but because through her 

return she reconceives of all Turtle Island as Indigenous land and views her return in 

terms of coming back to good relationality with the land. Maracle may also perceive this 

as home because it is the home of cedar, which her own community and other Pacific 

 

150 Maracle’s poem “On Being a Hero” demonstrates her concern with heroism and the hero’s journey in a 

Western versus Indigenous context. Her stated goal in the poem of “turning [the story] inside out/so that I 

am the hero” illustrates her intention to challenge Western heroism, the concept of the journey, and return. 

While in Joseph Campbell’s Westernized description of the hero’s journey, the hero departs on an 

adventure and returns having mastered the spiritual and physical world, Maracle envisions returning to 

relationality with the land. 
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Northwest peoples have been relying on for centuries.151 As such, she may perceive her 

home as with cedars, wherever they live. Moreover, in considering her home within the 

current settler nation of the United States, she defies settler forms of nationalism. As 

Corntassel explains, “Indigenous resurgence means having the courage and imagination 

to envision life beyond the state” (89). The resurgent, relational future she envisions 

extends beyond settler borders.  

Halfe similarly ends the journey with a “return to the Moon glade” (98), a place 

where âcimowinis, and indeed Halfe, is spiritually connected to her Cree ancestry, 

womanhood, and askiy. In this final section, âcimowinis finds Ram Woman in Kootenay 

Plains (96). In Blue Marrow, as in Burning in this Midnight Dream (Halfe’s 2016 

collection), Kootenay Plains is a place of both spiritual and physical return to Halfe’s 

ancestral homeland. In the poem “Kootney Plains” [sic], Halfe establishes this as the 

location where her parents “lived in a tent” and she “rode wild horses” but, most 

importantly, where “the dreams truly began” (Burning 36). This locale is her family’s 

mobile dwelling, where she actively navigated the natural world freely on horseback. It is 

also the place where she was able to have a spiritual and creative experience. Coulthard 

explains that resurgence should involve Indigenous people “reconnect[ing] with their 

lands and land-based practices” including through “the reoccupation of sacred places for 

the purposes of relearning and practicing our ceremonial activities” (171). In the final 

segment of the journey, Halfe returns to Kootenay Plains to reconnect with the land and 

Ram Woman and “travel with her youth, this Night Mistress” (97). The entity who is 

 

151 As Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) states, “No matter what the people [of the Pacific Northwest] 

needed, the cedar was ready to give, from cradleboard to coffin, holding the people” (278). 
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“always in pursuit/of the . . . pregnant moon” (96) represents relationality with the 

environment, as well as between women, whose cycles are understood as in synch with 

the moon. Ram Woman’s relationship to women is further evident in Halfe’s depiction of 

her as “The awakened river/flanked in every woman” (97). She is the living waters 

associated with menstruation, birthing, and okȃwîmȃwaskiy, metaphorically illuminating 

the connection between the movement within women’s bodies and Mother Earth’s 

repetitive flow.  

The location and entity âcimowinis and Halfe encounter in the final section of the 

poem indicate that, as well as being a physical journey, Blue Marrow represents a spirit 

quest concluding in rebirth of the narrator’s spiritual, earth-centred “pagan” female self. 

The communal, relational nature of her quest is emphasized in the final line of the poem, 

“All my relations. ahâw” (99). Ahâw means “all right, okay, that’s it” (103). These 

words, instead of “Amen,” the conclusion of a Christian prayer, underscore the Cree 

values âcimowinis and Halfe are aligned with at this point in time and place. The phrase 

“All my relations” is common in many Indigenous cultures and is often used to finish 

gatherings. In My Conversations with Canadians, Maracle explains that the phrase 

“refers to the earth and all its beings in relationship to us” (113). McAdam also confirms 

that when nêhiyaw elders speak these words, “this reference is not limited to their nation, 

but rather to all nations of the world because it is believed we come from the same flame, 

thus making us relatives” (28-29). In the context of Halfe’s poem, “All my relations” 

represents those who are currently living and the ancestors moving together in a way that 

allows okȃwîmȃwaskiy to move freely as well. Halfe’s and Maracle’s return home thus 

imagines futurity which honours their earth-centred ideologies and traditions. The 
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resurgent movement they convey through their poetic form and content rejects the 

linearity of progress, instead proposing directionality and forms of motion in line with 

their Cree and Stó:lō principles. 
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Conclusion 
 

Settler colonial nations are not only formed through the original travels of 

European settlers to global destinations; they are also reified through policies of 

Indigenous erasure and displacement, and, importantly, privileges of mobility differently 

distributed by the state to white and BIPOC peoples. In their literal and imagined travels 

across Turtle Island and to settler colonial locales including Australia, New Zealand, 

South Africa, and Palestine, poets with different backgrounds connect past colonial 

travels and displacements to present manifestations of colonial heteropatriarchal settler 

mobility. Poetic forms and devices may offer writers the opportunity to leave ambiguous 

whether they are writing about past, present, or future travels. In this way, they may 

challenge temporal as well as state colonial borders to centre solidarities beyond 

nationalities, localized identities, or time periods, and revision what travel—and poetics 

in transit—can be and do. Through imagining and creatively generating forms of travel 

which privilege Indigenous movements and sovereignty, it becomes possible to envision 

new modes of ethical, relational, and (re)conciliatory travel practices. Although there are 

many solidarities through travel that could be studied in future projects—for example, the 

relationships between the Asian diaspora or refugee populations and Indigenous 

peoples—I have focused on Indigenous–Black solidarities because policies, practices, 

and legal systems on Turtle Island continue to particularly disadvantage and displace 

these groups. I believe, in this critical moment, academia must work with Black and 

Indigenous people to challenge their dislocations by the state and envision alternatives. 

One way to do so is by revisiting texts by Black and Indigenous authors that may help us 

to think differently about moving and being on Indigenous lands. 
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Throughout my dissertation, I have emphasized the poet speakers’ and characters’ 

experiences and revisions of movement in relation to their distinct histories. Each writer 

poetically challenges the implications of traditional forms of colonial heteropatriarchal 

travel in relation to their own intersectional position. I have framed the texts in relation to 

the type of travel texts to which they speak. Double Negative, I read, as speaking back to 

masculinist Canadian canonical railway poetry. Philip’s and Brand’s works are 

positioned against the male-authored explorer and colonial narratives to which their 

intertextual elements refer. Blue Marrow offers a Cree woman’s intervention to fur trade 

travel narratives. Talking to the Diaspora speaks to white settlers and the violence they 

impose on Indigenous land through narratives of land ownership and speaks with 

Indigenous, Indian, Black, and Palestinian diasporic people and writers. Each poet 

contradicts the seemingly objective view of Indigenous lands and peoples colonial 

heteropatriarchal travel accounts may provide. They offer interventions to these genres of 

travel writing at the levels of form and content and imagine types of travel which 

variously attend to Indigenous mapping and continued relationships with the lands. 

The positionalities of each of the writers and protagonists influences their 

particular embodied experience of movement. Marlatt and Warland challenge narratives 

of visual sovereignty over land and women, and, instead, centralize their kinetic 

experience as lesbian women on a train. As Black diasporic women, both Philip’s and 

Brand’s protagonists experience confinement within historical and present restrictions 

placed on their bodies. Halfe’s and Maracle’s embodied experience of travel is part of 

their resurgent, relational movement informed by their Indigenous perspectives. Each of 

the writers also critiques and revisions the tropes of at least one mode of colonial 
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transportation, including trains, airplanes, busses, and automobiles, based on their 

positional, embodied experience aboard. Indigenous writers Akiwenzie-Damm, Halfe, 

and Maracle further include forms of traditional Indigenous embodied movement like 

walking, dancing, and canoeing in their poetry, modes of moving which allow for greater 

Indigenous relationality with the land and water.  

By using female protagonists and speakers, each writer conveys a sensual, 

embodied, and affective experience of movement from within a cis-gendered woman’s 

body. The poets elaborate colonial heteropatriarchal constraints placed upon women’s 

bodies in travel based on their specific intersectional positionalities and the limits they 

face within various locales and societies. In response to immobilizing tendencies, poets 

may redefine travel and movement in relation to their bodies. For example, Marlatt and 

Warland, Philip, and Halfe, through their structures and content, emphasize a cyclic form 

of movement in line with women’s experiences of birthing, menstrual cycles, and 

perceived relationships with the earth. As detailed in Chapter One, however, settler 

women poeticizing embodied links with Indigenous lands risks self-Indigenization and 

claiming false ownership of those places. Writers addressed in each chapter also respond 

to heterosexual men’s domination of travel writing prior to the twentieth century. They 

foreground women and their relationships with other women. As is the case with Marlatt 

and Warland’s erotic travel, Philip’s The Traveller’s relationship with Arwhal, Brand’s 

friendship with Cathy, and, in a sense, Halfe’s poetic speaker’s connection with Ram 

Woman, these poetic accounts often depict women’s relationships with women through 

and during travel.  
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I did not begin this process with the topic of relationships in mind; however, in 

carefully attending to the poetics, I realized that each of the writers I chose to study 

variously demonstrated solidarities with the Indigenous people on whose land they 

travelled. As Simpson also explains, who one travels with certainly informs what 

knowledge is gleaned. In her discussion of Nanabush’s second journey with Ma’iingan 

(wolf) as a travel companion, to be discussed in more detail subsequently, she explains 

that Nanabush being asked to go on this second journey “points to the relational nature of 

our knowledge—the journey changes with a companion, the methodology is relational” 

(57). Whom the speakers travel with and whom they interact with on their journeys, 

especially the Indigenous people they encounter, generates different understandings of 

relationalities and futurities. In my dissertation, I have engaged with relationships 

between people, especially Indigenous and diasporic peoples in Chapters Two and Three, 

but, as Simpson’s quotation hints, Indigenous internationalism also involves relationships 

with nonhuman animals. The travel of nonhuman animals has been briefly mentioned in 

each of my chapters—kangaroos in Chapter One, hummingbirds in Chapter Two, and 

salmon in Chapter Three—however, in what follows, I will discuss animal movement in 

relation to Nishnaabeg perspectives in greater detail. 

Coda: Through Air and Water:  

Nation-to-Nation Travel with Nonhuman Animals 

 

In As We Have Always Done, in the chapter quoted above, Simpson reminds her 

readers that “Indigenous internationalism isn’t just between peoples.” Her nation is 

composed of “a series of radiating relationships with plant nations, animal nations, 
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insects, bodies of water, air, soil, and spiritual beings in addition to the Indigenous 

nations with whom we share parts of our territory” (58). In “Nishnaabeg 

Internationalism,” the chapter in which these quotations appear, as I have alluded in the 

above paragraph, Simpson tells stories of “our first intellectual” Nanabush twice walking 

the world and visiting “the different human and nonhuman nations that make up our 

world” (56, 57). She also describes “Our Treaty with the Hoof Nation” (58) wherein the 

Hoof Nation or Clan leaves Nishnaabeg territory because “the Nishnaabeg were no 

longer honoring them” (60). The Hoof Nation agrees to come back only after they have 

worked out a treaty with the Nishnaabeg nation in which the Nishnaabeg will “honor and 

respect the lives and beings of the Hoof Clan, in life and in death” (60).152 These 

examples establish Nishnaabeg and Indigenous relationships with nonhuman animal 

nations through their mutual travel and respect. In this final section, I briefly examine 

how Simpson’s poetics153 uniquely portray nonhuman animal movement from her 

Nishnaabeg perspective.154 In “nogojiwanong,”155 a poetic sequence in Islands of 

 

152 These stories are used to convey “international relations, relationships that are based on consent, 

reciprocity, respect, and empathy” (61). These are the qualities of international relations I have established 

Akiwenzie-Damm practices in her relationships with the Māori people.  
153 I refer to the pieces as “poetics” to acknowledge the genre variance of Simpson’s works which often 

contain Indigenous and Nishnaabeg stories alongside personal narratives and poetic theories. As established 

in my introduction, as the form and content of Indigenous writing is often informed by the authors’ 

connection to their nations, the works are often difficult to define within settler-defined genre categories. 

Like many of Simpson’s other works, these pieces contain a variety of forms that best convey her 

Nishnaabeg decolonial ideas. Islands of Decolonial Love is referred to on its front cover as “Stories & 

Songs,” and, considering the creative work’s form in her praise for the piece quoted in the paratextual 

material, Katherena Vermette says, “Noopiming seems to exist somewhere in the in-between, with all the 

best parts of poetry and story.” 
154 Leanne Simpson is a well-known scholar (with a PhD from the University of Manitoba), activist, 

musician, and creative writer who often writes about land, sovereignty, and gender issues as they pertain to 

her identity as a kwe (woman) of the Nishnaabeg nation. Islands of Decolonial Love was her first collection 

of stories and songs, published in 2015. She has won numerous awards for her work; for example, both 

Noopiming and This Accident of Being Lost (2017) were named among the best books of the year by the 

Globe and Mail in their respective years. 
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Decolonial Love (2015), and “Formation,” Section Nine of Noopiming: The Cure for 

White Ladies (2020), Simpson illustrates Indigenous internationalism with nonhuman 

animals. Through depictions of the communal migrations of salmon and geese, Simpson 

models Indigenous perception of movement-as-ceremony through observation of these 

nonhuman speakers’ sensual, embodied, relational, and repetitive travels and the stories 

they tell of their journeys. 

 Using imaginative forms that contain a mix of poetic stories and songs, third-

person monologues, and humorous one-liners resembling social media posts, Simpson’s 

Islands of Decolonial Love and Noopiming: The Cure for White Ladies give voice to 

Nishnaabeg resistance to ongoing colonialism and resurgence of Nishnaabeg lifeways 

and priorities. The two sections I take up in this coda, “nogojiwanong” and “Formation,” 

are both standalone sequences honouring the perspectives of nonhuman animals: salmon 

and geese, respectively. The poems in these sequences are unlike Western stories of 

nonhuman animals: they are not allegories, fables, or metaphors. In these sequences, 

Simpson rejects a Western anthropocentric position, which Billy-Ray Belcourt (Cree) 

identifies as an “anchor of speciesism, capitalism, and settler colonialism” that 

domesticates animal bodies and views them as only useful for “commodity/food 

production, eroticism, violence, and/or companionship” (4). Instead, Simpson’s poetics 

are in line with her Nishnaabeg worldview. In this perspective, the Deer clan (and, I add, 

other nonhuman animal nations) are understood as possessing “language, thought, and 

spirit—intellect,” an intellect which “is different than the intellect of the Nishnaabeg 

 

155 Simpson identifies “nogojiwanong” as “the mississauga name for peterborough [which] means the place 

at the foot of the rapids” (Dancing 99 n132). 



256 

 

because they live in the world in a different manner than the Nishnaabeg, and they 

therefore generate different meaning” (As We Have 61). In her poetry and theory, 

Simpson refers to nonhuman animal groups as nations and depicts them as 

communicating with each other and their environment not to metaphorize them, but to 

convey their unique way of relating to the world around them and generating meaning 

from that world.  

 Mirroring water’s envelopment of islands, in Islands of Decolonial Love, water 

serves as a framing—or, more accurately, surrounding and embodying—element in the 

collection, as most of the songs and stories contain water in one of its forms. In the 

collection, water is a mode of traditional travel for Indigenous peoples as well as many of 

their nonhuman kin.156 “nogojiwanong” illuminates a settler blockage to this integral 

element. The four-part series of stories and songs focuses on the Trent Severn Waterway, 

a 386-kilometer canal-route and system of locks initiated in the 1830s, built to connect 

Lake Ontario to Georgian Bay. In A Short History of the Blockade: Giant Beavers, 

Diplomacy, and Regeneration in Nishnaabewin, Simpson refers to the route blocked by 

the canals as “the Nishnaabeg 401—a major canoe thoroughfare that had been used for 

centuries to quickly travel between the two big lakes” (19). The sequence addresses the 

harm this system has caused to the complex network of relations embodied in water, 

women, and nonhuman kin.157  

 

156 Gidigaa Migizi (Doug Williams), a Nishnaabeg Elder, explains that Nishnaabeg peoples “are river 

mouth people that lived at nearly every river that flowed into Lake Ontario” (29), and “travelled 

extensively in our homeland,” especially, “all through the Great Lakes” (30). 
157 Simpson characterizes the lock system as an antagonist in Dancing on our Turtle’s Back where she 

describes it as “colonizing the lifeblood of our system of rivers and lakes” and preventing salmon and 

eels—a major source of food, as well as a model for Nishnaabeg movement—from entering Nishnaabeg 

territory (87-88). 
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In the first section of “nogojiwanong,” titled “she is the only doorway into this 

world,” the collaborative voices of female spiritual entities, elders, and clans imitate the 

language used in government legalese and treaties to talk back to colonial institutions. 

They deny the government permission to build their system of “lift locks, canals and 

hydro dams” because the project will damage the ecosystem and the various creatures 

who rely upon the water, including both salmon (maajaamegosag) and geese (114). 

Carceral imagery is used throughout “nogojiwanong” to highlight the system of locks as 

imprisoning Mother Earth, her waters, and creatures. Mother Earth is represented in 

“shackles” in “she is the only doorway into this world” (114), “she asked them for help” 

(118), and “she sang them home” (125). This type of imagery deliberately parallels the 

imprisonment of BIPOC peoples with nonhuman animals and entities. As Belcourt 

explains, settler colonial logics and policies use prisons “to physically remove people of 

color from public spaces that are mediated by logics of white supremacy and white 

privilege” as well as confine and commodify animals within “industrialized, colonized, 

and vacated spaces” (3). As Anishinaabek scholar Deborah McGregor points out, the 

water, too, experiences “displacement, relocation, and alienation” (“Indigenous Women” 

73). As such, Simpson applies imagery of shackles to the water, and the destruction of the 

lock system is pictured as a kind of violent jail break. This is exemplified in “she asked 

why” when the speaker proclaims “yeah, it was me. i blew the fucking lift lock up in 

downtown peterborough” (116). Although it is questionable whether this is imagined or 

literal resistance, some combination of this action and the spiritual intervention enacted in 

“she asked them for help” allows the salmon to return home in “she sang them home,” 

the final song in the group of four. 
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This final piece in the sequence is a first-person/fish account told by a salmon 

returning to the Odenaabe River to spawn after the liftlocks that block the fish’s path 

have been (imaginatively) destroyed. The song ends with the salmon intoning “and there 

is more of us waiting to be born” (126) confirming the migration and lifecycle of the 

salmon will be renewed. The salmon’s journey is a consensual, sensual, embodied 

experience shared with the water through which they move.158 It is, I argue, a birthing 

ceremony, similar to an Indigenous woman’s sensual experience giving birth, but 

different in its focalization of movement. Elsewhere, Simpson repeatedly refers to 

birthing as a ceremony. In “gezhizhwazh,” a story in Islands of Decolonial Love about a 

supernatural female creature who confronts the wiindigo, the reader is told, “when 

gezhizhwazh needed to heal and renew herself, she had learned to mother . . . the birth 

ceremony was renewal in itself” (111).159 As Gezhizhwazh experiences a ceremony with 

her baby, the salmon is revitalized through movement with water. The piece begins,  

bozhoo odenaabe 

shki majaamegos ndizhinaakaz 

it’s been a long time. (124) 

 

The translation following the first two lines of the song tells the reader that this means, 

“hello otonabee, my name is new trout that leaves,” i.e. salmon (126). The salmon’s 

 

158 Though the matrilineal line mentioned in the poem suggests the salmon is gendered female like the 

water, I have chosen the gender-neutral pronoun “they” to label the salmon in accordance with Simpson’s 

later use of this nonbinary word for human and nonhuman animals in Noopiming.  
159 In Dancing on our Turtle’s Back, Simpson also describes her own experience with the ceremony of 

childbirth: “While I am not comfortable being confined to an essentialized version of Native womanhood 

defined by child birth, I am also someone who has been profoundly transformed through giving birth, 

nursing and mothering. I will not apologize for fully participating in those ceremonies and honouring the 

teachings given to me through those ceremonies” (60). While the salmon’s reproductive process is not the 

same as Simpson’s, in “she sang them home,” Simpson illustrates the salmon’s birthing ceremony of 

motion.  
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introduction implies the necessity of consent between the water and salmon—the salmon 

cannot simply enter and form a relationship with the water; they must introduce 

themselves and begin to build trust. In As We Have Always Done, as quoted in relation to 

Akiwenzie-Damm, Simpson explains that “Relationships within Nishnaabewin are based 

upon the consent—the informed (honest) consent—of all beings involved” (161), 

including with the water.  

The salmon forming a consensual relationship with the water they travel through 

as part of their birthing ceremony stands in sharp relief to the lack of consent settlers 

received for building the system of locks. “she is the only doorway into this world” self-

consciously imitates a legal document that informs white settlers, “it is with great regret 

that we are writing on behalf of the michi saagiig anishinaabeg to inform you that you 

will not be permitted to build your lift locks, canals and hydro dams here,” which will 

block the “doorway into this world” for the salmon who use this migratory pathway. 

Each of the seven central stanzas begins with this introduction before asserting a specific 

group of nonhuman and human relations that the system will harm (113-14) The 

salmon’s introduction and continual conversation with the water to assure the element 

that “it’s over now/you can cry now” (126) asserts their relationship in this journey. 

As this quotation demonstrates, both the salmon and water are depicted as having 

agency and feeling—as such the ceremony is emotional, sensory, embodied, and erotic 

for both the salmon and the water. In the opening lines of “she sang them home,” 

Simpson demonstrates the salmon’s tactile and taste experience with the water: 

oowaah 

odenaabe 

 

it’s this way, i can feel 
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my lateral line drawing forward 

 

let me let me let me 

taste you 

 

oowaah that feels good on my gills (124) 

 

The salmon experiences and communes with the Odenabe160 River through taste, touch, 

and sound—that is, the lateral lines which draw them forward. Using lateral lines some 

fish, such as salmon, are aware of sound and proximity, and thus able to stay together in 

schools (“How Do Fish Hear?”). The salmon navigates the waters towards their spawning 

ground via sensual orientation, which signifies the ceremony as one based on feeling. The 

salmon’s relationship with the water is exemplified as spiritual and embodied, an 

experience that the two living beings partake in together.  

 Like the salmon, the water is pictured as being part of a birthing ceremony. In a 

repeated stanza, the water is described as:  

bubbling 

beating 

birthing 

breathing (124) 

 

The translation of the word “Odenabe” is “boils and bubbles and beats like a heart” (126). 

The river is thus a living being with a heartbeat. Importantly, the translation does not 

include the word “birthing.” Simpson integrates this word into the depiction of the water 

to demonstrate that, like the salmon, the water, too, participates in birthing ceremonies. 

The alliteration in the lines is an imitation of the water’s sounds, and the steady rhythm of 

the four trochees resembles the sound of a beating heart. In this way, the water is given a 

 

160 My spelling of this term here reflects Simpson’s spelling in Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back (94).  
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voice and becomes a living being with agency of its own.161 The repetition here, and 

throughout the song, as will be discussed in more detail later, further imitates the cyclic 

life processes of the salmon, water, and Nishnaabeg peoples. By giving the salmon and 

water poetic voices, Simpson suggests a relationship that is subject-to-subject, not 

subject-to-object (or object-to-object, if both the salmon and water are understood as 

commodified products). This is consistent with Anishinaabe understandings of 

relationships with water. McGregor explains, “The ethic of responsibility to water 

reflects the notion that water is understood as a living force which must be protected and 

nurtured; it is not a commodity to be bought and sold . . . water is life itself” (“Traditional 

Knowledge” 501). When settlers imposed the liftlock system onto the river, they treated 

water as a commodity to be managed, regulated, and controlled. Simpson, instead, shows 

that water is alive—it is bubbling, beating, birthing, and breathing. She is not 

personifying the water; the water is literally a living and feeling being according to the 

Anishinaabe worldview. Simpson addresses the urgent need for a new water ethics which 

recognizes the water’s vitality and vulnerability and strives to protect connected 

ecosystems. 

 In Anishinaabe epistemology, water protection is also understood as Anishinaabe 

kwe (women’s) responsibility. This is why, in a collection which mostly avoids gender 

pronouns,162 each piece in “nogojiwanong” begins with the pronoun “she” to signify 

 

161 In Simpson’s oral/song version of “she sang them home,” Simpson’s voice conveys the viewpoint of the 

salmon and intertwines with cellist Cris Derksen’s, music, which represents the water. Their combined 

melody creates a conversation between the salmon and water in which both entities are given voice and 

agency.  
162 Simpson states in an interview that when she was writing Islands of Decolonial Love, “I was thinking, 

what if gender isn’t a binary? What does your world look like, because that is the world of 

Anishinaabemowin which is the world of my ancestors” (“Oceans of Love”). 
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female spirits, water protectors, Mother Earth, and the water itself. As Wahsayzee 

Deleary explains in an article for The Western Gazette titled “Restoring and promoting 

the health of the Deshkan Ziibi” (2018), in relation to the body of water in the London 

region where I live and work, “As an Anishinaabe woman, it is my responsibility to 

create and take care of life. Without water, there would be no life. That is my relationship 

to the water” (qtd. in Mann).163 Consistent with this belief, the signatories on the 

imagined treaty in “she is the only doorway into this world” are all women. They include 

wenona (“the first breast feeder”) and nokomis (“grandmother”) (115). It is women and 

girls who act to protect the water in the following two pieces “she asked why” and “she 

asked them for help,” both through physical action and through ceremony involving 

prayers, songs, and offerings.  

 Kwe’s particular relationship to the water and earth is in part connected to the 

water involved in women’s birthing and mothering ceremonies. In Dancing on our 

Turtle’s Back, Simpson explains how she has helped “prepar[e] our young girls as they 

came into womanhood.” As part of this role, she explains, 

We need to pass on the teachings of the sacredness of the water that sustains us, 

the air that we breathe, and the fire within us, so that our next generation of 

women have an understanding of what is happening to them during this powerful 

transition. Through these teachings they will then come to understand the Earth as 

their Mother. Through these teachings, they will then come to understand the 

Earth as themselves. (36) 

 

Through their own ceremonial practices, kwe grows to understand their connection to 

earth and water. Blocking the water with the lift locks, canals, and hydrodams is linked to 

 

163 The relationship of kwe with the water is confirmed by other Anishinaabe women activists including 

Vanessa Gray who describes Anishinaabe kwe as “keepers of the water” (Women’s Earth Alliance and 

Native Youth Sexual Health Network 19). 
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blocking the birth ceremony and the life-cycle of creatures as “the clean water in our 

wombs and breasts is the same clean water in the rivers and lakes” (Simpson, Islands 

114). Women and Mother Earth are demonstrated as having an intimate relationship with 

water in the birthing ceremony, which allows for the continuation of the species. While 

kwe’s amniotic fluid, breastmilk, and other bodily processes associated with the birthing 

and mothering ceremony are likened to the water, it is important to also remember that 

the birthing ceremony in “she sang them home” is not limited to a colonial version of 

women. 

 The version of kwe Simpson identifies is not associated with the Western binary 

system. As she states, “Kwe cannot be exploited. There is a fluidity to my use of the term 

kwe that gestures to the gender variance within Nishnaabewin. Kwe does not conform to 

the rigidity of the colonial gender binary, nor is kwe essentialized” (As We Have 29). In 

Simpson’s formulation, Indigenous women are not defined by binaries or their bodies, 

but within a broad and fluid category. The water and salmon are also not simply 

anthropomorphized or gendered in a Western sense: the language gestures toward more-

than-human sensuality and eroticism. Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm insists that “[t]he erotic 

must be reclaimed, expressed and celebrated as an aspect of our humanity” (“Without 

Reservation” 101). Akiwenzie-Damm, however, understands the erotic as involving the 

land: “In Indigenous societies like the Anishnaabe, the earth and all who dwell within it 

contain a ‘manitou,’ a vibrant energy that is creative and procreative, and thus sexual” 

(98). Simpson, similarly, reflects on the salmon’s erotic ceremony with the water. Her 

definition of kwe and their relationship with water moves beyond sex and gender to 

imagine an intimate reciprocity between the creative and the procreative capacities that 
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exceeds simple biological determinism. The sensuality Simpson ascribes to the salmon 

and water tempts the reader to experience a kind of “eco-erotics,” a concept Joanne 

Barker explains as the potential to be “aroused by anything [in the] more-than-human 

natural world” (“Decolonizing the Mind” 213). To exemplify how she experiences eco-

erotics, Barker says, “Swimming is the best thing in the world. It takes me to other 

worlds. Sex is not the only way to experience pleasure” (215).  Simpson’s repeated 

alliterative refrain spoken by the salmon “oowaah/odenaabe” emphasizes the salmon’s 

pleasurable, intimate ceremony with the water as being erotic in the way Barker, too, 

feels the water. The salmon and water are poeticized by Simpson as embodied beings 

who together experience an erotic and sensual birthing ceremony—a mode of movement 

which honours and respects the natural environment and models nonhuman intimacies to 

attest the importance of creating respectful relationships with other creatures and the 

earth. 

 By the time she published Noopiming in 2020, Simpson was even more intent on 

portraying a nonbinary worldview. Part of the way she does so is through her use of non-

gendered pronouns. Almost exclusively, Simpson uses the non-gendered pronoun “they” 

to divulge the perspective of each character, including the geese who appear in 

“Formation.” In Noopiming, she takes up many of the same themes she addresses in 

Islands of Decolonial Love—including water, travel, and ceremony—with different 

emphases. The collection begins with one line on a page, “Once you move through cold, 

there is pacific” (3), and the following two pages both contain the same introductory 

phrase “Once you move through” with a different state of solidification attached: “placid” 

and “a condition of expanse” (4, 5). These words condition the reader to interpret the 
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collection in terms of movement, including the movement between liquid and solid 

forms.164 The first-person narrator is then introduced as Mashkawaji, a name meaning 

“lies frozen in the ice” (7). As they are frozen, the narrator relies on seven figures to 

interpret the world for them, Akiwenzii (old man), Ninaatig (maple tree), Mindimooyenh 

(old woman), Sabe (giant), Adik (caribou), Asin (human), and Lucy (human).165 

The stories feature the various characters’ travels, ceremonies, and visitations to 

each other as part of their relationships with each other and their worlds more broadly, 

much like, as discussed in Chapter Three, is practiced through Indigenous dance. While 

the perspective and travels of each character is fascinating, here, I focus on the 

community of geese who appear throughout the collection but are given voice in 

“Formation.” I analyze their travel as movement-as-ceremony in relation to the motif of 

ceremony in the collection. Through analyzing the geese’s stories of travel in line with 

the other figures’ ceremonial practices, I argue, that the geese’s migration uniquely 

depicts movement-as-ceremony because of their focus and communal approach to their 

travel. I then explain how, through their form of observation, Asin, who is identified as 

the narrator’s “eyes and ears” (28), gains greater understanding of these elements of 

ceremony.  

 

164 “Solidification” traces movement and possibilities even in what appears to be solid and immobile (ice 

and the colonial condition). As the narrator states, “there is freedom enmeshed within that state” (19), 

including the freedom to perceive and experience through relationality and empathy—the perceptions of 

the seven protagonists.  
165 These words are translated here as they appear on the back cover of Noopiming. In Islands of Decolonial 

Love, however, “Sabe” is translated as “bigfoot” (76), and the Ojibwe People’s Dictionary translates 

“Asin” as “stone” or “rock,” an animate being in Anishinaabemowin culture. Asin’s physical form is left 

ambiguous in the text. For example, when “Biidaaban [originally Lucy] closes the space between Asin’s 

body and theirs” this intimacy is illustrated as “Biidaaban’s brown warmth holding the ancient rock” (276). 

It is possible to read Asin as a transformational figure, able to move between forms to empathize with 

various beings as the narrator, too, changes form and becomes ice.  
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 Like many of the characters in Noopiming, the geese identify their practice as 

ceremony. The reader is told that one of the elders of the geese nation, Mandaminaakoog, 

“resented the circle” with the residents, the geese who do not migrate, because “This is 

supposed to be a ceremony. This is supposed to be a celebration” (244). On the following 

page, the reader is told “Mandaminaakoog knows that their resentment was not helpful. 

They know that unity is more important . . . [Yet, staying] is the antithesis of their 

collective existence” (245). This community in migration is in part what makes their 

movement a form of ceremony. The title of the section, “formation,” connotes their 

ceremonial migration as communal practice. Mandaminaakoog “[sees] formation as 

formation. As a singular organism propelling itself to someplace else whose 

magnificence is bigger that the sum of its parts” (231). The movement of each goose 

comes together to create a greater whole that has more significance because it is 

undertaken together.  

Each individual member also has a specific role to play in formation, just as 

Nishnaabeg individuals have a particular part in other ceremonial practices. 

“Mandaminaakoog’s responsibility is to observe the function of the system as a whole, to 

take note of inconsistencies and weaknesses” (231), and Shkaabewis, a more junior 

member of the flock, who is with this family rather than their biological one, is 

positioned “on the left side, facing south, second from the back” (237). Though this is 

“considered one of the easier spots,” there is a “challenge” in the “monotony” (237). 

Their different positions in the formation are likely related to their respective ages—

Mandaminaakoog is the oldest in the formation (241) and Shkaabewis is newer to the 

community. Each, though, has an integral role in the collective formation.  
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These different roles are paralleled with Akiwenzii’s role compared to that of 

Asin and Lucy in other ceremonies in the collection. “Akiwenzii is trying to teach Lucy 

and Asin how to do ceremony,” the narrator informs. When Akiwenzii runs sweats, each 

person involved has a specific role, but these roles shift as Akiwenzii ages: 

Akiwenzii used to run the sweats and that’s the way Lucy liked it. All they had to 

do was show up and firekeep. This was the routine for several years, until Asin 

started showing up and firekeeping too and soon there were too many firekeepers 

and not enough bodies on the inside of the lodge. Akiwenzii took care of that. 

They told Lucy to come in and sit in the northern doorway. (75) 

 

In their group, Akiwenzii, as an elder in the community, has a role of overseer and, while 

they are able, ensuring everything runs smoothly, much like Mandaminaakoog. One 

member must firekeep, and this role is given to Lucy, then Asin. It is important to note, 

that though Lucy is identified as “they,” their name may gender them as female. In As We 

Have Always Done, Simpson states that firekeeping is sometimes a man’s role in 

Indigenous nations (120). However, her daughter participated in this role when she was 

“questioning her gender and how to express it in a truthful way” (119). Regarding rigid 

protocols around gender in ceremonies, Simpson also states, “I mostly work with elders 

who believe that consent, respect for individual self-determination, diversity and 

noninterference—basic Nishnaabeg values—are more important than rigid protocols” 

(139). Lucy may be performing a role that would not normally be ascribed to a female, 

identifying the ceremony as perhaps demonstrating “respect for individual self-

determination” of roles and genders.  

This approach to ceremony is important in relation to “Formation,” a sequence in 

which genders are not ascribed; each goose has an important role that is not related to 

their gender. Their roles are also unrelated to their sexual orientations. This is made clear 
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when Asin reads a book that suggests that same-sex and triad bonded groups are normal 

for geese (116). The geese not deeming it necessary to identify each other or themselves 

according to sexual orientation, sex, or gender is part of their movement-as-ceremony; 

they recognize each goose’s importance to the ceremony regardless of their self-

identification. The form of Noopiming also demonstrates the theme of each individual 

having an important role to play in the collective. In Noopiming, each of the seven 

characters represents a part of the narrator’s perception, and each is described 

individually, but more often in relation to each other during their visits. 

 Regardless of their positionality or position in the formation, each goose must 

display focus—another important aspect of their movement-as-ceremony. This type of 

concentration is displayed in Mandaminaakoog’s training of the younger geese: 

Mandaminaakoog needs to work with each individual on their own to teach them 

how to focus in and block out distraction, static and noise. They do this in the 

down times when the group isn’t travelling, but it is a long road. It is a skill that 

requires enormous amounts of quiet practice, because the brain is literally 

rewriting and regrowing the synaptic pathways to make the focus happen—which 

is an elegant feat in and of itself. (233) 

 

Here, as elsewhere in the text, this type of practice is discussed in terms of travel: 

learning as roads and pathways. This passage repeats elements of Mindimooyenh’s 

theory and learning on ceremony: “Mindimooyenh has always known that the brain is a 

relational organ, that it is constantly building and rebuilding networked pathways, 

constantly removing or reconnecting synaptic pathways” (105). For them, “this is the 

function of ceremony. Ceremony strengthens the prefrontal cortex . . . It is exercise. The 

repetitive meditative nature. The long hours. Continually bringing wandering distracted 
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minds back into the presence strengthens the prefrontal cortex” (105).166 Travel for the 

geese, like ceremony for Mindimooyenh, is a repeated, focused practice. It trains the 

mind—and, for the geese, the body—to move differently. New pathways are made 

possible in the mind, communities, and the world through ceremony. The movement-as-

ceremony of the geese is an embodied, relational, and focused travel that privileges 

diversity. 

 Asin’s observation of the geese may be read as its own kind of ceremony, one 

they perhaps learn from the geese. Directly following the paragraph in which Akiwenzii 

attempts to teach Lucy and Asin about ceremonial practices but has found they have to 

compromise and adapt to Lucy and Asin’s lifestyles, it is revealed that “Asin spends as 

much time as possible in Tommy Thompson Park” observing the birds that congregate 

there (73). Asin applies a similar kind of focus to observing the birds as the birds do to 

their flight. Asin’s observation is deliberately differentiated from that of scopophilic 

settlers or tourists. As stated in Chapter One, for Garneau, settler scopophilia is the 

colonial “drive to look, but also an urge to penetrate, to traverse, to know, to translate, to 

own and exploit” Indigenous knowledges (23). Asin does not seek to capture or capitalize 

on the birds’ knowledge.  

Asin is watching for bird ethics. They are watching for how birds interact and 

communicate with each other. They are watching for how bird communities 

understand consent, care, self-determination, sovereignty. They are watching for 

queerness. . . . [T]hey don’t watch with their eyes and their brain, they watch with 

their heart and their muscles (112) 

 

166 In this section, Mindimooyenh is likely doing research into Michael Yellowbird’s theory from his 2015 

lecture “Decolonizing the Mind: Healing through Neurodecolonization and Mindfulness.” Simpson 

includes a footnote to this lecture on page 253 of As We Have Always Done (n11).  
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Asin watches the birds to learn from their practices. Asin using their heart and muscles to 

watch suggests that Asin is particularly interested in how the birds convey their ethics 

through their movement, and Asin wants to be able to embody this movement-as-

ceremony as well.  

Asin’s observation is also sharply differentiated from tourists and colonial 

birdwatchers. The geese, too, watch Asin and notice their practices: “The geese certainly 

know Asin is there and they are somewhat interested in this one, this one with a notebook 

but no camera. This one that spends hours just watching” (236). Asin does not seek 

photographic mementoes or conquest, but relational knowledge. “Formation” as a whole 

mocks tourism through the geese’s rejection of tourists: “By lecture four, 

Mashkodiisiminag has weeded most of the tourists out, or rather, the tourists have 

weeded themselves out, having properly assessed this mission as not the end-of-

adolescence backpacking trip to Europe they were looking for” (255). Tourism and 

touristic vision are demonstrated as more in line with Garneau’s scopophilia, based on 

exploitation rather than forming positive community relations. Asin’s observation, unlike 

that of tourists, is based on their desire to understand the geese nation’s community and 

movement. Through observing the geese, Asin learns to participate in their ceremony by 

providing them gifts for the privilege of what Asin has learned through observation. 

“Formation” ends with Asin and Biidaaban collecting wild rice (minomiin) from a nearby 

shore to lay on the ground in Tommy Thompson Park for the geese to eat (270-276). In 

the last section of Noopiming, “Degentrification,” during the final gathering of the 

characters, again, “Asin showed up with half a cup of minomiin that tasted like the lake” 

(343). The practices they have learned through their observation of the geese are 
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extended to their wider community. Through observation of the geese’s focused, 

community-oriented movement-as-ceremony, Asin too participates in their own non-

scopophilic ceremony and relationship with their human and nonhuman community.  

 Asin’s repetition of giftgiving is concurrent with the formal repetition in both 

Noopiming and Islands of Decolonial Love. In “she sang them home,” the alliteration and 

repetition of the “bubbling/beating/birthing/breathing” stanza as well as the repetition of 

the names of the bodies of water in reverse order mimic the repetitive, cyclic journey of 

the salmon. In Noopiming, the repetition of the sentence “The geese fly overhead in the 

sheer grace of a carefully angled formation designed to take them elsewhere” (34, 349) 

conveys the beauty of their communal motion, which is repeated each year and by each 

goose, via the formal repetition of this refrain. The continuous, ritualized migration in 

which they participate is, in part, why I categorize their travel as movement-as-ceremony.  

The nonhuman animal characters from both collections further acknowledge the 

repetition of stories on their journeys. “Formation” includes seven stories told by 

Kosimaanan, one of the elders in the flock, which are “sneak lectures so the youth of the 

flock thought it was entertainment, not education” (260). The stories, repeated yearly and 

seasonally, convey important information to the flock. For example, “Story Two: On 

Why We Don’t Take Tourists With Us” (all caps removed), tells how “Nanabush begged 

and begged to come . . . until they drove us goddamn crazy nuts and it was easier to just 

carry them all the way to Florida in formation than listen to one more second of 

begging.” Nanabush broke the rules during flight, so, “We were compassionate and then 

we weren’t and we dropped them and that was that. No more tourists” (262). The story 
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conveys why the flock cannot take with them others who travel for leisure, rather than 

ceremony. 

The story being a traditional story about Nanabush further demonstrates that the 

geese’s journey is a sacred repeated journey. In As We Have Always Done in her 

discussion of Nanabush’s two journeys around the globe, Simpson comments, “I see 

Nanabush’s journey being repeated over and over again as Nishnaabeg women engage in 

epic water walks around the Great Lakes, and as young Nishnaabeg walk great distances 

as a form of protest” (58). Moreover, Simpson emphasizes that stories do not represent 

single iterations of an event in “Land as Pedagogy.” Here, she tells the story of 

“Binoojinh and their lovely discovery” of maple syrup (149). Simpson says,  

It is critical to avoid the assumption that this story takes place in precolonial times 

because Nishnaabeg conceptualizations of time and space present an ongoing 

intervention to linear thinking. This story happens in various incarnations all over 

our territory every year in March when the Nishnaabeg return to the sugar bush. 

(As We Have 152) 

 

Stories like the ones told by the Nishnaabeg and the geese do not simply recount past 

events but confirm a repeated practice that disrupts Western conceptualizations of the 

purpose of stories and the differentiation between past, present, and future. The stories 

are repeated by the geese each year both through their literal tellings and the geese’s 

ceremonial journeys of migration.  

 The practice of telling stories further depicts another important element of 

mobility yet to be emphasized in my dissertation—the mobility of stories and language. 

Kosimaanan tells stories when the residents and the migrants are together, and notes, “the 

residents had their own history to tell. The practice of staying was also difficult” (260). 

Although “Formation” does not convey the residents’ stories, Kosimaanan notes that both 
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communities have stories, and the stories move between the groups. The mobility of 

stories is also emphasized in “Story Five: A Short History of the Indians of Canada” (all 

caps removed), which only says, “Mashkodiisiminag begins by saying that they learned 

this story from Thomas King and that it is not their story by any means” (265). This 

statement is perhaps a gentle dig at Thomas King’s use of stories that are not from his 

own culture, for example, his use of the Haudenosaunee creation story.167 Simpson also 

signals that stories travel amongst communities—sometimes through respectful modes of 

diplomacy and sometimes through appropriation and displacement. By not including the 

story itself, Simpson may be cautioning against appropriation and telling Indigenous 

stories that are not from one’s own nation or community.  

Here, and elsewhere in Noopiming, she may also point towards the easy travel of 

problematic information propagated through social media. In one of her more 

metaphorical moments in “Formation,” Mashkodiisiminag notes that the younger ones 

“are used to typing and posting every thought with few consequences and so 

Mashkodiisiminag is lecturing on thinking it through. . . . Think of everything that could 

possibly happen if you say ‘I hate the smell of Bezhig’s ass feathers’ out loud” (252). 

Through this humorous example, Simpson reminds that while defamatory and hurtful 

information may spread and move faster through online networks, people, like geese, 

need to be careful of the implications of stories and sayings they move through “shares” 

and attention. Rather than stating this directly, Simpson uses metaphor, humour, and 

story—devices that are often used to produce sharable social media content—to make her 

 

167 For example, Thomas King uses this story in The Truth about Stories and The Back of the Turtle. 
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suggestion more transmittable and mobile between communities and generations who 

share an appreciation for this humour. 

 In “she sang them home,” Simpson also shows how stories move between 

generations, conveying important information about travel practices. The knowledge of 

the migratory journey is passed through a matrilineal line. The salmon expresses, “my 

kobade [link, great grandmothers, great grandchildren] told her daughter about that 

feeling . . . my doodoom [name for a mother used by children] told me” (124). Despite 

being blocked from their pathway during their lifetime, the salmon knows where and how 

to travel because the information is passed down via story. Although the specific stories 

are not shared, they convey not only the route, but affective and sensory information, and, 

the salmon finds, “it was better than they said./i’ve never felt like this” (124, italics 

mine). Like that of the geese, the journey is cyclical and repeated, but includes new 

experiences which produce new stories.  

As the use of the terms “kobade” and “doodoom” demonstrate, much of “she sang 

them home” is in Nishnaabemowin. As established in my introduction and throughout my 

dissertation, Indigenous languages are integral to conveying Indigenous relationships to 

lands. In my introduction, I included a quotation in which Simpson states, “The river that 

runs through the city I live in is called the Otonabee” a word that is the “anglicized 

version of Odenabe” (Dancing 93-94). In Dancing on our Turtle’s Back, Simpson reflects 

on the multiple meanings the word holds for her. She states that the prefix of Odenabe 

means “heart” and comes from the word “ode,” which is also connected to other words 

and concepts in the Nishnaabemowin language, including “Odaenauh [which] refers to 

nation, which lead[s] me to think of our nation as an interconnected web of hearts” (94). 
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The word itself conveys a great deal for Simpson including, “oodena” which “means city 

in our language, and one interpretation of the conceptual meaning of that word is ‘the 

place where the hearts gather’” and “our word for truth, (o)debwewin, [which] literally 

means ‘the sound of the heart’” (94). Through the use of this word and its spelling in “she 

sang them home,” Simpson conveys an interconnected ceremonial travel through and 

with this body of water via the language. Her use of Nishnaabemowin in this poem and 

elsewhere demonstrates that, as it can within stories, knowledge and cultural information 

can travel through the language—Indigenous languages, in fact, are one of its vital routes. 

The language, stories, and poetics may be the path which leads to the “elsewhere” to 

which the geese point via their “carefully angled formation” (Noopiming 349), their 

decolonial reality in the air.  

As is the case in many of the pieces discussed throughout this dissertation, the 

poetics in transit Simpson creates offer “flight paths out of settler colonial realities” 

(Simpson, As We Have 217) inspired by alternative forms of mobility. The poetics of 

Simpson, Maracle, Halfe, Akiwenzie-Damm, and Dumont challenge white settler 

ownership of Indigenous homelands and illustrate compassionate movement over the 

land in ways that foreground relationality with human and more-than-human nations, as 

well as the earth itself. These ethical relationships formed through travel are articulated 

through Indigenous languages and orality, poetic structures and typographical elements, 

and depictions of Indigenous forms of movement, such as dancing. The styles, poetic 

devices, and forms used by white settler and diasporic poets may also illustrate possible 

relationships with Indigenous communities on whose lands the narrators travel, as well as 

opportunities to rethink how settler colonial mobility continues to replicate white 
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supremacy in Canada and abroad. While certain forms of travel continue to undermine 

Indigenous sovereignty and diasporic mobility, as I have conveyed throughout my 

project, travel and movement may also embody a path towards a decolonial reality that 

prioritizes relationships with people and the lands on which we live and move.  
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