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These dances also challenge the warrior image. The ubiquitous image of
the masked Mohawk warrior obscured the leadership that Kanehsatake women
gave in the Oka struggle since it was in fact the clan mothers, not warriors, who
decided it was time to stand their ground as their land was threatened, at Oka,
Quebec in 1990. As tanks and tear gas and other weapons of intimidation
surrounded them, these women led the Mohawk presence on the front lines,
because the rifles aimed at them made them “more mad than afraid” (Obomsawin,
Kanehsatake). Ellen Gabriel, one of the clan mothers, explains that in the Mohawk
language “warrior” signifies “one who bears the burden of peace” (Welsh). While
the image of the warrior at Oka is framed to denote leadership in the throes of a
constant power struggle where one seeks to lord it over another, the figure of the
matriarch (i.e. the Matriarchal Aunts in [t Starts) suggests a desire for peace based
on justice, a peace within which a people have the opportunity to flourish.

By creating various “Matriarchs” (i.e. Niro’s photographic series
“Mohawks in Beehives”) Niro counters the hollowness of spectacular images with
one that suggests that the distance between the domestic and the public is
minimal. Niro’s portrayal of domesticity shows a welcome alternative to the
woman in the 1950s kitchen: that precursor of a continuing view that this sphere is
always and only confining. In a photograph whose title plays on anthropological
language “The Iroquois is a Highly Developed Matriarchal Society,” for example,
Niro features her mother under a hairdryer in her sister’s kitchen. This title, she

notes, “sounds so serious, and I sometimes think some people start believing these
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things they hear and...that they have to be so stiff. It is a matriarchal society, but
you can loosen it up a bit too. And it comes from your mum” (qtd. in Ryan 66).
Niro imagines a Mohawk nationhood guarded by women who make their
protective role flexible rather than aggressive or fixed. In contrast to the
individualistic materialism with the patronizing undertones that framed home and
domesticity as keeping women “in their place,” a place of no consequence, the
people of the longhouse look to women and to their role in child rearing as a
foundational one that has consequences for the entire community. The women
choose who will stand in male leadership positions, since, according to
Haudenosaunee logic they have access to these children from the time they are
born so that as they watch over them as they grow, they have ample opportunity to
notice the potential for leadership in a particular child.

Although Haudenosaunee nationhood is signified by specifically iconic
belongings such as the moccasins and the beadwork headdress that are exquisitely
crafted in an early movement of Suite: INDIAN, Shelley Niro stretches the notion
of this nationhood in the following segment “Mars Thunderchild Gets a Calling.”
While Mars Thunderchild sleeps, the camera moves around her room to reveal a
setting dominated by images from pop culture so that Thunderchild’s photo of
Sitting Bull beside the moccasins and headdress seems to have the status of
memorabilia. Niro recodes these objects not in terms of nostalgic imitation but in
terms of Sitting Bull’s challenge to Thunderchild that her vision is blurring. Niro

replays Sitting Bull, one of the most widely known historical figures (along with,
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for instance, Geronimo) in pop culture, so that Sitting Bull, a Lakota, becomes
Niro’s choice over less widely known Haudenosaunee leaders such as Levi
General (Deskaheh), who went to the League of Nations in 1923 to appeal for Six
Nations recognition as an independent nation. In choosing a pop culture figure of
Native authenticity/leadership/ resistance, Niro animates this “framed trophy” into
a living, vital figure who comes calling first over the telephone, then as he knocks
at her door. He meets her playful reference to him as “S.B.” or “Mr. Bull” by
challenging her to return to the values of Haudenosaunee culture, as a vital
alternative within a contemporary context. In this segment of Suite: INDIAN Niro
asks what its foundational story has to offer to those who experience the many

estrangements pervasive in consumer culture.

Founding Stories and The Shape of Haudenoséﬁnee Belonging

The founding story of the Iroquois Confederacy is a part of the cultural fire
that gathers Haudenosaunee people, a story that Shelley Niro retraces and
strengthens through much of her work. %2 In the opening scenes of both Ir Starts
With a Whisper and Suite: INDIAN she catches the movement and sound of fire
and these images evoke the reality of the Haudenosaunee fire that has literally

been kept burning in Ontario since 1784 when the Six Nations first came to live

62 Kissed by Lightning, which premiered at the November 2009 ImagiNative Film Festival in
Toronto, takes up the theme of condolence as it weaves the story of Hiawatha’s healing and the
peace that is slowly forged between the Five Nations through a contemporary story of
desolation, mourning and regeneration.
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along the Grand River in a nation-to-nation relationship with the British. A
shadow cast by interior fire on the hide wall of a lodge in Suite: INDIAN’s
opening scene sets the context for the story of the consolation that shaped the
founding of the Six Nations. The Peacemaker comforts Hiawatha after finding him
in self-imposed exile, mourning the death of his two daughters. As he wipes away
Hiawatha’s tears and touches Hiawatha’s wampum (beads) to his forehead a
voice-over explains that “Haudenosaunee life began in the need for creativity.”
Niro makes a vital connection between consolation and the creativity that opens
up options for peace making in the face of pain, hatred and bitterness. In this
opening scene Niro recalls the Peacemaker’s “offer to pull from the older man the
grief which had frozen his thinking and plunged him into despair” so that through
carefully listening to and addressing Hiawatha’s grief, eventually the Peacemaker
“brings Hiawatha...to a place of hope” (Mohawk xviii).%

Taiaiake Alfred® understands the primary importance of this condolence
for establishing good governance because when people are in pain “they can’t see
properly; they can’t hear; and they don’t speak the truth. Something serious has
happened to them, and the challenge for the strong-minded, the peace-makers, is

to....give them something that will make them capable of seeing, hearing, and

% This encounter “provides the model for the condolence practices in the installation of leaders
and provides some of the process by which peace treaties were to be conducted in this part of
the world for a long time” (Mohawk xviii). In Peace, Power and Righteousness, Taiaiake
Alfred shows how this founding relationship remains vital to Haudenosaunee governance and
how the practice of the condolence ceremony is a gift that the Confederacy is able to offer other
cultures whose political models do not take reconciliation into account.
% Professor Alfred is Mohawk from Kahnawake and founding Director of the University of
Victoria’s School of Indigenous Governance. Kanien’kehaka [gun-ya-geh-haw-ga] or
“Mohawk” literally means “people of the flint” (Alfred, Wasdse 287).
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speaking their way back to peace” (Alfred, Peace 18). Consolation and creativity
are closely linked both domestically and in the public square. Through the
condolence that the Peacemaker brings a way is opened for peace not only within
Hiawatha but also between enemies, if Hiawatha “can set aside [the] hatred and
revenge” that fill him after those two killings (Alfred, Peace 129). Niro’s films
introduce and revisit this vital part of the larger story of the Six Nations: how
Hiawatha and the Peacemaker work to help five® warring First Nations slowly
form a strong alliance, one which becomes the “oldest continuously running
democratic government in the world” (Coleman, “Imposing”).66 The constant
action of peace-making that grounds this particular democracy provides a dynamic
legacy to contemporary generations of Haudenosaunee who need sustenance in the
continuing struggle to complicate the assimilating actions of the Canadian state.
This founding story testifies to the inner strength that was forged in the resolve of
the five nations to work together towards unity: the desire to solve problems
through diplomacy, good words, good-mindedness (Monture). As Niro’s work
repeatedly engages these aspects of the Confederacy’s founding story it increases
the symbolic power of the Haudenosaunee hearth fire, a place that gathers and

strengthens the people as it burns beyond other stories that dominate.

55 The Tuscaroras joined the original The Five Nations—Onondaga, Mohawks, Oneidas,
Cayugas, and Senecas—to make up the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy.
% 1In recalling the Peacemaker’s role as he attends Hiawatha in his grief and despair, bringing
him “eventually to a place of hope,” the Peacemaker “defined righteousness as the result of the
best thinking of collective minds operating from principles which assume that a sane world
requires that we provide a safe environment for our children seven generations into the future”
(Wallace xx).
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Conclusion: Approaching the Domain of the Threshold
In the context of this dissertation’s focus on the relationship between

stories and home-making away from home, the above discussion traces how
belonging is enacted in stories that function as a cultural and personal hearth fire.
As these stories work both within oppressive boundaries and at their edges,
belonging is manifested through relationships within which characters can begin
to trust themselves and others, trust that they are in a safe place, trust the
unfolding and thriving that is encouraged here through ancestors or elders. Each
text suggests that for its young characters keeping the hearth fire alive is an
ongoing process. Laurence’s Diviners ends with Morag’s and Jules’s daughter
Pique leaving Morag’s home to continue the rememory work that her wandering
father Jules had begun. Lisamarie, in the final scene of Monkey Beach, struggles
to stay afloat by recalling the strength, safety and trust that was generated through
her relationship with Ma-ma-oo and Uncle Mick. And in recognition of her work
of providing a window into Haudenosaunee culture, Mohawk film maker Shelley
Niro is named among those who “stir the cultural fire.” The domain of the
threshold, which the next chapter will explore (although not in architectural
terms), depends on this rebuilding of hearth fires where scattered people can
gather, and where trust can be regained.

The dialogue so important to belonging in the domain of the hearth fire is
also essential to the exchanges that characterize the domain of the threshold, an

exchange that inevitably is shaped by how each community interprets the
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differences between them. One of the functions of this domain is to get beyond the
dominant voice of an empire which denies “the existence outside [itself] of
another .... [whose] monologue is finalized and deaf to the other’s response, does
not expect it and does not acknowledge in it any decisive force” (Bakhtin
Problems Dostoevsky 292-293). The domain of the threshold is shaped by the
desire for open-endedness that marks true dialogue, and this chapter’s discussion
will conclude by tracing this desire in Shelley Niro’s segment “Home,” as well as
in Margaret Laurence’s portrayal of the “nuisance grounds” on the edge of the
town of Manawaka.

In “Home” (a segment of Suite: INDIAN), Niro follows a homeless
young Haudenosaunee woman for a day in Brantford and highlights the tension of
“the painful paradox of living in a town named after a Mohawk [Joseph Brant]
where contemporary Haudenosaunee ‘feel that they are the intruders and quietly
exist, never really claiming the identity that made it possible for others to share the
space’” (Niro qtd in Higginson 179). The main character’s Chicago Black Hawks
hockey shirt itself signals the history of symbolic appropriations as this hockey
team takes the name of the Black Hawk peoples who were driven from the area
now known as Illinois, in the three short years (1845-1848) that the American
state doubled its territory by claiming First Nations’ land as its own. This
dominant story pervades Niro’s “Home” as she sets most of the scenes in central
park of Brantford, where the main character and her friends sleep in the shadow of

a monumental statue of Joseph Brant; this monumentalism is ironic since, even
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during Brant’s lifetime, he protested that the lands promised to the Six Nations by
the British were being whittled away.®’

Niro nevertheless creates an architecture of belonging in the park’s open
space. Recalling the central role of the fire-keeper at the cultural heart of the
Iroquois Confederacy, the Haudenosaunee woman returns to her companions in the
park carrying a flame at the end of the day, in the dark. In reference to this scene
Niro asks, “Do we care for one another?” repeating the same question that marked
the beginning of this alliance; except here she is asking it in the context of a
consumer culture:

I see the foundation [of the Confederacy] as being made up of individuals
weakened by sickness and disease. Survivors...had to know their limits and
realize that if they were to thrive in the face of adversity they had to join
forces and help each other in that fight. That is where the strength of
community lies—coming together, giving thanks, contributing—that is the
seed that holds people together. Otherwise people starve [as they]...just
focus on things. (Niro, “Guest Lecture”).

The flame the young woman carries to her friends provides a circle of light

and warmth and recalls this seed that “holds people together.” The flame marks its
own domain of welcome within this oppressive place. In the final minute of this

scene Niro’s camera focuses on the light of another circle — the full moon -

"This struggle continues today as the federal and provincial Canadian governments continue to
stall the many land claims that are in the courts over the six miles on either side of the Grand
River from its source to Lake Erie that was part of the agreement between the Haudenosaunee
and British allies. This stalling is one source of the current tension over land in Caledonia.
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suggesting a broader sphere that includes the ecological household and a sense of
the Creator that is central to belonging for many Indigenous peoples. Its light in
the final scene seems to breathe peace over the homeless Six Nations young
people, suggesting that as they continue to witness land appropriations that must
be addressed, they have a home under this moon. And so the hearth fires signified
by the flame carrier and the moon reveal the need for a threshold: that place where
long-standing treaty agreements wait to be negotiated, where a new civility can be
forged between neighbouring peoples, peoples who “are all here to stay.”®®

While Niro creates this “window,” Margaret Laurence describes for her own
settler community what might be needed in the domain of the threshold. Christie’s
answer to Morag, when she catches the rhetorical flourish of his “slew them by the
dozens” shows how this myth continues to close a door to the legitimate place of
Métis people within the public square. Through questioning of ready made
assumptions a “new project of civility [is] under negotiation” (Coleman White 9).

Laurence’s portrayal also suggests that this civility “assumes proximity” since it is

Morag’s encounter with Jules that makes her connect the “them” in “slew them”

%8 The Rt. Hon. Antionio Lamer, Chief Justice Supreme Court of Canada. Delgamuukw VS
The Queen, 11 December 1997 “In the landmark Delgamuukw decision, the Supreme Court of
Canada ruled that aboriginal title exists in British Columbia and set out the test for proof of that
title.....Finally, the Chief Justice encourages the parties to resolve these matters through
negotiated settlements and not in court.” Aboriginal Law Bulletin. ““1998-04 Delgamuukw: We
are all here to stay.” www.davis.ca/publication 10 Dec. 2009. Web. This ruling was also a
landmark as it gave courts the mandate to weigh oral history as evidence equally important as
written history.
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to Jules’ own descendents (Walsh et al 257).

In this scene Laurence finds a way to articulate “the white supremacy
embedded in a real project of civility” (Coleman White 9). As he traces “white
civility” in popular literary Canadian history, Daniel Coleman demonstrates the
need for ambiguity in places such as this, where Christie stands in relation to the
myths he tells Morag and in relation to the town. It is at sites of these kind that

new projects of civility are under negotiation. The purpose of looking at

how the borders were drawn, challenged, and renegotiated...[is to] allow
ourselves to be ‘read by’ the past, to remind ourselves that the margins of
our own understandings of civility are often just as violent and exclusive as
they were in past generations, though the specific categories of exclusion

and their rationalizations may have shifted. (Coleman 9-10)

In the pause that Morag’s question creates in Christie’s train of assumptions,
Laurence begins to trace an opening. This is an acknowledgement that his
recitation of the events that include “the Troubles” between the Métis settlements
and Canadian nation-building must be open to reinterpretation: one of the main
dynamics of the domain of the threshold.

This domain, also created by Niro’s ‘windows’ on Haudenosaunee culture,
by Laurence’s construction of places such as the nuisance grounds, is crucial for
building “a culture of connectivity,” for “interrelationships in which civility can
flourish” (Coleman 10). As Morag rides beside Christie on her first trip to the

nuisance grounds, he nods to the houses they pass: “some of them, because I take
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off their muck for them, they think I'm muck. Well, [ am muck, but so are they.
Not a father’s son, not a man born or woman who is not muck in some part of his
immortal soul girl. That’s what they don’t know, the poor sods. When I carry
away their refuse, I'm carrying off part of them, do you see?” (71 emphasis
added).*® Although the town dump is on the physical and emotional periphery of
the town, the heart of the town is revealed there. Christie divines the many
fragments that signify how the townspeople themselves are divided despite the
“facework” behind which they hide the “muck” of these divisions. At the same
time Christie is aware of the inadequacies hidden in his own person: how he
cannot bring himself to intervene when his neighbour Winkler habitually beats his
children. In Christie, Laurence creates a diviner whose reading of the town’s
garbage suggests that exile can be found not only in the hearts of the town’s
“who’s who,” but also in his own. His acute awareness, Laurence suggests, is
important for a person, or a people approaching a threshold where they will meet
with another.

Christie’s divining at the nuisance grounds creates the conditions for a
threshold also in that he does not try to reconcile the mix revealed there of truth
and lies, malevolence and care, but exclaims: “Oh what a piece of work is man oh
what a bloody awful piece of work is man enough to scare the pants off you

when you come to think of it the opposite is also true hm hm” (88 emphasis

% Through his clownish declaration that “By their garbage shall ye know them,” Laurence sets
Christie up as something of a biblical prophet, in the tradition of prophesying not as much about the
future as exposing the truth of the particular hypocrisies of the powers-that-be (39).
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added). The contradictions that Christie finds here and in himself creates a strong
humility in him so that the “bloody awfulness” that he sees does not “scare the
pants off” of him because he also sees something of the divine in this “piece of
work” that is humankind. Because the truth includes both, he does not use the
awfulness that he uncovers to expose or to blackmail the townspeople, nor does he
add to the shame of those who have been estranged, or to the hidden shame of
those who enjoy status and respect. In Christie’s fierce reading at the nuisance
grounds Laurence portrays a threshold where the clean lines of the town’s
regulating order are diffused.

The creation of a threshold includes apprenticeship and Jules and Morag
comprise the audience here as Christie unearths some of the town’s suppressed
stories. In fact, Christie’s reading of the divisions that criss-cross the town’s
seeming coherence opens a space where Jules and Morag can meet, and, it is here,
where the townspeople discard the parts of themselves that do not fit, that Jules
and Morag first begin to exchange their own conflicting stories. 7 1t is within this
domain that Jules and Morag begin a relationship marked by all the contradictions
and paradoxes that are implicit within the pressures of the historically unequal
relation between First Nations, Métis and settler communities.

In their first tentative meeting Jules challenges Morag’s assertion

" In If This is Your Land, Where Are Your Stories: Finding Common Ground, J. Edward
Chamberlin suggests that neighbouring communities each have their own stories to tell, and that
this sharing of stories is what creates “common ground.” Neil ten Kortenaar responds to
Chamberlin by asking if all stories are the same kind of story and, the importance of noting the
differences between stories. He also asks whether the ground where these stories are shared is a
level playing field.
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that he “‘comes from nowhere” by referring to the stories that Lazarus has

passed on to him of his grandfather, and an ancestor named Rider Tonnerre

who were both part of the Métis struggle to establish their voice during the

nation-building of the 1880s.
Morag: My family is named Gunn, see? And you better not forget it....I'm
related to Piper Gunn, so there....he led his people onto the ships when they
were...poor because ... the Bitch-Duchess took them...and they were
scared, leaving there, but then Piper Gunn played the pipes and put the heart
back into them.
Jules: My granddad, he built the first of our place....He come back from the
Troubles [where] ....they never shot his balls off....they couldn’t, because
he was a better shot than them soldiers. I can shoot pretty good, too. I got
his name, see?....I tell you one t’ing, though. Long time before my
granddad, there’s one Tonnerre they call Chevalier, and no man can ride like
him, and he is one helluva shot. My grandad, he tol’ my dad about that guy,
there. (73-74)

In this exchange Laurence puts their stories side-by-side, descendents of a refugee

people and the Métis, and she allows the tremendous tension that rises between

them. In our introduction to Countering Displacements: Creativity and Agency,

Coleman, Goheen, Hasan and [ point to how the “the figures of the native and the

refugee are inherently bound to one another” even though “strong political, social

and disciplinary investments...keep the discussion of these two displaced
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populations in separate...accounts” (3). Laurence’s narrative traces this
“complicated reality whose tensions include the right of land and the right of
migration,” and in this scene she uncovers how the refugee Gunns became part of
the nationalist movement that was “aggressively displacing people indigenous to
this place” (3). “The Troubles” that Jules refers to is the 1885 resistance led by
Louis Riel against Canadian attempts to appropriate land for Protestant settlers
around the Red River, and to assimilate the Métis. Laurence maintains the tensions
of this encounter as she portrays the erratic nature of their relationship; Jules, for
example, first meets his daughter Pique when he stays with Morag in Vancouver.
He is here to look after his sister who is mourning over the presumed murder of a
younger brother whom she has raised. Paul, an accomplished canoeist, does not
return from guiding two white Americans on a hunting trip and the police are
ambivalent about their claim that he drowned. There is no investigation. Jules
reminds Morag she cannot know, share, or attempt to fix the grief and the tension
of this legacy of treating Métis people as second-class citizens.

In her portrayal of the final visit between Jules, Morag and the now fifteen-
year-old Pique, Laurence engages the work that this chapter has associated with
building an architecture of belonging. There is the sense that Pique is finally
receiving some of her inheritance as through his songs Jules passes on to her
stories about those who had belonged to him and whom he has lost. These songs
do the work of rememory as they lament her ancestral namesake Piquette’s death

in the fire and highlight her grandfather Lazarus’s determination not to give in to
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the tide of grief, disdain and misery that has surged around him throughout his
life. These musical narratives also act as a bridge between Lazarus and Pique.
Jules creates and builds a resonance between Pique’s past and her future by
conveying to her that this inheritance is part of his fierce hope and determination
that she and he continue by sharing Lazarus’s will to live (425). When Jules and
Morag meet in his rooming house as Jules is dying of throat cancer she lets Jules
know that Pique has inherited his gift of song writing and brings Jules the lyrics of
Pique’s first song. It is their songs that will carry Pique as she makes plans to
leave her home with Morag and visit Jules’s brother Jacques on his farm for the
first time.

The risks that both Jules and Morag take in their attempt to build trust
between them, the hope that Jules and Morag carry for Pique, and, the songs that
Jules passes on to her, and which she will continue: these are all ways of
'partaking’ in mystery. Laurence, Niro, and Robinson each portray how their
characters come to sense they belong and they begin to take “ownership of” their
“freed selves.” In this they gesture towards the domain of the threshold: where
former (historical and political) enemies stand and face one another. Itis a
complicated and tenuous place, especially as it is founded on the “insubstantial”:

the human longing for restoration.
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Chapter Three: Home-making Mystery in Estranging

Mastery: Rumours of a Larger Story

Chapter Two asked how Laurence, Niro and Robinson shaped an
architecture of belonging where their alienated characters and scattered
communities could be gathered in so that they can “own their freed selves.”
Alternatives to a hopelessly colonized identity come to their characters through
myth, through introduction to a memorable community, through rememory and a
reconfiguring of genealogy. Yet, in these experiences of belonging they are not
isolated from practices of mastery that continue to be forces of power-over. Nor
are they cloistered away from empire stories that try to contain or dissolve through
assimilation, any thing or culture that does not comply with this story’s imperial
domain or the meanings and identities that it determines within its framework.

The legacy of Canadian federal attempts to maintain a “power-over”
relationship with First Nations continues, and this chapter reads this relationship
in terms of a mastery that means to erase difference and to assimilate another
culture; this mastery estranges another. This estrangement is manifested in
ongoing threats to Native cultures and way of life. There are alternatives to this
estrangement, evidenced by what this chapter understands as an acceptance of the
mystery that difference signifies, and, practices that create room for this
difference. One of the first signs of difference is speech: the use of different

languages. When cultures meet, their different ways of knowing, articulated
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through their language, evokes the mystery that each culture is another voice —
important and distinct - in a larger story. When these differences are
acknowledged and honoured, not seen as a threat, the power of this mystery is
exercised. For example, in a ruling that broadened conditions for hearing land
claims cases in the Canadian federal court system, Chief Justice Antonio Lamer
concluded by saying, “We are all here to stay.” The ruling acknowledged that
western ways of giving testimony are not sufficient for expressing First Nations
ways of knowing and experience of, for example, the land; this ruling then, opens
the door for language that does convey this knowledge and experience,
acknowledging the importance of these ways of knowing. And so, the power of
the mystery that different ways of knowing and languages opens up in human
relations is acknowledged in this ruling.

While a sense of this mystery is necessary for people of different cultures
and ways of life to be able to share this land, mystery is also evoked in
conciliation. In the face of the strong currents that try to override difference, it is
remarkable, for example, that the Aboriginal Law Bulletin cites Justice Lamer’s
conclusion, that the Bulletin editors even allow for a “we” who are “all here to
stay.” This chapter asks: what might give “us” the power to “stay”’? How can this
power to stay be described; what characterizes the kind of power that is needed to
turn the tide of mastery, of power-over approaches and appropriations? What

would be included in “staying power” that “steadies, supports, sustains”? ' If

"' Stay: 1. Something that supports or steadies, sustains something else. (3030;872);
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“stay” once meant an “object of reliance,” how could one culture be that for
another; how might this be imagined, for example, in the fictional texts that this
thesis reads?

Unless there is staying power, the different peoples who live amongst one
another in this land, cannot truly share it in a just way. And so, this chapter’s
exploration of the connection between staying power and mystery will be framed
by especially the following quotations. Both explore an open-endedness that this
chapter argues is an important characteristic of a sense of, the experience of and/or
a posture of mystery. While James Olthuis speaks of open-endedness that is
necessary for the meeting of difference, Flannery O’Connor associates the
experience of mystery with trust beyond oneself and gestures towards the idea of
mystery as a sense of being a part of a larger story, which this chapter will later
develop through Cree theologian Ray Aldred’s thoughts.

If “we are all here to stay,” then how people of different cultures approach
one another, what they base their interpretations of each other on, is crucial.
Olthuis takes up the exercise of interpretation in important ways as he writes:

If human life means to be gifted with connections and called to
(re)connections, then hermeneutics at its heart needs to be a spiritual
exercise which, in interpreting, listening, and seeing, honors, respects, and
meets the other... Here the heart-beat of hermeneutics is not mastery of

facts...but meeting the other in creative tension towards a creative mutuality

2. A thing or a person that affords support; an object of reliance. (ibid); 3. A cessation of
hostility or dissension. Also a means of reconciliation. (3031; 874); 4. Staying power; power
of endurance. To be an anchor for. (ibid); 5. A place of sojourn. (ibid); 6. To remain in a place
or in others’ company (3031;875) (Compact OED Vol I 1971).
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that lets the other be other. Interpretation is...an interconnecting for an
intersubjective attunement of justice and healing. ...Such openness to
difference is at heart a willingness both to journey-with and to be journeyed-
with. (Olthuis 145)

While the power of mastery is revealed in the desire for and the practice of power
over another, the power of mystery is manifested through mutuality - the
willingness to journey-with, a difficult practice filled with tension. However, in
the face of the tension of power plays, the fictional writers that this chapter takes
up each imagine the possibilities of the “creative tension towards creative
mutuality.” The last chapter ended with a discussion of Margaret Laurence’s
portrayal of the tension in the relationship between Jules and Morag. This chapter
understands that this creative tension that works towards creative mutuality is
maintained through the power of mystery, a way of becoming at-home that forms
a counternarrative to the mastery of dominant empire stories. Even in their
tenuous relationship Morag and Jules are able to sustain one another and through
their refusal to let the tensions and the differences between them break their
relationship Laurence evokes the mystery that has staying power.

American author Flannery O’Connor asks how the fiction writer who
“believes that our life is and will remain essentially mysterious™ will portray
mystery, and argues that what this writer

sees on the surface will be of interest to him only as he can go through it

into an experience of mystery itself.... because for this kind of writer, the

meaning of a story does not begin except at a depth where adequate
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motivation and adequate psychology and the various determinations have
been exhausted. Such a writer will be interested in what we don’t
understand rather than in what we do. He will be interested in possibility
rather than in probability. He will be interested in characters who are forced
out to meet evil and grace and who act on a trust beyond themselves —
whether they know very clearly what it is they act upon or not. (O’Connor
41-42 emphasis added)
O’Connor highlights elements of both mastery and mystery that will be developed
throughout this chapter: the notion that mystery cannot be found on surfaces; that
story gains meaning when probability gives way to possibility; that mastery has to
do with predetermining outcomes while mystery has to do with trust that stretches
characters beyond what they know.

Unlike the writer of the “who-done-it,” the particular genre that equates
mystery with a puzzle that, once solved, is dissolved, the mystery that is able to
hold the difference between cultures in creative tension only ever deepens.
Writers who believe that “our life ... will remain...mysterious,” are important to
postcolonial readings since they provide counternarratives to colonizing that
privileges “unity, totality, identity, closure, and homogeneity... in which the
strange is not only to be comprehended, but where all estrangement is to be
overcome” (Olthuis 140). Instead of this mastery-over approach to another
culture, the meeting between people of different cultures is understood in terms of

undetermined possibilities, so that some of the characters act on “‘a trust beyond
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themselves.” Mystery includes the sense that what makes up the integrity of
humans cannot be completely comprehended. Linking mystery, knowing and
understanding, George Vandevelde writes: “Mystery evokes a knowledge that

entails ‘under-standing,’ a standing under and within that which one ‘knows’” (6).

Mystery sustained through a ‘“looking informed by love.”
In the face of and in spite of the risk of violence...I begin with an
intersubjectivity of non-oppositional difference — an economy of love (eros)
— and its yearning for healthy connection, shared power, mutuality and right
relation....Eros is the cosmological urge to connection, the full-bodied,
multi-dimensional desire to reach out meet and be in contact with others, the

beyond, and God. (Olthuis 138)

Truth and love are modes of mystery. Truth and love are facets of the

mystery of life in this world. (Vandevelde 13)

The above quotations develop further the characteristics that are
fundamental to what this chapter understands as mystery. An experience of
mystery grows through a growing interdependence that is marked by openness to
difference and is grounded in truth and love. In the context of how people of
different cultures may approach one another truth, rather than being a “mastery of
facts” about the other, always serves the connections and the spiritual calling for
(re)connection. The meeting place between persons or peoples, calls for an

openness that is propelled by love that “seeks connection with the different not for
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the purpose of fusion or domination but for amazement, meeting, diversity,
fecundity, and mutuality” (Olthuis 144). The truth and love that are modes of
mystery are manifested in the desire for exchange that seeks the well-being of both
persons or cultures.
Poet and philosopher Jan Zwicky’s meditations on truth and love assume
that they are not notions abstract from human relations. Rather, they shape a
responsiveness, a kind of posture characterized by careful attention:
Truth is the ...limit of sensitive attempts to be responsible to our actual
experience of the world. We recognize some gestures as true when we
experience the resonant relation they indicate or enact.... ‘Sensitive attempts to
be responsible’ means truth is the result of attention. (As opposed to
inspection.) Of looking informed by love. Of really looking. (Zwicky, Wisdom
& Metaphor 102).
Zwicky associates truth a resonance between people, a resonance that she says calls for a
looking that is “informed by love.” This “really looking” is a radical alternative to
“inspection,” a gaze that holds another human (being or culture) in its “grasp.” This
looking pays attention not in order to appropriate what one sees, or to impose one’s own
image onto another; it is attentive to the otherness of the other person, to the mysterious

difference between them. This kind of looking suggests that what one sees is the
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beginning of connection based on a respect for the integrity of the other and an interest in
undetermined possibilities.”

The exchange of looks necessary as people of different cultures meet one
another is taken up by scholars in post-colonial studies. In his essay “Imposing
subCitizenship” Daniel Coleman explores the dynamic of looking and seeing
between persons and cultures as he quotes Spanish schoolteacher and poet Antonio
Machado:

The eye you see is not
An eye because you see it;
It is an eye because it sees you. (1)
Coleman writes that
Machado doubles the gaze back upon us in this epigram by making the
object of our gaze another eye....and reminds me that seeing is
interrelational, ... that there are others who can see me and witness my
actions. Machado’s reciprocal gaze reminds us that to know ourselves truly
in the world, we need ... to perceive ourselves as subjects in relation to
other subjects, agents in relation to other agents. (Coleman, “Imposing” 2)
While a hermeneutics of appropriation is manifested through the inspecting

eye that is closed to the possibility of an exchange of attentive glances, a

> M. M. Bakhtin’s model of individual’s sense of identity depends on the connection based on
a “looking informed by love.” He argues that an “I-for-myself” is not able to stand outside
him/her self, and so can never trust a mirror for a view of self that is true because “only one
consciousness is at work in an exchange that requires two” (Emerson, “Keeping” 112 emphasis
added). Rather than “the idea that the ‘gaze’ of another inevitably constitutes a form of
violence,” Bakhtin insists that the “I-for-myself” needs another’s view in order to take an active
role in the life of the world (Emerson, “Keeping” 112).
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hermeneutics of connection acknowledges that the integrity that includes the
differences between humans can never be fully grasped. This exchange of
looks opens up the mystery of the other, signaling the desire for an open-
ended relationship forged through mutuality.

In the context of what this chapter’s introduction understands in terms of
the connection between becoming at-home and mystery, how do Wiebe, Robinson
and Niro portray the determinisms that squeeze out the mystery of difference
between characters and cultures? How do the texts take characters beyond the
determinations of a dominant story? How do they evoke experiences of mystery
that wedge open a place for a person or a people to breathe again? What
characterizes the mystery that creates room for difference and that contributes to
the characters’ or their communities’ being-at-home? Where is the “power to stay”

at work in Robinson’s, Niro’s and Wiebe’s texts?

Power-over: definitions and practices of mastery

In “Otherwise Than Violence,” James Olthuis links how one interprets one’s
place in the world to the way one approaches others. He refers to the longstanding
traditional use of a “‘modernist hermeneutic model” as a “mastery model” that,
when practiced ends in violent disconnection. The one who interprets the life of
other peoples using this model “turns his/her desire to the text and appropriates it
to further his/her autonomy, to guarantee his/her power with respect to the
appropriated, making its power into his’/her own” (147). His description of this

dominant approach as a “kind of guerilla warfare in which you endeavor to raid
147



PhD Thesis — A Kramer-Hamstra McMaster University — English and Cultural Studies

the text for treasure and escape” also aptly describes the practice of European
political powers in Turtle Island/North America. It is important to follow the path
of an interpretive mastery model to see how seemingly insubstantial “ideas” shape
the way one culture meets differences in another. This chapter suggests that this
“hermeneutic model” that privileges mastery as power-over is the ground for a
deeply entrenched practice that furthers the plot of an empire story whose force
continues to be felt in a people’s everyday life.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the sense of mastery that echoes
through these practices as “domination or subjugation ....superior force or
power....dominion, control...predominance.””* The effect has been a rupturing
and disconnecting of multi-layered relationships that have characterized First
Nations identities with the land. The following examples of the practice of a
power-over mastery, while providing contexts for earlier discussions of the way
dominion and control are portrayed in the fictional narratives, manifest the
74

ruptures that have taken place in the last fifty to sixty years, and which continue.

Furthermore, since the ideas that shape a mastery mode of interpretation are so

7 Mastery 1.a. Superiority or ascendancy in battle or competition, or in a struggle of any kind;
victory resulting in domination or subjugation; an instance of this, a victory. b. Superior force
or power. to have to mastery: to have in one's power. 2. a. More generally: the state or
condition of being master, controller, or ruler; authority, dominion, control; an instance of this.
b. Predominance; prevailing or predominant character.
7 Kate Higginson notes “the ways in which colonial practices continue anew in many locations
which are nominally ‘post-colonial’ or chronologically beyond colonization”; her use of the
term “‘neo-colonial” signals her “accord with the vast majority of Indigenous scholars who
reject ‘post-colonialism’ as a descriptor of our contemporary period and insist the colonial
period is far from over” (Caught Up 9).
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often the invisible forces that shape practice, in these examples [ have attempted to
demonstrate how closely aligned they actually are.

A valorization of and pride in pragmatic knowledge by industry led to the
violent disconnection of Haisla and T’en Cheslatta communities from the way of
life that they had developed on the land and sea, in British Columbia in the 1950s
(Chapter One). The planning and building of the dam that supplied power to the
Alcan Aluminum plant in Kitimaat overrode any sense of the intricate web of
relationships within the territory of the T en Cheslatta peoples and the waters
around the Haisla community and ruptured the connections through flooding the
territory and polluting the waters. The industry charged with the
Kemano/Kitamaat project exhibited a blind pride in their ability to build dams and
to transport electricity for miles, a control over nature that continues to create
spiritual problems for other peoples and cultures whose life is deeply connected to
their being a part of the land. In his reflections on Native spirituality, Taiaiake
Alfred speaks of the land as “the source of our identity” and asks how “we can be
Onkwehone people, practice being Indigenous, if we are disconnected from the
land” (Alfred, “Indigenous” 168). While this spirituality and identity call for a
careful understanding and a mutuality that connect health of the land with health
of the people, those who built the Kemano/Kitamaat project favoured the

“knowledge that was ...instrumental or pragmatic” (Wirzba 18).” This kind of

7> Wirzba argues that “the very desire for indifferent ... knowing prevents us from seeing
others in their full, mysterious depth,” that the “distant, dispassionate stance...may also miss the
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knowledge disconnects, separating land from its inhabitants, healﬁl from
spirituality. Those in government and-industry who base their decisions on this
knowledge are also usually working from a distance and do not know, respect or
consult with the people who have lived here about the knowledge they have
developed in relation to this place over time. The mastery mode exercised through
flooding T’ en Cheslatta land is closed to these connections, to the mystery that
would grow through a closer understanding of and engagement with their life on
this land. Norman Wirzba continues his critique of this knowledge: “apparently
what we ‘know’ has not translated into the sort of understanding that would enable
us to affirm others in their integrity and equip us to live well or in a manner that
facilitates mutual flourishing” (19). The government’s practice of not calling on
industry to account for its blatant disregard shows its deep disdain and also makes
it culpable, as pulp and paper mills and mining and oil companies continue to
disrupt the complex of human and non-human relations along rivers and lakes.
These practices of mastery result in homelessness and disconnection on many
levels as they implicitly and explicitly reveal a mindset closed to the view that the
life of this shared land depends on “intersubjective attunement” (Olthuis 145).
Postcolonial and ecocritical studies reflect the growing sensitivity to the
way cultural identity shapes a community’s way of life in relation to the land.
However, in terms of the relationship between peoples of different cultures,

postcolonial studies sometimes cast approaches and meetings between different

complexity and interconnectedness of the world that a charitable stance and vision...is able to
see and understand” (4)
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peoples and cultures only in terms of power-over, so that any kind of contact
between them automatically results in a violation of otherness. This kind of
analysis can create an essentialism that valorizes difference so much that it seals
persons and cultures off from one another.”®

James Olthuis cites others who argue that an “economy of exchange” is
inherently an “economy of violence,” an argument based on the notion that
violence is “irrevocably the fundamental human experience” (“Otherwise” 138).
In this context, language can be seen as part of the struggle for mastery over
others; Chief Justice Lamer’s “we are all here to stay,” for instance, then becomes
an example of violently inclusive language that compromises the integrity of the
other. Since this view dismisses as corrupt any contact that has “anything less than
the perfect congruence,” Olthuis wonders whether it is “haunted by the ghost of
purity and full presence” (138). He suggests an alternative through interpretation
that “begins an interactive journey” where those who approach one another *“can
accept that intersubjective interconnection, interpretation, and interdependence
may be avenues to enrichment and health rather than always necessarily flawed,

oppositional, invasive, or totalizing” (143). He suggests that “the yawning spaces

76 This suggestion that humans and their identity within cultural communities are essentially
sealed off has led to some postcolonial criticism that casts precontact cultures in pristine,
edenic terms. Cynthia Sugars, for example, casts Robinson’s depiction of violence in another
text onto “the ills of contemporary urban society, a form of Western psychosis that has infected
Native peoples in Canada” (emphasis added). Jennifer Andrews also argues that the violence in
Monkey Beach is “primarily associated with Eurocentric interventions in the Haisla
community” (“Native”). While Sugars’s critique implicitly posits Native peoples tradition as an
essentially pure and healthy body that becomes corrupted by the influences of “the
contemporary” and “the urban,” Andrews assumes that precontact Haisla culture had some
authentically pure identity. Robinson’s Monkey Beach, however, challenges these perspectives
(see Kramer-Hamstra “Rumors.”114-115).
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between” cultures and peoples “can become places of passage and threshold —
sacred interspaces” (143). This is a shift from the assumption that meeting with
difference is always a power play, a shift that is promising in its suggestion that
another kind of power is at work in “sacred interspaces.” Founded on the
“yearning for healthy connection, shared power, mutuality, and right relation,” this
practice suggests that the approach to another is an experience of mystery (Olthuis
138). This yearning is based on trust beyond oneself, trust that exchange can open

up possibilities that neither culture nor person could predict or imagine.

A Discovery of Strangers

Because this chapter’s focus is on the meeting of difference between
peoples, much of its discussion will center on Rudy Wiebe’s A Discovery of
Strangers. The particular subject of Strangers — the meeting between the
Tetsot'ine peoples and the British during John Franklin’s first overland expedition
to the Arctic coast (1819-1822) — is important given the context within which this
dissertation discusses the relationship between becoming at-home and stories: the
legacy of such meetings between Europeans and First Nations.

Rudy Wiebe traces how the dominant British empire story determined the
way leaders of the expedition approached the Arctic, the Tetsot'ine people, and
their experiences of this land. The expedition’s approach to the land is framed
through a mastery of facts - through the measurement of instruments whose
calibrations the officers on the Franklin expedition “are duty-bound to write, the

daily journal, the data piled in columns upon page after page” (158). This is a
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regime that imagines that the truth of a place can be grasped through “being able
to keep records with abstract precision for unfriendly scrutiny” (Seerveld, “On
Identity” 203). Before they have even entered the land the expedition’s goal - to
map the Arctic coastline from the Coppermine River to Hudson Bay according to
their own schedule — shows an assumption of mastery over the land and its
seasons. Their presumptions are quickly exhausted by their actual experience; the

life of the land takes these characters beyond what they know.

The differences between a hermeneutics of appropriation and a hermeneutics
of connection are powerfully manifested in Wiebe’s portrayal of the encounters
and exchanges between the Tetsot'ine and the English. The leaders of the
expedition - Dr. Richardson and John Franklin - see Tetsot'ine as their silent
slaves, who furthermore have an obligation to show absolute hospitality to the
explorers by forgoing their own needs for survival.”” Robert Hood, meanwhile,
asks how the Tetsot'ine hunters will manage to find ehough food for both the
expedition and their own people and his question shows he understands their

relationship is an intersubjective one; he knows that here is another people who

7 While Keskarrah discerns the imperial demand the expedition leaders assume they are
entitled to have over the Tetsot'ine, the expedition’s British servant John Hepburn reveals the
role that the servants play to keep up the illusion of English civility that this sense of
entitlement conceals: “If you care for them, you do what’s needed so they can return home with
their great principles safe an’ precious as the crown jewels of England. How many English
servants, you think, have had the strength to save the upper class their shining Christian
principles?” (293). Through Hepburn’s insight Rudy Wiebe shows how empire-building and
Christian principles are conflated by the upper class. The Christian God is domesticated,
brought into service of imperialism as Hepburn wryly comments that in the mind of the English
the Tetsot’ine are morally duty bound in “providing provision for us” (97 emphasis added), and
that their demand is somehow in line with “the Supreme Being’s will as revealed” to the
English (99).

153



PhD Thesis — A Kramer-Hamstra McMaster University — English and Cultural Studies

return the Englishmen’s gaze.

And the elders among the Tetsot'ine are doing just that. When Keskarrah
discerns that the leaders of the expedition are blind to his people, he responds by
setting limits on Tetsot'ine hospitality. While he acknowledges that the English
are “guests,” and that he has always been bound by the fundamental principles of
hospitality that are part of the Tetsot'ine way of life, he remarks that “no one
changes their whole life, for guests” (Strangers 265). In the face of the English
gaze that ignores the Tetsot'ine as fully responding subjects, Keskarrah offers
hospitality within bounds that do not infringe on the integrity of his own culture.

And yet Keskarrah also comes to recognize the difference between Robert
Hood and the expedition’s leaders so that once Hood leaves the English quarters
that they have named Fort Enterprise and crosses the divide between the two
cultures, he finds himself a strange but welcome guest at Keskarrah’s hearth. This
departure and arrival are carefully marked since as Hood walks towards
Keskarrah’s lodge Wiebe shifts the point of view briefly but pointedly so that the
reader stands behind Franklin as he watches Hood while Wiebe highlights the
shift from a hermeneutics of appropriation to one of connection: Franklin “does
not know...that the Robert Hood he sees disappear into the spruce sheltering the

one Yellowknife lodge...has, in fact, left him; vanished for ever” (143).7® Hood’s

"8 Truthfulness in relation to another does not try to swallow up the distance or difference that

lies between two characters and cultures, but, rather, respects these through careful attention.

The distance that Hood travels over to get to Keskarrah’s lodge is the distance between a

hermeneutics of appropriation and one of connection. The differences between cultures are not
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approach to the Tetsot'ine lodge takes him beyond all that Hood knows so that he
truly must act on a trust beyond himself. Once inside the lodge he finds “in this
warm place thick with indescribable smells there is no listable fact, not a single
word. Never. Simply the insatiable influx of eye and uncomprehending, musical
ear, of fingertips and skin” (158 emphasis added). As he experiences this
“insatiable influx of eye,” Hood is being weaned away from the expedition’s habit
of inspection. Rather, he is hungry to take in what this Tetsot'ine lodge offers
through his senses, with no desire to comprehend or rearrange for himself what he
sees, smells, touches. Greenstockings’s home is “thick with” what Hood cannot
describe as he is “found” through meeting the other as other.

Wiebe suggests that the language and knowledge that Hood is accustomed
to using are inadequate for this exchange. As they approach one another in this
lodge Greenstockings sees that Hood “forgets his paper at last; his pencil
falls....[and] she lays wood over the burning pencil” (160). When he first saw
Hood drawing, Keskarrah asked Greenstockings, “Why fix you on his paper once
when he can see you different every day?” (81). Hood lets go this way of
knowing, of trying to “fix” Greenstockings for the expedition’s journals. As he
lets go his pencil then, Hood lets go the idea that Greenstockings is static, and he
enters into a truthfulness that seeks resonance. His body becomes “intense,
listening” and instead of relying on his drawing as a way of understanding

Greenstockings, the correspondence between them begins on her terms as she

erased by his approach; rather as he moves towards the lodge he opens himself up to these
differences.
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approaches him within the context of her own world (162). Wiebe evokes
mystery as Hood willingly entrusts himself to what he cannot know, cannot
comprehend. Here in this lodge ‘strangers’ are indeed ‘discovering’ one another
so that Wiebe’s emphasis on Hood’s openness can be translated as an “emphasis
on mystery [that] safeguards truth by taking truth out of grasping hands. Truth
grasps us.... we know the truth that is love (Ephesians 3:19). We cannot claim
the truth, because the truth claims us” (Vandervelde 14). Truth that is marked by
openness to another is manifested in being true zo the integrity of another person
or culture. While mastery over is based on determinations that make a closed text
of another, that seal a people or a person off, truth is understood in relational
terms, as mystery that understands that what makes up the integrity of humans
cannot be completely comprehended.

The experience of mystery that has to do with the exercise of truthfulness
within relationships goes hand in hand with the trustworthiness that marks love’s
endurance, its “staying power.” Becoming at home begins when mastery as power
over relaxes and steps back, moves beside, allowing one’s self to be claimed by

mystery, to journeying with the other.

The Play of Knives in the Discourse of Mystery

While this sense of mystery is important to a journeying with the other, a
hermeneutics of connection calls for discernment. Zwicky’s notion of a “looking
informed by love” needs to be complicated to include the importance of making

distinctions between power-over and power to journey-with. Olthuis elaborates that a
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hermeneutics of trust is not a naive ‘see-no-evil, believe-no-evil’ approach.
...If alarm bells sound, if our intuitions are negative, trust and respect for
ourselves call for a holding back which, when attended to, may lead to a
pulling back and rejection of what is being offered.... a hermeneutics of trust
is always tempered with (but not jettisoned by) a hermeneutics of suspicion.
(Olthuis145)
Just as trust is often cast as the opposite of suspicion, the trouble with defining
mystery and mastery as oppositional is the implication that the manifestations and
experience of mystery do not involve a complex dance. The places between
persons and different cultures are not only ever full of possibilities for exchange,
but are also fraught with power-over dynamics that are manifested differently in
every culture.

In Strangers, Wiebe portrays these dynamics in the class-consciousness of
the British as well as the place women were given among the Tetsot'ine through
the acute observations of John Hepburn, servant/seaman of the expedition.
Hepburn notices how Robert Hood cannot fully appreciate Greenstockings’s calm
response to the brutish advances of Back, another man in the expedition: “Mr.
Hood did not consider that the ‘lady,” who played with knives every day of her
life, could have parted Mr. Back quite differently if she had chosen” rather than
“confining herself to a long opening of near cloth rather than flesh” (Strangers
103). Hepburn, intimately familiar with the dominant story of the British class

system, also sees how well Greenstockings knows and has persevered through the
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power plays of the men around her. Her setting is so dangerous that when she
experiences Robert Hood’s “undemanding love” she thinks to herself: “If you
were to live in delight and difference with one for long, you would have to kill all
the other men in the world” (Strangers 208). Her authoritative use of her knife is
gained from her work of butchering, skinning and preparing to make clothing
from the skins of the animals the Tetsot'ine men hunt. Hepburn, with lovely
understatement, observes that her skill with the knife allowed her many options so
that she “could have parted Mr. Back quite differently if she had chosen” (Wiebe,
Strangers 103, emphasis added). This mastery — her “great skill and power” -
allows her to effectively repel attacks from not only her Tetsot'ine partner
Broadface but also from the Englishman George Back (OED “Mastery” 3.a.). As
she moves quickly to protect herself from Back,v Greenstockings displays a well-
developed sense, against the powerful odds of male domination, of her own
integrity and authority. Even as she is subjected to power-over relationships,
Greenstockings is grounded in the sense that she is a part of a story larger than this

prevailing dominance in her culture, the larger story that Keskarrah has taught her.

The larger story and the dominant story

In contrast to the confinement of a dominant story an experience of
mystery has to do with being conscious of standing inside of and participating in a
larger story. Armand Ruffo asserts that in the face of continuing colonization by
the Canadian state, “whatever authority we might claim from our Native

status...must arise from our traditions — from language, spirituality, ceremony,
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story...that we and those before us continue to doggedly hold on to despite
incredible odds” (94). The condolence ceremonies that are a part of the
governance of the Haudenosaunee can be traced to just such a story: of how the
Peacemaker began what slowly grew into this alliance of former enemies. (See
Chapter Two for a fuller description of this founding story.)”

The introduction of this thesis also traces the larger story of another
liberation: the story of the Exodus. This narrative begins with Moses who is called
to be part of the freeing of a people enslaved by the Egyptian empire. Moses had
been raised as a prince in that empire and had fled to become a shepherd far away
from its center, having given up all hope for his people’s liberation. But one day
he notices a bush burning with a strange fire that does not consume it. It is this
strangeness that beckons Moses, who has seen how Egyptian slavery consumes
his people. A Voice speaks from the center of the fire telling him to take off his
shoes, that he is standing on holy ground.®® The fire and the Voice disclose
themselves as Mystery, burning with passion to free the people and drawing
Moses into this passion; he is called to confront Pharoah and to lead the people out
of Egypt. This One beyond him invites Moses to leave the narrow confines of his
retirement and to participate in this larger story. Just as the founding story of the

Iroquois Confederacy continues to shape Haudenosaunee thinking on alternatives

7 Examples of these larger stories include the story of the Iroquois Confederacy, which I call a
founding story because it describes how this powerful alliance came into being. Stories of other
kinds of liberation are also identified as larger stories — for example, the story of the Exodus.
Both of these examples are also identified as larger stories because they continue to be
reinterpreted as counternarratives to current dominant stories.

% Exodus 3.
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to Canadian state practices of governance, the story of the way of life the freed
Hebrew people were encouraged to live continues to shape alternatives to
consumerist stories today. (See Introduction section “The Exodus Story and the
Economy of Enough.”)

Rudy Wiebe’s Strangers is a powerful counternarrative to a dominant
empire story — one which valorizes ‘discoverers’ and ‘civilizers.” Turning on its
head the imperial story’s explicit assumption of First Nations peoples as ‘child-
like’ and ‘ignorant,” for example, Wiebe’s fictional account is based on Dene
peoples’ own stories of their life on the land as well as journals and letters written
by the English during the Franklin expedition. In his article “Coursing a Naked
Country” Wiebe quotes from the expedition’s second-in-command, Dr.
Richardson’s April 1822 letter to his wife. It reveals the compassion that the
Tetsot'ine had for the suffering of the last four survivors of twenty-five men who
embarked on this impossible journey. On discovering these four near death, the
Tetsot'ine “wept on beholding the deplorable conditions to which we were
reduced. They nursed and fed us with the same tenderness they would have
bestowed on their own infants” (qtd. in Wiebe “Coursing” 24). In this account one
hears echoes of the larger story of the understanding the Tetsot'ine have of the
suffering of these last men and how they then carried them to shelter. It is the
imperialist English who are discovered to be helpless as babes and the Tetsot'ine
response to their suffering shows less paternalism than compassion. Strangers

describes how the English in the Arctic were not only “inferior to most nations,”
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but how “they were also at a certain bull-headed point fundamentally
unteachable” (Wiebe “Coursing” 26 emphasis added). They were, in the parlance
of this chapter, closed to mystery: to what another culture has developed in
relation to their particular history in a particular place on earth. Their arrogance
rendered them “incapable of understanding the simultaneous two-way process of
being transformed” (Olthuis 147) through exchange with another culture.

The main story in Strangers is not Franklin’s quest but the exchange
between the Tetsot'ine and the English. In contrast to the dominant story of
appropriation where “the strange is not only to be comprehended, but where all
estrangement is to be overcome,” the title and the epigraph of Wiebe’s story
explicitly suggest this is a larger story based on an acceptance of strangeness, that
difference is foundational to any exchange (Olthuis 140). Strangers begins with
“the land [that] is so long” (1) and ends with “the impenetrable, life-giving cold”
of the arctic light (317) a land and story whose beginning and ending resonates
with the epigraph

Strangely I heard a stranger say,
[ am with you.

The “strangely” and “stranger” here signal Wiebe’s desire to probe
the strangeness of the encounters between land and Tetsot'ine, land and
expedition, two cultures and worldviews, as well as between individuals
from each culture. In contrast to a dominant story’s desire for unity based on

sameness, the strangeness of the “I am with you” resonates through each one
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of these many encounters, revealing their polyphonic nature. The “strangely
[ heard” suggests the unexpected when what the British think they know
fails them; it is the strangeness that Robert Hood and Greenstockings enter
into as each allows for the trustworthiness of the other who says so strangely
“I am with you.”

In the kaleidoscope of interpretations and approaches that are set into motion
in these encounters Wiebe portrays a multiplicity that this chapter understands is
part of an experience of a larger story, the mystery involved in becoming at-home.
Rather than attempt to contain or order the overflow of factors that emerge in
these encounters, one of Wiebe’s strategies for doing the multiple voices justice is
the adoption of shifting points of view so that one voice does not dominate.

Mystery, with its focus on possibility and on a journeying-with, is a
counter-weight to mastery whose focus uses the frame of probability and of being
in control of the outcome of a journey. Mystery calls humans to participate in a
larger story®"' about the world they live in, and to act on a trust beyond themselves.
The name that the Yellowknife people give to themselves — the Tetsot'ine — means
a person or a people “Who Know(s) Something a Little” (Strangers 4, 304, 308).
This identity implies that they understand their life as a journeying-with; theirs is a
life lived in relation to the land, to its creatures and climate. They know

something a little as they take part in something much larger than themselves.

8! The larger stories that carry an implicit invitation for the listener to participate stand in stark
contrast to the dominant story that dictates the terms of participation and does not wait or have
room for the response of the listener.
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Cree theologian (Swan Lake First Nation, Alberta) Ray Aldred describes what it

means to be part of a larger story in terms of the ethos implicit among storytellers

of First Nations oral traditions:
Another proper ethic among storytellers [of oral tradition] is that they do not
‘know’ a story but they ‘understand’ something. The difference between these two
words being ...that knowing something meant that one had originated the idea.
Thus, the person who said ‘I know’ was displaying arrogance because they
assumed that wisdom had begun with them. On the other hand the person who
said, ‘I understand’ was acknowledging that wisdom was something that flowed
from the Creator and they were merely entering into a ‘river of understanding’ as it
were. So then, a storyteller may exercise creativity but the story is in control, not
the storyteller” (Aldred, “Resurrection” 5, emphasis added).

Because the “story is in control,” humans are invited to live in a posture of

humility.®? The kind of understanding that Aldred refers to contrasts to the

knowledge that is used to have power over the other. Aldred’s description of the

way the storyteller of the oral tradition ““enters a river of understanding” suggests

that one is part of a complex of relationships, and that the experience of mystery

has to do with forgoing the need to control this river in all of its fluidity. Rather,

82 Cree scholar Neal MacLeod also speaks of the “humility that old people have in Cree
narrative” (“Cree” 16). He notes how many begin a story by saying “namoya mistahi e-
kiskeyihtaman’: (‘I do not know very much”)” (ibid). Those who participate in this way, says
MacLeod, do “not believe they have power over the narrative, or own it [but] that there was a
balance between the individual and tradition” and MacLeod notes that in this “play between the
individual and collective...no understanding can ever be complete, because there could always
be more interpretations” (ibid). MacLeod likens this to Paul Ricoeur’s idea of narrative’s
“surplus of meaning.”
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humans are invited to enter into what Aldred calls “that wisdom...that flow[s]
from the Creator,” a story and a wisdom that is ongoing.83 The mystery of this
wisdom easily slips away from grasping hands or minds since receiving the
mystery has to do with, in George Vandervelde’s terms, the “wonder and awe that
is...commensurate with mystery....[when] one has a sense of being embraced by
mystery; [that sense that] one indwells mystery; one knows mystery as one’s
home” (Vandervelde 5, emphasis added).

The image of entering a river of understanding suggests that in becoming
a part of this larger story one is entering a trust beyond oneself, trust that the
goodness the Creator has begun in creation lies beyond the grasp of any empire
story. The humility that comes from knowing oneself as a very small part of this
larger story begun at creation carries with it a recognition of welcome
interdependency, a respect for boundaries, and a recognition of the limits of
human knowing. While Chapter Two discussed the relationship between
boundaries and sound relationships in Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach, her
portrayal of these boundaries also highlights the need to respect non-human

creatures by acknowledging human limitations. Mick and Lisamarie are emptying

® Norman Wirzba also explores the difference between “knowledge and understanding,”
arguing that this difference is decisive.” (all quotations are taken from page 8). “The process of
understanding,” he says, “entails a much more intimate, and thus also more complex,
involvement and participation in what is understood” than the process involved in the
production of knowledge. Echoing Ray Aldred’s image of understanding as a river that one
enters, Wirzba writes that “as we enter the domain of understanding , we move past a
description of things (the surface perception of them) to ...their sense, direction, integrity, and
purpose as well as their connectedness with others. At a bare minimum, understanding requires
our interaction with and participation in things in a way that knowing about them simply does
not. Wisdom reflects this”” (Wirzba).
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Mick’s crab traps when they find a halibut among the crabs. When Mick throws it
back into the water Lisamarie asks “What’d you do that for?” and he responds that
“It’s a magical thing. You aren’t supposed to touch them if you don’t know how
to handle them.” He answers Lisamarie’s protest that “It’s just a halibut” by
questioning her understanding: “Do you know how it got in the pot?” And when
she shakes her head, he underlines the boundary that is set by their ignorance:
“Then leave it alone” (99). Attending to mystery includes acknowledging that
there are regions of knowledge and experience that are harmful and that require a
restraining of imperialistic desires to see and to know everything. Lisamarie’s
Uncle Mick challenges thinking and practices that assume technical knowledge
gives humans the right to go ahead and use it, whether or not they are aware of
how its use will affect the relations that make up the particular life of this place.
Aldred’s description of the storyteller who is aware that one is a part of a
larger story and that this story is in control, also provides a counternarrative to a
discourse of mastery that assumes one particular culture and tradition has the
corner on truth. Taiaike Alfred adds to this sense that there is a story larger than
any one culture can contain when he speaks of Indigenous “traditional teachings”
that assume that each of the “various human families” is “gifted and powerful in
its own way” (Peace 45). Alfred goes on to challenge “each one [of these
families] to discover its gift in itself and realize it fully....to cultivate the values

that promote peace and harmony.... to the benefit of humanity as a whole” (Peace
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45).% Aldred and Alfred both imply that each tradition, in its particular response
to the life of the world, has gifts it can develop and offer to other traditions, that
each of the various human cultures reveals a small but important part of a much
larger story. An appreciation for such difference is an appreciation for mystery
that one can only hope will shape the exchanges that will make this shared land a

place to stay.

The language of dreams and the larger story.

The experience of mystery where a character is being called beyond the
confines of a narrower dominant story often utilizes unfamiliar modes of
communication. In “Mars Thunderchild Gets a Calling” (Suite: INDIAN), Shelley
Niro employs the language of dreams;® as it rearranges the familiar, a dream
creates alternative understanding. In Mars’s dream, the iconic figure of Sitting
Bull steps out of the still life photo she has of him and comes calling. When she
answers his knock on her door there he is, carrying with him a sense of the world
that takes her by surprise. When she marvels at the glittering sphere in his hands
he leaves it with her and disappears; she tucks it under her pillow and falls asleep.

When she slowly wakes the next morning and recalls the dream, she finds “the

8 Alfred’s view also counters the individualism that runs hand in hand with a consumerist
idealization of choice: he speaks of human families, explicitly saying that each individual is a
part of something larger than oneself.
% This language is taken up in Strangers as well. Through her long dream Birdseye discerns
how ignorance is the Englishmen’s guide that leads them down the path of death by starvation
and cold. Keskarrah’s dreams, meanwhile, are an integral part of the People’s hunting. Wiebe
also refers to the prophetic power through dream vision among the people who warned of the
devastation that uranium mining (from “Forbidden Rock” in Strangers 272) would bring the
First Nations communities in the area of what was later named Port Radium, Northwest
Territories (James 87).
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world” is still there. Her dream of Sitting Bull’s call introduces her to the wonder
that is the world, which Niro implicitly says is not just an ephemeral dream that
dissipates in the light of day. Mars’s response of gratitude opens up the narrow
parameters of the consumer culture and materialism that are evoked in the
opening scene of this segment. Sitting Bull invites her to participate in this
strange yet familiar sphere.

Niro does not cast the mystery here — the gift that is life-in-the world and
the call to participate - as a treasure of past Indigenous tradition. The “world” that
Sitting Bull presents to Mars is a disco mirror ball, at the end of what looks like a
war club or a mace, blending a tacky disco object with traditional-looking Native
gear. In this glitzy rendering of the world Niro sabotages any sense of mystic or
“authentically” Indigenous spirituality and insists that wonder and respect can be
regenerated even in relation to this campy, degraded item from consumer culture.

While Niro uses the language of dreams to point her characters to a story
larger than consumerism, Wiebe’s character Keskarrah discerns the seeds of a
consumer way of life that the expedition is introducing onto this continent. This
power or spirit is not a neutral one, but one that harms as it enslaves people in a

particular way.

Discerning the spirits: The Spirit of Things.
“They must want more than they need. That is civilization” (Strangers 59).
In a conversation between John Franklin and Dr. Richardson on what it

means to be civilized in Rudy Wiebe’s Strangers, Richardson reveals his
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allegiance to what the Tetsot'ine elder Keskarrah will discern is ““a spirit, of
things.” This spirit, which today finds a magnificent dwelling place in shopping
malls,® shapes Richardson’s perspective as he argues that there is a “fundamental
problem” with the Tetsot'ine, and it concerns “the economic development of
primitives”(59). If the Tetsot'ine, he continues, ‘“understood money, they would
work harder to get more of it, in order to buy what they want....they must want
more than they need” (59). The spirit of things that Richardson associates with
civilization grates up against the Tetsot'ine way of life. Although this spirit is
ephemeral in the sense that it is ‘in the air,” Tetsot'ine elders Keskarrah and
Birdseye both discern and judge that its effect is unhealthy, that the sickness the
English bring is “more than blisters,” is not only visible on the body but its
substance is first of all invisible: “a spirit, of things” (269 emphasis in text). They
discern how it becomes visible in the restlessness it creates in their own people
through the desire for more and how this desire challenges the way of life and
worldview the Tetsot'ine have developed on and with the life of the land:

They want us to hunt caribou...because they need that meat to eat too...but

they want us to live different too. They really want us to use up our lives

killing small animals, as many as we can [but]....Why kill every small

animal? To please Whites? Why? And destroy ourselves in winter and

% 1t is also present along grocery store aisles. The main character of the 2009 feature film Hurt
Locker, for example finds himself in an aisle a vast variety of cereals on his return to the U.S.
from mititary duty in Afghanistan. The spirit manifested in the overload of choice of things
cannot hold him here since for him the spirit of war is much more alluring and engaging; he
returns to Afghanistan at the end of a film that begins with the epigram “war is a drug.”
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summer walking the tundra like loaded dogs to the traders with the fur? To

get powder for guns? If we don’t use their guns, we won’t have to carry

powder or lead. (263 emphasis added)
Keskarrah intuitively understands how a way of life driven by this spirit will
consume the land, the “small animals,” as well as the Tetsot'ine’s own energy as
they “walk the tundra like loaded dogs.” However, two of the men known for their
hunting skills are seduced by this spirit. The Hook and Bigfoot proudly wear the
“shiny medal” that Franklin has given to them, which symbolizes for Keskarrah
the dependency that this spirit of things creates. He calls the medal “this shining
little shit they hang around People’s necks,” which The Hook “can never
take...off or he’ll lose it, and so even the sun plays with it every day. Behind
their quick kindness, These English are deadly” (269). Keskarrah is speaking this
to Greenstockings as prophecy, a truth-telling, “‘because her memory of the
coming and going of these strangers will live far beyond his own” (268). Wiebe
contrasts the hard glitter of these medals to the fragile beauty of Keskarrah’s and
Greenstockings’s lives on this land, comparing them in their canoe as they travel
to “birds in the tiny shell they built for this travelling” (269). The tiny shell of the
canoe is distinct from the hard medal and the demands “for everything at once”
that the economy of “Whitemuds” represents; Keskarrah and Greenstockings will
leave the canoe “at the last portage for the next traveler, or to rot back into the
land” (269). The canoe is not their possession; it is meant for any who will travel

this way. And ultimately, it belongs to the land from which it was fashioned.
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Through Keskarrah’s suspicion of this spirit of things and its
manifestation in the desire for more than is needed, Wiebe portrays the advent
among the Tetsot'ine of an imperialistic force that continues to be part of the
contemporary dominant story. It also continues to be challenged, and not only in
this portrayal of the meeting between the Franklin expedition and the Tetsot'ine.
In keeping with Wiebe’s critique of this force as a spirit of things, I would like to
highlight two leaders in particular who assert that nothing less than a spiritual
revolution can provide a counternarrative to this dominant story. Old Testament
scholar Walter Brueggemann confronts North American Christianity — both
liberal and conservative — arguing that it is “so largely enculturated to the
American ethos of consumerism that it has little power to believe or act” out of
the Biblical narrative, which centers on a generous, sustaining Creator (Prophetic
1). As I pointed out in the introduction of the thesis, Brueggeman identifies how
deeply entrenched a sense of “not enough” is in this culture and he calls for a
critique of these powers through a rereading of the Biblical narrative. From his
own First Nations perspective, Alfred critiques this “spirit of things” as a part of
the “modern liberal ideology of ...individualism and unrestrained consumption”
that is characterized by “selfishness and competitiveness” (Wdsase 131). He goes
on to speak of the influence on the Indigenous communities of the “liberal
modern values of material efficiency and social Darwinism, the concept of

progress, and the fundamental but rarely stated belief in Euroamerican cultural
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and racial superiority” (127).% As it casts the earth as a global marketplace this
restless consumerism threatens the staying power that is grounded in cultural and
communal identity, and that gives meaning and shape to life in a specific place in

time.

The Mastery of the Kill; the Mystery of the Hunt.

The experience of mystery as the power to stay is portrayed in Strangers
also through Keskarrah’s attention to how a new technology will affect the
longstanding relationships that have developed here over time between the human
and animal creatures. Early in the novel St. Germaine, the expedition’s translator
distinguishes between killing and hunting as he tries to tell the English that guns
are “how to kill. Not hunt” (71). In contrast to the relations that are
acknowledged in the hunt, the gun that “screams ‘I'M HERE!’ for unbelievable
distances in all directions” signifying a mastery that overpowers all but its own
voice (23). Keskarrah sees how the Tetsot'ine who are caught up by the guns of
“these English,” are exchanging “the ecstatic dreams of good animals” for the
gun’s “iron ignorance” and the “male excitement of raids” (316). The gun that

kills seems blunt and primitive compared to the sophistication that Tetsot'ine

¥ This particular ethos is so pervasive and seductive that Alfred calls for a warrior stance
against it. A warrior is “someone who actually has the courage to stand up and break barriers
and to even reject values that they’ve been socialized to accept that maybe just don’t work for
them or don’t work for their families or their community. I think being a warrior involves a lot
of risk, in that you might be standing alone, you might have to lead some people” (260).
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hunting requires: of skillful listening, moving quickly and quietly with
snowshoes, or “floating in tiny canoes on the silent water and spearing fast” (23).
Greenstockings teaches Hood the interdependence that is assumed by the
hunt. As she offers him food she tries to prepare him for the expedition’s
impending attempt to reach the Arctic coast by telling him of the kindness of the
animals towards the hunter who is too weakened by starvation to hunt properly;
that the
... ravens can lead him to what the wolves kindly leave for us....remember,
when you are too weak to think...look in the sky. Raven will be there. He
will lead you to our sister wolf. Leave food for her and her little ones when
you have some, and she will always leave some for you. (173).
This practice of hunting manifests the power to sustain, to enter into the mystery
of journeying-with. The exchange that Greenstockings describes here resonates
with the epigraph’s “Strangely I heard a stranger say,/ [ am with you.” Through
the reciprocity among raven, “sister wolf” and the respectful human, a strange
space is cleared that creates a calm center of trust for the hunter “too weak to
think.” Mystery is manifested in the dreaming, the respect and the gratitude the

Tetsot’ine have for whatever the animals will offer in this sojourn. 8

% Wiebe’s portrayal of the clash between hunting with the gun or hunting by spear and/ or
arrows is not nostalgic but a way of showing how worldviews grind up against one another in
this initial meeting. Elsewhere Wiebe critiques a history text still in use today, that
condescendingly argue the Cree were “incapable of bridging the gap between centuries alone
and unassisted” (Wiebe “Land” qtd The Birth of Western Canada). He notes: “the Aboriginal
prairie peoples rapidly undertook an adaptive change of their society which amounted to a
social and cultural revolution....that, within less than half a century many of the Woodland Cree
people changed from a small-group canoe-and-trapping-and-stalking-solitary-animals people to
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Non-Human Powers: The spirit world in Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach
Noting how “until as late as the 1920s...powerful medicine ... dominated”
the Dene world, Wiebe describes this area as “too little researched,” since for the
Dene “it may be at least as significant as the economics of cultural change”
(“Coursing” 27). As Rudy Wiebe shows through Keskarrah’s discernment of the
“spirit of things,” the realm of spirits is not as Gareth Griffith suggests,
understood in terms of an ephemeral or dislocated “spiritual space” evoked
through undefined “ritual practice and cultural narrative” (445). This discernment
of spirits or forces at work in the culture that the English bring also contests the
way Griffiths identifies the “sense of the numinous and the sacred” that is only
“resident in indigenous, precolonial religious practices” (445). Rather, spirituality
as this chapter understands it is more complicated, is neither neutral nor a
phenomenon exclusive to Indigenous cultures. It is manifested in actual
experiences of the world, in mystery or mastery, in the dynamics that are
continually at work in shaping all human cultures. Powers and spirits both move
humans and are engaged by humans either to journey-with others or to disconnect
and dominate. What is the relationship, in Wiebe’s Strangers and Robinson’s
Monkey Beach, between the spirit world and having the power to “stay”’? How are
non-human powers manifested between characters in terms of becoming at home

or being further colonized?

become incomparable horse-riders who hunted [buffalo] in precisely organized groups, where
the behaviour of each hunter was ordered and assigned” (“Land, Language and Law” 45).
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Keskarrah’s dreams in Strangers are powerful medicine, serving the
Tetsot'ine people as they hunt, while Birdseye’s long dream foresees in detail the
demise of the Franklin expedition. While the spirit world’s relation to the
Tetsot'ine is manifested mainly through these dreams, Eden Robinson’s portrayal
of the spirit world in Monkey Beach is set in the context of the secret abuse that
tears at the fabric of Lisamarie’s community and her search for trustworthiness, a
search that includes testing the spirits who visit her. Her Ma-ma-oo and Uncle
Mick teach her a “hermeneutics of suspicion” as she contends with these powers.

Robinson draws a close connection between the spirit realm, retaliation
and the violence that threatens to implode Lisamarie’s community. Spirits haunt
the site of Monkey Beach where, according to a founding story iﬁ this Haisla
community, a former Haisla man left on the beach for dead is transformed into the
first B’gwus who then retaliates against those who have drowned him. As noted
in Chapter Two, Robinson shows how retaliation ends dialogue, how it deepens
the unhomely silence that already isolates members of this community in a
cultivated secrecy over abuse. The spirits that visit L.isamarie mirror the
malevolence that is perpetuated through Josh’s retaliation; they almost succeed in
silencing her when they lure her into thinking that she can “pay” to bring her
missing brother back from the dead, telling Lisamarie that if she will draw her
blood for them they will tell her where her missing brother is (365-368). Both the
force of retaliation and these haunting presences are parasitic, feeding on the evil

that has happened to members of the community.
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Although Jodey Castricano evokes a spiritual traditionalism in her claim that
in “learning to talk with ghosts™ Lisamarie is “taking on the responsibility of an
heir....accepting her role as shaman, Robinson suggests that the ephemeral,
otherworldly spirit realm is not where humans can become at-home (“Learning,”
811). Her grandmother Ma-ma-o0o who acts as spiritual mentor to Lisamarie warns
her to “never trust the spirit world too much,” (153) and suggests that there is a
clear boundary between the spirit and the physical world when she tells Lisamarie
that in her search for her brother the spirits have led her “too far into ....the land of
the dead” (372). It is not ghosts but her beloved human relations who call
Lisamarie away from the terrifying confines of violence to the larger place of
human agency." Robinson suggests becoming at-home has to do with generation
and regeneration in this world through the struggle for justice; while Ma-ma-00
shouts for Lisamarie to “make me some grandkids,” Mick urges her to “go out
there and give ‘em hell. Red power!” (373). He recalls Lisamarie’s brave
resistance as a Grade Two student who refuses her teacher’s prompting to read
from *“a book that said that the Indians on the northwest coast of British Columbia
had killed and eaten people as religious sacrifices” (68). In this chapter’s reading,
mystery is evoked in Monkey Beach when the power to stay the force of mastery-

over is exercised by human or by spirit.

% At that point in the story, Ma-ma-oo is dead; however, Robinson does not portray her nor her
dead Uncle Mick as spirits who speak to her from the land of the dead. Lisamarie experiences
them as full-bodied speaking people, even describing her Uncle Mick’s typical antic dance after
he has spoken to her from there.
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Mystery in that “fragile tabernacle of and for meeting.”
Power-with rather than power-over is the motivating spirit that calls us
beyond ourselves even as it deepens our sense of self....The dance of
interpretation ineluctably draws us out of ourselves into what [ have called
the realm of ‘between’...not an auxiliary construction, but the real place and
bearer of what happens between persons.... Rather than being a neutral
empty space ...the field between is a hermeneutical with-space, a fragile
tabernacle of and for meeting that is continually shaped and reshaped in a

reciprocal interplay of influences. (Olthuis 146)

In the face of James’s claim that Wiebe’s Strangers portrays the
“unbridgeable gulf that lies between European and Indigenous values” how does
one read Wiebe’s portrayal of the relationship between Greenstockings and Robert
Hood (83)? While Wiebe laments ways that both cultures exercise power-over, in
Greenstockings’s and Hood’s relationship he explores the possibilities of
exchange, possibilities that are opened through respect for the differences between
them. Despite the “quick desperate brevity” of their relationship Wiebe moves
these characters from mastery’s determinism to mystery’s possibilities and locates
the portrayal of their relationship at the center of Strangers (207).

As I said earlier, this relationship develops as Hood is drawn out of
himself, as he forgets even his drawing pencil in the warm strangeness that he

finds in Keskarrah’s and Birdseye’s lodge. As he listens intently he demonstrates
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a willingness to wait for a response that he cannot predict. He has opened himself

to this place and to Greenstockings, not as projections of himself or his culture’s

way of life, nor as objects that he thinks he has a right to “grasp.” In his “I am

with you” he expects reciprocation. This approach is foreign to Greenstockings’s

experience of men. She reflects on the “quiet and patience in him,” a “stillness”

that she contrasts to “every man who has watched her,” as if she is “a piece of

something to be groped for inside his thick head but that he won’t find there until

he finally takes her between his hands™ (Strangers 161). As Greenstockings tries

to locate the “gentle demandlessness’ that “drifts about” Hood, she finds a

parallel in the attitude of *“a hunter dreaming animals to come when they want to”

(161, emphasis added). Hood’s attention is like the attention given to the hunt as

opposed to the kill, as the hunter waits for the animal to come and to offer itself.
Greenstockings finds the “kind of undemand” that Hood offers her is

“strange...strange”’; the connection between them becomes possible only because they do

not try to comprehend one another through a knowing that tries to either erase or to grasp

the difference between them. A “fragile tabernacle of and for meeting” (Olthuis 146) is

being constructed here because “no one intrudes with an acceptable understanding”

(162). “Acceptable understanding” is associated with the expedition’s official approach,

and is similar to the surface of determinisms to which Flannery O’Connor refers, which

the writer who believes life is essentially mysterious will “go through” in his/her “interest

in possibility rather than in probability” (“Mystery” 42). Adequate understanding fails,

like Hood’s drawings, because it could never articulate what is being shaped here in this
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meeting.90 A “fragile tabernacle of and for meeting” is created between them here where
Greenstockings finds herself becoming at-home with the first man who forgoes demand
and invites her through respect and attendance. Against the backdrop of mastery-over
violence they create a newness recalled in the Tetsot'ine myth about the creation.
As he watches Greenstockings and Hood’s relationship unfold, Keskarrah
frames its demandlessness in “the old and always new sacred story” of how the
world started “when Sky came to Earth and they lay together” (89). He pointedly
notes that this story is
not about eating each other, no. It is about woman and man lying
together...like bears who grow into each other for three days or maybe
four...and you can touch them wherever you wish and they lick you tenderly
because they want no more than what they already have. (89)
Keskarrah’s focus here is on mutuality where exchange deepens because what one
discovers in the other is not sameness but a strangeness that, when it is attended to, it
deepens staying power.
The story of how the first woman came into being begins with the problem
the first man has of being “alone and lonely...and desperately hungry” (90). His
hunger brings out his need to pay close attention to how other creatures move in
this landscape. Not meant to be self-sufficient, this first man watches “rabbits and

caribou and ptarmigan travel so lightly on” the snow that always encumbers him,

* In “The Spirit of the Arctic” Kenneth Hoeppner identities “the strangeness of the ‘other’” that

Greenstockings and Hood discover here and notes that the “scene of their love-making is

intercut with Birdseye’s dream of the failure of the expedition’s quest for knowledge” (148)
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and he begins to dream he had larger feet that could run “as easily as the animals”
(90). He begins what Olthuis calls a “dance of interpretation” that “draws him out
of himself” as he bends birch into two loops and puts his feet into their center so
that he begins to adjust his own shape (Olthuis 146). In this act he comes up
against his partial understanding and its limits since he knows his feet “were in the
right place — but he didn’t know what to do with the centre” (90). This story is not
about an individual “genius” since the man by himself is stuck with these loops
and the “sad emptiness” at their center. He sets them aside and continues to hunt
and to catch nothing, growing hungrier every day until one day as he returns to his
shelter he hears a sound inside and rushes towards it, only to see a ptarmigan fly
out through an opening at the top. He returns at the end of the following day to
find a fire burning inside and the loops of birch drying beside it, their centers “half
woven over with babiche” (leather strips) (90). The hunter’s shelter becomes a
“place of meeting” through a “reciprocal interplay of influences” (Olthuis 146).
The next day, having covered any escape route, he returns early and catches the
ptarmigan, who “turned into what he had often dreamed: someone like himself but
o so different! Woman, yes, who...alone could fill the frames he had dreamed and
bent” (91). As he watches Greenstockings and Hood, Keskarrah tells this origin
story of exchange between different creatures, a meeting that changes and
transforms both: “She changed when he held her, but her holding changed him as
well” since he is able to now run over the snow as easily as a rabbit (91). While

this larger story threads its way through Wiebe’s portrayal of the love between
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Greenstockings and Hood, it also recalls Aldred’s description of the understanding
that flows from the Creator of this first man. Here understanding or wisdom
combines love and truth as the ptarmigan/woman and the man help one another to
find a way of being in this place that lies in the grip of winter.

Later, when after Robert Hood’s death she recalls their strange time
together in the warmth of the lodge, Greenstockings notes that their discovery of
one another happened “in the fixed conjunction of her mother’s and father’s
power”: a staying power that includes both Birdseye’s discernment of the failure
of the expedition’s way of knowing and Keskarrah’s powerful recall of the larger
story of exchange (208). Even as she is surrounded by the brute force of men from
both cultures, her strength builds on “this strange... short moment of profound
difference,” this becoming at-home, an experience of mystery that she and Hood

shared in the face of the hegemony of mastery.

Conclusion: Staying Power and “Rearranging the Mysteries”

The discourses of mastery and of mystery are not merely the stuff of
fictional narratives or a culture’s founding stories. Deliberate attention to
mystery’ ' is a very real intervention in the standard procedures of bureaucratized

politics. As he describes his work in jurisprudence in his First Nations

?! The discourse of mystery includes humility through realizing that one is a small part of a
larger story, respect for the boundaries that mark the integrity of others, respect for the
limitations of knowledge that is abstracted from the specific relationships that make up life-on-
earth.
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Jurisprudence and Aboriginal Rights (2006), James Youngblood (S4dkéj)
Henderson’s discernment of the powers and spirits within this area creates hope
that a “fragile tabernacle to and for meeting” between First Nations communities
and the other communities that make up this shared place, can be built. In his
preface, Henderson describes the Constitutional Proclamation signing ceremony
on 17 April 1982 which marked the patriation of the Canadian Constitution and
the formal end of the *“the “long and oppressive colonial era for Aboriginal
peoples” (8). The work that Henderson describes in the rest of the text, work that
continues, is based on this new Constitution as it “proclaimed and entrenched the
rights of First Nations as beyond the power of a transient legislative majority and
individual rights and freedoms. It established a new integrative order in Canada,
which had previously been dismissed as ‘inherently unrealistic’” (34).
Constitutionally, this proclamation wedged open a new and strange place within
which jurists familiar with aboriginal jurisprudence can begin their work. This
new constitutional understanding, however, is fragile: the life that it offers in its
untried strangeness is precarious in the face of the other powers that are at work
within the unfolding of the Canadian state.

These powers come together at the signing ceremony that Henderson
describes: the power of the legacy of colonialism, the powerful myth that Canada
is founded on two nations —neither of them a first nation — is represented at the
signing by the presence of French Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau

and the English Queen Elizabeth II. The dominant story of colonial power is very
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much a part of what is still “in the air” at this ceremony; in the Queen’s and in the
Prime Minister’s presence, Henderson “hears the distant rhetoric: ‘Your Majesty,
Your Royal Highness, Excellencies...”” a rhetoric that has historically been used
to express exclusionary privilege. As he watches them sign Henderson recalls and
fears a continuation of the legacy of “ink words on paper....broken promises
hiding behind paper words,” well-founded doubts that “the writing on the wall
[will be able to] preserve the details of our visions, tragic experiences, and deep
meanings contained in these concise words against the shortcoming of political
memory and power” (3).

However, Henderson, member of the Bear Clan of the Chickasaw Nation
and the Cheyenne Tribe, legal studies professor and a First Nations negotiator for
constitutional reform, witnesses within this signing ceremony another ceremony.
In the presence of these two powers and this legacy he grows aware of a larger
sovereignty through First Nations dancers and singers who are “opening the path
to another realm...respectfully humming an ancient invitation song. They were
transforming space into the teaching place” (3-2). A place of exchange is being
opened up as this constitutional space becomes a “teaching place” where the
probability of mastery-over relations is challenged by possibility. Through this
“ancient invitation song” Henderson perceives again the gifts given by “the keeper
of the teaching of the birds, the clouds, the stars of the big blue sky”. The drum

rhythms
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unfolded the durable jurisprudence of the Life-giver’s covenants as in

a breath, the dancers belonged to all things, again — with the first sun,

after the long rain, the morning star, and the sweet earth — and the old

teachings were renewed....In honour of that unity, the singers’ voices

joined together. They began to rearrange the mysteries. ... [and

Henderson] began to perceive the comforting clarity of the teachings

in many nourishing languages. He was learning again the teachings of

the Life-giver.... (3-4)
This chapter argues that the experience of mystery breaks through oppressive
legacies. In this context, when mystery is ‘rearranged’ a shift takes place among
powers that seek to dominate on political and economic levels. They are shuffled
at a fundamental level. As he becomes aware of the ancient yet new “gifts of the
keeper of the teachings of the birds,” the temporal powers in front of him are
rearranged, are put into perspective. The mystery of the “durable jurisprudence of
the Life-giver’s covenants” — the ordering of life-on-earth, and the depth of the
“Life-giver’s covenants” that sustains all of this life. Attending to these mysteries
rearranges political ordering and legacies.

The dancers and singers are creating a strange space here at the signing
ceremony as they usher Henderson into an awareness of belonging to a far greater
realm than the national and political realm within which he is developing a place
for understanding of Aboriginal jurisprudence. The Life-giver’s “sweet earth”

tells a much larger story than the dominant one has told so far. Another
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sovereignty is present, one that expresses itself in a radically different way.
Through the drumming and the songs this larger story tells of a sovereignty whose
presence is a gift and who brings gifts, countering a political history marked by
appropriation and erasure. The ancient songs that Henderson witnesses and that
move his spirit signify an order that defies explanation.

Henderson notes that “a gentle rain began” as he heard Prime Minister
Pierre Trudeau state that this patriation meant Canada would be stepping into the
unknown in terms of clearing colonized space for the legitimate and continuing
place of First Nations (1). The gentle rain that descended as Henderson witnessed
the patriation of the constitution became a “torrent...which many Elders called a
healing rain” when Queen Elizabeth II signed and noted that she was
*’particularly pleased’ with the Constitution’s ‘innate respect’ for [aboriginal]
rights ‘reflected in the willingness of the national and provincial governments to
consult with the representatives of native peoples and to work out solutions to
longstanding problems of rights and opportunities’”’(2). What Henderson describes
here is a powerful counter-narrative to the story of Canadian nation-building.
Along with the way the Elders read the rain as healing, Henderson witnesses the
presence of the “keeper of the birds”; traditional Indigenous teachings that reflect
an alternative understanding of humans in relation to the creation and Creator as
well as teachings of Indigenous governance and jurisprudence are moving into this

cleared space.
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Len Findlay’s reading of Henderson’s description of this First Nations
ceremony where the singers and dancers begin to “rearrange the mysteries,”
locates Henderson’s spirituality in a more “private” area of “self-renewal” (“Long
March,” 4). In contrast, this chapter interprets and places this rearrangement in
the public sphere, arguing that powers to stay are being manifested through these
references to the Creator’s sustaining presence. Henderson’s experience of this
mystery has direct implications for and interventions in his work in jurisprudence.
While artists such Eden Robinson, Shelley Niro and Rudy Wiebe imaginatively
trace and explore the movement of powers that contribute to becoming at home
within and without dominant stories, Henderson traces and develops what staying
power means in the area of politics, of law, of jurisprudence. His witness to the
Lifegiver’s invitation to him to participate in the larger story of the “durable
jurisprudence of the Lifegiver’s covenants™ has implications for his work as a
jurist. He engages in discernment of the spirits and powers at work in the old
order of the British and Canadian judiciary, for example in the concrete
ramifications of the way its laws make the

distinction between ‘primitive’ and ‘civilized’ ...[a] distinction — considered
natural and normative — [which] presumed that all people were progressing,
or would progress, from initial savagery through an intermediate stage of
barbarism, to reach the desired final state of European civilization. The

implicitly evolutionary process combined with the negative nuance of the
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term ‘primitive’ was the primary tool of colonial British legal thought,

especially legal conceptualism or positivism. (8-9)
Just as Keskarrah discerns the “spirit of things” that the English expedition
introduces to his people, Henderson’s work includes discerning the powers and
dynamics that shape Western/European jurisprudence as he sets them alongside
those that shape First Nations jurisprudences. He discerns for example, that the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms is based on an understanding of
humans as “individual” units, that “rights and freedoms’ in the Charter only ever
address this model of humans as individual and therefore are “distinct from the
ancestral rights derived from the Creator and traditions” and so are “not applicable
to Aboriginal, treaty, or other rights of First Nations” (35). Henderson speaks of
his hope that this work will continue “constitutional reform [which] can become a
tool for making living together on the shared land fairer and rediscovering good
relations through legal and epistemic pluralism” (240). His hopefulness carries
the tension of continuing injustice as well as the desire to work towards peace that
works to set things right. This hope and the work of peace that is willing to live in
creative tension are qualities of mystery. In the language of this chapter, this work
develops staying power in a place of exchange where ongoing negotiations create

mutual flourishing: rumours of a larger story.
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Conclusion: On Silence and Heterglossia, Stories and

Becoming At-Home

To begin a story, someone in some way must break a particular silence.
Wiebe and Johnson, Stolen Life 3.

A Particular Silence

This thesis examines the relationship between stories and home-making by
taking up how culture-wrecking silences have been both imposed, and broken in
three aspects foundational to home-making: the life of the non-human and human
household, the particular hearth fire that is central to human belonging, and the
essential Mystery of life. Each fictional story taken up by this thesis highlights a
particular silence. As these stories explore these silences the characters who have
been silenced speak -- and the land speaks, too. Mystery is evoked in the dialogue
of voices, in the interdependencies assumed in these stories told through film and
novel by Robinson, Laurence, Wiebe and Niro. The voices that they
imaginatively evoke join other voices in what M.M. Bakhtin calls the reality of
heteroglossia: the reality of language in dialogue “outside the artist’s study” where
her or his artistic discourse joins the conversation already going on “in the open
spaces of public squares, streets, cities, villages” (“Discourse” 259).”

Specifically, Robinson’s, Laurence’s, Wiebe’s and Niro’s stories break silences in

%2 Heteoglossia, Bakhtin continues, includes the multilayered language “of social groups,

generations and epochs,” and in their breaking of silences Niro, Laurence, Wiebe and Robinson

take up dialogue between generations (Chapter Two) as well as dialogue between epochs in

their portrayals of the role of tradition (Chapter Two and Three) (Bakhtin, “Discourse” 259).
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order to bring imaginative vision to the conversation and context of relations
between Métis and First Nations communities and settler cultural communities.

Shelley Niro takes up the way stereotypes mute, distort or simplistically
represent the life of Indigenous culture and communities in Canada. As her stories
counter the reductive discourse of the stereotypes manufactured, for example,
during the conflict at Oka, her work is like that of a sound engineer, turning down
the volume of the dominant voice of the Canadian state with its legacy of seeking
power over First Nations. Once this voice is muted, one hears the voices of clan
mothers, of Matriachal Aunties, the voices of Hiawatha and the Peacemaker.
Each voice suggests that there are alternatives to the governance practiced by the
Canadian state as Niro takes up the theme of “warrior” and moves it out of the
fear-mongering context the. Canadian state and mainstream media have created.

Niro’s characters speak what Neal McLeod calls “wordarrows. ..
words...like arrows that can be shot at the narratives of the colonial power”
(McLeod, “Coming Home” 31). McLeod’s argument that “wordarrows have
transformative power and can help Indigenous people ‘come home’ [by helping]
to establish a new discursive space” effectively describes work such as Niro’s, as
from within the context of Haudenosaunee culture and history her characters
transform the meaning of “warrior.”

The same transformative power is at work in Rudy Wiebe’s story as he
takes up the themes of “discovery” and “strangers,” themes that often show how

world powers silence another people or culture when they “discover” them. The
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life of this culture, it is often assumed, begins and has significance only through
this contact, and it signifies only from this point on. This attempt to silence a
people’s past also poses a threat to their continued unfolding, and Wiebe exposes
the assumptions that pervade the Franklin expedition’s approach to the Tetsot'ine.
Likewise, Wiebe takes up the theme of “strangers” in this context as he shows
how seeds of estrangement are sown through the “discovery” by the Franklin
expedition of the Tetsot'ine. Through A Discovery of Strangers, Wiebe unpacks
these loaded terms through the perspectives of characters Keskarrah and Birdseye,
as well as in his portrayal of the relationship between Greenstockings and Hood,
suggesting that home-making neighbourliness can be possible only if when
strangers meet the tension that difference creates is honoured. In honouring this
tension, Wiebe’s historical fiction is not written to “aid in the systemic creation of
a collective mythology” to serve a “nation-building purpose” as some historical
fiction did in the second half of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth
centuries (Wyilie 6). Both Wiebe’s and Laurence’s stories of the meeting between
people of British cultures and First Nations resist Canadian nation-building based
on an erasure of difference. Rather, they participate in what Herb Wyile argues is
essential: “a new set of narratives that reflect a much more diverse, and not
necessarily unified, society” (6).

Besides complicating a simplistic sense of unity through efforts to absorb
the “strangeness” of another culture, each of these stories explore the inner life of

individual characters in ways that further multiply heteroglossia. Robert Hood
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(Strangers) is confused, isn’t always attentive to the differences between himself
and Greenstockings; he dreams he shoots a wolf and wakes full of regret,
wondering how he could have done that. The competing voices within characters
recalls M. M. Bakhtin’s claim that heteroglossia includes the worldviews that
compete within one consciousness, includes the wash of emotions. In each story,
human vulnerability is evoked - individual characters are not sufficient or
complete in themselves, and this opens up the possibility of dialogue between
these characters and the reader. Neither is alone in their vulnerability, and the
dialogue that emerges from this context opens the possibility for mystery, for
openness across difference. This interactional approach to difference is evoked in
the relationships between characters. Greenstockings and Hood do not help one
another find a way of being because they speak the same language — they rely on
other communication. Likewise, Morag and Jules (Diviners) represent the
beginnings of conciliation, of consolation not because they both speak English,
but because between them they carried and began to break the hard silences that
marked the ground of their growing up years in Manawaka.

These stories challenge the illusion that one culture or character can
represent itself or another as “finalized,” hermetically sealed and impervious to
another. This challenge is important because it affects the possibility of
conciliation, or the work of becoming accountable, response-able to another.
Retaliation suggests dynamics that perpetuate violence against another and Eden

Robinson takes up this theme, showing how it is enacted so quietly through the
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heavy silence around and the insidious violence of a sexual predator among the
Haisla youth in Kitamaat circa 1960s. Her portrayal opens up the subject of how
First Nations and Métis children were sexually abused in residential schools as
well as “how Aboriginal communities protect their own pedophiles — their own
children hunters” (Van Camp, “Living” 300). Robinson transforms the mentality
of retaliation - “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” - by telling the story
through the vulnerable but strong voice of the adolescent Lisamarie.

Through her character Christie, meanwhile, Margaret Laurence takes up
the illusion of self-sufficiency created through the silence of the Scots immigrant
townspeople, and shows the cost of this illusion in their desire to bury and to keep
hidden from view their own fragmented selves as well as the fragments of the
rightful place of the Métis in the history of their prairie settlement. Through the
voices of individual characters each of these texts takes up a particular silence and
breaks it open, revealing an array of voices and languages and cultures:
Haudenosaunee, Haisla, Tetsot'ine, Métis, nineteenth-century English explorers’
languages, small prairie town Scots immigrant voices, voices of class, of different
generations. In this proliferation of voices, the heteroglossia that is always already
in each of these stories’ settings is evoked and adds to what becoming at-home
means for internally exiled First Nations and displaced Métis, as well as for the
relationship between First Nations and settler communities. While these stories
importantly break particular silences, they also point to another aspect of the

unspeakable: the untranslatability of cultures, the integrity of each culture, the
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“strangeness” that is sustained and that continues, and that demands respect and
humility. This respect and humility that is open to the unfolding of the
relationship between two cultures and that is grounded in mystery evokes a

spirituality that challenges some of postcolonial theory’s assumptions.

Postcolonial “a-words’ Revisited Through a Story-Soaked Spirituality

The relationship between culture, spirituality and stories is important to the
discussion of the meeting of First Nations and settler cultures. When the “a-
words” — cultural authenticity and appropriation — are used in the context where
power is only seen in terms of power-over can the possibilities of a story-soaked
spirituality even be explored? My reading of the fictional texts in this dissertation
is informed by but not based on First Nations spirituality. It is a reading that I
make from an intersection: where a First Nations recognition of numinous
presences, a Creator, and the understanding that the earth impels humans’ respect
and care intersects with my own description of the Mystery that points humankind
beyond itself. This intersection from which I read challenges Len Findlay’s
assumption that spirituality is an exclusively First Nations domain, that spirituality
is a “problem.. .for the non-Aboriginal supporter of Aboriginal causes” (Findlay,
“March” 5). Findlay, whose work in cultural studies corresponds closely with
Sakej Henderson’s work on the philosophical foundations of Western
jurisprudence, argues that “for Henderson, spiritual allegiance is an inalienable

Aboriginal right and tradition....[and] must be respected rather than appropriated
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or dismissed” (“March” 5).” Can it be assumed that spirituality is a problem for
all “non-Aboriginal supporters of Aboriginal causes,” that non-Aboriginals do not
practice (various) kinds of spirituality? Is dialogue between Indigenous and
Christian traditions and spirituality possible? One of the claims this thesis makes
is that an essential characteristic of becoming at-home is mystery that it is
associated with the undertaking of journeying-with. Cultures cannot do without
one another. Being open to mystery and not being closed- minded may help
humans from different perspectives listen to one another as each walk on the same
earth.

A dialogue between people of different spiritual traditions opens up many
new possibilities. For example, Cree theologian Ray Aldred’s claim that the
Biblical narrative must be retold from the framework of Indigenous knowledge -
one that uses the medium of story — is an important challenge to the doctrine
shaped, truth-as-a-set-of-propositions understanding of this narrative. Aldred’s
critique of this rationalist approach resonates with the Biblical narrative itself,
since it was passed on for thousands of years as so many stories of that particular

oral tradition. In “From [-Hermeneutics to We-Hermeneutics: Native Americans

% Despite the fact that he identifies himself as being outside of the realm of spirituality, Len
Findlay notes that “orders of ecology...orders of the self-regulating market...[the] just order
produced in democratic societies. ..the...benevolent order of the social relations of production
in post-revolutionary worker states....[are] articles of faith and idioms of aspiration [that]
characterize all versions of our national (or transnational) imaginary” (“Long March” 6).
“Articles of faith” is explicitly the language of spirituality. Findlay’s connection between
“faith” “aspiration” and “national or transnational imaginary” I think are crucial. The faith that
captures the imagination provides a reservoir of hope as it helps a community envision an
alternative or reorient itself in the wake [or face] of a dominant story.
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and the Post-Colonial,” Cherokee scholar Jace Weaver distinguishes between the

2 &4

stories of the “modern West,” “ancient Israelites” and Indigenous peoples when he
speaks of the worldviews that are inherent to each of them. He argues that
“Native worldviews are, in fact, much closer to the worldview of the ancient
Israelites than that of the modern West” and he quotes Stan McKay (Cree), former
moderator of the United Church of Canada: “We (Natives) like them (the Old
Testament people), come out of an oral tradition which is rooted in the Creator
and the creation. We, like Moses, know about the sacredness of the earth .... Our
creation stories also emphasize the power of the Creator and the goodness of
creation” (18-19). Weaver argues for a “biblical witness” in which “something [of
the Biblical narrative] ... finds ordinary people where they live their lives” (19).

It is “not the hermeneutics of professional exegetes....[but] rather the folk
theology upon which Christianity at the ground level has always thrived as a
living faith”; Weaver continues by discussing how each culture appropriates the
Biblical narrative, that this is a part of what “goes on in the lives of ordinary
Christians anywhere in the world” (19). These kinds of “appropriations” are
crucial, as ancient stories are taken up so that a rereading may be fruitful for
reimagining what it means to be at-home on earth and between human cultures.
Taiaiake Alfred, for example records how Nuxalk leader Sximina translates the
Biblical narrative from ‘where she lives her life,” by reading her traditional
territory as holy land (192) where the Creator has placed her people, and Cherokee
writer Diane Glancy speaks of how “the Bible is full of journeys. It’s why I think
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it is home” (“Sun Dance” 121). In relation to her experience as an outside
observer to a Sun Dance, she writes of how a storm and the two rainbows she sees
afterward bring her to “feel the oneness with the sky and earth. I feel survival. 1
feel promise. I feel what I hadn’t known I'd been looking for. Significance” (121-
122 emphasis added).

Rather than reading the way one story soaks into another in a context of
power-over appropriations, is it possible to respect the mystery of a becoming at-
home where one cannot even articulate what that might mean? Glancy’s
experience that “I feel what I hadn’t known I’d been looking for” recalls Flannery
O’Connor’s description of the fiction writer whose characters “act on a trust
beyond themselves — whether they know very clearly what it is they act upon or
not.” Just as a language — a cultural homestead - rooted in a specific place and
developed there over time - is at a certain point untranslatable, so the deepest
spiritual longing often cannot be articulated. The multitude of voices that story
gives expression to is a response to this untranslatability and this inarticulate

longing, retaining the mystery that this heteroglossia is testimony of.

A Rightful Place: Possibilities for Further Collaborations and the Imperative
of Literary Citizenship
Now is the time to heal and to return to the land and reclaim our rightful
place and to meet my family that has been sent all over the four winds. We

need to come together as Big Bear wished. (Yvonne Johnson, Stolen Life 8)
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The collaboration between Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne Johnson in Stolen
Life: the Journey of a Cree Woman (1998) is a sign of the possibilities for
respectful dialogue between people of First Nations’ and settler cultures. Yvonne
Johnson, member of the Red Pheasant Cree nation in Saskatchewan and great-
great granddaughter of mistahi-maskwa, or, Big Bear, tells how although she had
“seen it many times,” she did not wish to read Rudy Wiebe’s The Temptations of
Big Bear, since “what do any of those White people or history really know of my
family?” (8). Later, she writes to Wiebe that she is “glad she read [his] book” and
that she would like his help as she traces her family history through contacting her
family in order to “get a better understanding which is in the minds of the old
folks that are left alive on the rez. And I fear I lose one every day I am” in the
Prison for Women in Kingston, Ontario (8).”* Johnson points to the silence that
she fears will deepen as she has “lost too many [relations] already” because they
have died; these relations carry with them “the info I [Johnson] needs to get a
better understanding which is in the minds of the old folks that are left alive on the
rez” (8). It is memory, understanding and stories that Johnson fears “will all be
lost. 'm scared of the great loss that will be; I can’t let it die” (8). She highlights
the urgent need for this tracing, contacting of relations and gathering of stories by
Indigenous communities. Johnson articulates a theme in Chapter Two: the need to

gather stories that break a particular silence by establishing one’s place in the

% Of the several people involved, only Johnson was accused and found guilty of a murder, and

in this collaboration she describes the multi-layered realities that shape the context of this event.

The opening quotation of this section is from a letter that initiates her collaboration with Wiebe.
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generations: a genealogy broader than the one imposed by those who dominate. In
“The Ethical Space for Engagement,” Cree scholar Willie Ermine speaks of the
need for “funding and national commitment {to enable] Indigenous institutions
and community to do memory work on knowledge that would inform the rights
agenda” which Johnson, for example, is engaged in (202). Ermine argues
convincingly that this funding and national commitment will go a long ways to
help create an ethical space within which First Nations and immigrant
communities can begin to build understanding, helping “to create a level playing
field where notions of universality are replaced by concepts such as the equality of
nations” (202).

This establishment of a “rightful place” is crucial and also cannot be
separated from how those who continue to migrate to this land need to be
welcomed. The “human-to-human dialogue” must include the obligation for
every settler - whether here for generations or arriving on this land today — to
recognize the rightful place of First Nations, Métis and Inuit in this land. This
relationship — of being guests to Indigenous hosts - presents itself as a new layer in
the story of newcomers’ lives. The development of a rightful place and an ethical
space calls for knowledge of the First Nations, Métis and Inuit stories that have
soaked this land, and through which they imagine and envision this land. The
federal powers-that-be are obligated to invite settlers to reimagine themselves here
through the witness of Indigenous communities and to orient their arrival in terms

of these stories and histories. The stories that carry the memory of an Indigenous
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peoples so that it is a vital part of contemporary dialogue, the.narratives that
reflect the diversity and the differences, and the creative tensions that the stories
and the narratives create: these have the power to help settlers begin to imagine
and reimagine themselves in this shared land. As each story builds the
complexities of the communities and the history of the relations between them
into sharper focus, the reader - immigrant or Indigenous - is invited to a wider and
deeper sense of this time, this place, who we are here, and who we are not. Early
on this thesis referred to the vital connection between activism and stories and in
this context this connection remains a potent one: the question of how one is to

live depends on which story one chooses to orient oneself by.

Coda

Through stories that take up particular silences and that break them open
the work of becoming at-home remains crucial. As I write, news headlines report
that “fragile marshes face new threat” because oil is spilling out from a ruptured
British Petroleum-dug well 5,000 feet below the surface of the Gulf of Mexico
(Kaufman and Robertson). I write as this oil spreads its poisons, silencing who
knows how much of the eloquence of the intricate households of those waters and
coastal lands? Each of the many factors that contribute to this disaster is another

manifestation of human disregard for the diversity, the glossae” of earth-home.

% Glos-sae (noun, plural): Anatomy. the tongue. Dictionary.com Unabridged
Based on the Random House Dictionary, © Random House, Inc. 2010. 3 May 2010. Web.
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This deafness — of having ears but not listening - damns not only non-
human creatures to silence but also the mother tongues of peoples whose
.. knowledges have not been counted as important by the powers-that-be. J. Edward
Chamberlin argues that these powers work out of a particular notion of progress
and he makes the important link between this idea’s disregard for both the non-
human and human environments:
Why not let things take their natural course and encourage the survival of
the fittest language? What would be lost, other than a few species?
Admittedly, there aren’t that many species of languages, but there are lost
of varieties...within each family; and some of them...might eventually
become new species if the conditions were right. The trouble is that the
“right” conditions are often the product of force....The language that wins
out is sometimes the one with the army. And we know that while some
languages survive all sorts of violence, some do not. And others just slip

away, less counted than spotted owls. (16)

As I'have pointed out through Taiaiake Alfred and Walter Brueggemann, nothing
short of a spiritual revolution will change the dominant desire to live on this earth
in power-over relationships bent on muffling and then silencing the heteroglossia
that expresses and sustains this life.

I introduced this dissertation with the sung lament of one exiled by the

ancient Babylonian empire and ended the third chapter with Sakéj Henderson’s
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account of how the singing and drumming of First Nations’ people announced the
Creator’s presence to stretch the bounds dictated by English and French-speaking
Canadians at the patriation of the Constitution in 1982. These bounds are also
challenged and expanded by Shelley Niro’s characters in It Starts With a Whisper
as they sing a song of liberation on the eve of the five-hundred year anniversary of
Columbus’s stumbling onto the Caribbean islands. Margaret Laurence’s youngest
diviner Pique joins these voices as she takes up her Métis father Jules’ songs of
witness. Rudy Wiebe’s Tetsot'ine character Greenstocking listens as Robert
“Hood’s sound plays a skipping harmony over her father’s chant, carrying her
even farther into the birth of humanity” (89). All of these songs are sung in the
presence of powers much larger than that of the singers.96

Some may say that these are only songs and that “a song does not
change reality” (Brueggeman, Prophetic 18). Some may also say the stories told
here by Niro, Robinson, Wiebe and Laurence are only fictional stories. However,

these songs and stories are part of “the battle for language” as they challenge the

language of the dominant powers, evoking alternative realities to the ones in force

% Shelley Niro’s feature film Kissed by Lightning also employs song to challenge the
boundaries set by American and Canadian nation building. The Haudenosaunee main character
Mavis Dogblood and her partner stop on their journey through her peoples’ traditional territory
in upstate New York for a meal at a roadside bar. The atmosphere is tense and they receive
hostile treatment and stares by the white waitress and patrons; and then, an African American
man stops at their table to chat. He recalls how “your people helped my people” try to reach
free states, and he leads his other three companions — who all together form a gospel quartet - in
a song of praise for this relationship between their peoples. This song mediates a powerful
counternarrative to the story underlining the hostile atmosphere. An alternative reality “breaks
out” in the play of this song of praise. Paul Ricoeur claims that “play is formidable precisely
because it is loose in the world”; and this song is certainly a formidable force that loosens the
grip of the hostility in the restaurant (109).
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(Brueggeman 18).°” The “critical and creative dimension” that the language in
these stories and songs offers includes a “disclosure of possible worlds,” directing
the imagination of the reader to “a disclosure of possibility” and opening up “an
understanding of the worlds, actual and possible” (Ricoeur, “The Poetics”’125).
These songs and the fictional texts point to the heteroglossia that expresses the
mystery of life on earth. Stories have the power to help their listeners imagine in
new ways the relationships that sustain life on earth; they are able to break
silences and create in their listeners a longing to hear voices beyond the tired self-
contained voice of self-promotion and the jingoism of political or commercial
empires. Stories have the power to open their listeners’ ears to begin to pick up the
resonance of the other voices that would break out if through listening one but

steps back, is still, and seeks the power that stays.

" Neal McLeod argues that “thinking poetically” allows Cree the “space to recreate....the
narrative thinking of the greatest of our k&€hté-ayak, Old Ones, and our storytellers” since “this
metaphorical discourse composed of symbolic and poetic descriptions of the world and our
experiences, saturates and permeates Cree narrative memory” (109).
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