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Abstract:

In this thesis, utilizing the works of contemporary post-colonial critics and
authors, I argue that poetry is a medium through which Aboriginal women can reclaim
control over the construction of Aboriginal female identities. I also argue that language
has played an important role in the history of colonization. Firstly as a venue in which the
colonizers could construct a perception of the world in which an ideological subjugation
of Indigenous peoples is not only appropriate, but necessary. Second, as a venue in which
Indigenous writers can address the disconnectedness of the colonially constructed reality,
and, lastly, as a space in which Native writers can reconstruct history, the world, and
Aboriginal identity according to their own multi-cultural and individual perspectives.
Through close readings of poetry by three Aboriginal women in Canada, I argue that each
poet’s active engagement with the socially constructed relationship between signifiers
and signifieds allows them to re-codify the English language in ways that accommodate

their own multi-cultural and individual perspectives.
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Introduction

“As an Indigenous writer, I find writing in the colonizer’s language simultaneously painful and liberating”
~ Janice Acoose

For many Aboriginal authors, writing in English is not so much a choice as it is a
consequence of colonization. Kathleen Donovan explores the paradox this situation
constructs for Indigenous authors by asking, “When the essence of language is creativity,
how does a writer give life to ideas in a medium of death, duplicity and destruction,
which the English language has been for Native people?” (146). In addition to the
negative associations that English can have for Aboriginal writers are the many negative
images and stereotypes of Aboriginal identity. Both the negative associations of English
and the production of negative images contribute to the construction of a marginalized
position for Aboriginals living in Canada. According to M. Nourbese Philip, for instance,
“Scourges of racism and sexism ... create a profound sense of alienation, resulting in
what can be best described as a psychic exile, even among those artists who are not in
physical exile” (2). Although Philip is discussing racism in Canada in a generalized
sense, she includes Aboriginals among those potentially affected by “a profound sense of
alienation” (2). As Aboriginal authors in Canada, Pauline Johnson, Jeannette Armstrong,
and Beth Cuthand represent a minority that has been dislocated from their language and
culture through colonialism and isolated through racism and sexism. As a result, each
author represents what Philip has called an “artist in exile” (2). Furthermore, as an “artist
in exile,” the desire to express oneself and one’s identity is often difficult as the artist
searches for a way to transcend the barriers put in place through colonialism.

Often closely connected to the desire to express oneself is the search for a

medium in which to put forth that expression. In this sense, another uniting factor among
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Johnson, Armstrong and Cuthand is that each has chosen to express herself through é
poetic medium. For many Aboriginal authors, writing represents a powerful assertion of
voice as they take control over the discourse used to oppress them. For Johnson,
Armstrong, and Cuthand, this assertion of voice transforms their poetry from an
exploration of language into a manipulation of language as each addresses her audience
in a way that forces readers/listeners into a dialogue with the author/speaker that reverses
colonial as well as patriarchal power structures’. In “The Cattle Thief” by Pauline
Johnson, “Indian Woman™ by Jeannette Armstrong, and “Post-Oka Kinda Woman” by
Beth Cuthand, each author/speaker takes an active role in re-defining her individual as
well as cultural identity. At the same time, each poem is, in some sense, “polemical” as
the author “chronicles the imposition of non-Native expectations and insistences
(political, social, scientific) on Native communities and the methods of resistance
employed by Native people in order to maintain both their communities and cultures”
(King “Godzilla vs. The Post-Colonial” 244). Thus, through poetry, each author
manipulates language and external/internal images of identity as she confronts the
realities of racism, patriarchy and oppression as a means of putting forth a reconstructed
self-image with regard to her identity as an individual and as a member of a broader
Indigenous community.

While Pauline Johnson has been studied extensively in recent years, her historical
and literary location as one of the first Indigenous women in Canada to become a
recognizable figure within popular culture should neither be ignored nor dismissed.

Furthermore, while biographical works such as Pauline Johnson: First Aboriginal Voice

of Canada by Betty Keller, and Flint and Feather: The Life and Times of E. Pauline
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Johnson, Tekahionwake by Charlotte Gray may be helpful references with regard to the

details and timelines of Johnson’s life, they are also representative of a larger critical
problem: the superceding of Johnson’s personal and public life over her writing. Since
the majority of scholarly research focuses upon Johnson’s public and private life as an
Indigenous woman living in the nineteenth and early twentieth-century, the lack of
critical attention focused upon her writing, and more specifically her poetry is
representative of a much larger gap within contemporary scholarship regarding works
written by First Nations women.

Like Pauline Johnson, many Aboriginal authors are themselves being analyzed,
theorized, and examined by the critical eye. For instance, within contemporary critical
discussions about Aboriginal literature, much of the dialogue is devoted to theorizing the
role of critics, the role of readers/audiences, and the role of authors in the production of
First Nations literature. Often excluded from these critical discussions are close readings
of the literary works of Indigenous peoples. According to Glenn Willmott, although many
critics are now interested in investigating Pauline Johnson as “a kind of performance
text,” among the critics examining her poetry, “there is very little close reading” (45).
While Jeannette Armstrong has increasingly become a voice through which multiple
Aboriginal concerns in Canada are expressed, (her numerous publications and interviews
have shed light on many different issues regarding Native women, identity and the re-
construction of individual Native identities), few critics discuss how these issues are
presented in her poetry. Beth Cuthand’s work has also received very little critical
analysis. As with Armstrong, Cuthand’s obscurity within many contemporary academic

circles does not reflect the fact that, as Laura Cranmer states, her poetry “establishes
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signposts with which to navigate, albeit in a metaphysical way, the difficult landscape of
de-colonization” (132). While Armstrong and Cuthand are both frequently anthologized
in numerous literary collections, the lack of close critical attention to what these authors
are saying, and why and how they are saying it, is representative of the gap that is now
apparent within First Nations literary criticism in general.

When re-considering these authors’ poetry, Kim Anderson’s book, A Recognition

of Being: Reconstructing Native Womanhood, provides an excellent framework through
which to understand each author’s poetry. At the heart of Anderson’s research is her view
that Aboriginal women often need to take part in an “identify formation process”
resulting in the reconstruction of a positive self-image. According to Anderson, this
‘formation process’ has four primary stages: “resisting negative definitions of being;
reclaiming Aboriginal tradition; constructing a positive identity by translating tradition
into the contemporary context; and acting on that identity in a way that nourishes the
overall well-being of [Aboriginal] communities” (15). On the one hand, viewing the
poems through this model provides me with a framework through which I can understand
what each author is saying. On the other hand, it emphasizes the fact that, for many
Aboriginal women, regaining control over their identities is a powerful and important
struggle that often involves a re-examination of how and in what ways signifiers of
Aboriginal identity are represented within the language system itself. In this sense, I see
Aboriginal women who resist and reconstruct themselves through poetry as engaging in a
re-signification process through which they regain control over their identities as women

and individuals.
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As T discuss active confrontations of Indigenous women against oppression,
patriarchy, and colonial misrepresentations, I also need to recognize my own
personal/critical location within that environment. In this sense, I will address the issue of
who I am and why I want to write about poetry by Native Women. While I do feel that
social constructions of class, race and gender in Canada are negative for all groups
involved, as a middle-class, white male living in Canada, I am aware that I exist within a
privileged position that has been granted to me by a culture founded upon patriarchy and
the colonial conquest. There is no question that when I declare my intention to write
about texts written by Native Women, I am heading into a dangerous territory, one that
has been strongly criticized by many Native as well as non-Native writers and critics.
Some of the danger lies in the fact that, regardless of my intentions, Iam inserting myself
into a position of power over the authors of the texts I am discussing, authors who are
Native women. As a result, I control the conversation and, thus, reaffirm the power
structures these poets seek to destroy: Man over Woman; White over “the other.”

In searching for a philosophical/critical solution to this problem, I have turned to
various authors/critics who are also attempting to understand with the implicit
relationship of power, authority, and authorship between artist and audience. In How
Should I Read These?, Helen Hoy addresses the issue of non-Native authors discussing
Native issues and argues that the problem lies in the fact that “the writer is seen as both
displacing the Native author and subject and presuming — and, in the process, producing —
knowledge of realities at some remove from his or her own” (8). In other words, she
claims that critics who claim that they know exactly what Native authors are talking

about not only effectively erase difference by denying that his or her own cultural
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position results in a different perspective or experience but are also potentially
contributing to the growing spectrum of misconceptions about Aboriginal cultures and
people. According to Hoy, this presumption/denial creates a situation in which “the First
Nations face a particular, historically grounded insistence by descendants of European
settlers on obliterating difference and claiming connection” (9). She explains,
Too-easy identification by the non-Native reader, ignorance of historical
or cultural allusion, obliviousness to the presence or properties of Native
genres, and the application of irrelevant aesthetic standards are all means
of domesticating difference, assimilating Native narratives into the
mainstream. (9)
Hoy also argues that this “obliteration of difference” is enhanced in Canada by the
increasing “white-Canadian self-image of non-racist tolerance” (9). In other words, the
increasing attempt by white-Canadians to construct a fixed Canadian identity, one that
sets Canada apart from the rest of the world, results in the absorption of Native literature
and culture into a “single story, retold by sympathetic Western critics” (9). Hoy addresses
her own position as a non-Aboriginal critic and suggests that she can acknowledge the
sensitive relationship between non-Native readers and Native texts by “explor[ing] the
problematics of reading and teaching a variety of prose works by Native women writers
in Canada from one particular perspective, [her] own, that of a specific cultural outsider”
(11). In other words, Hoy sees the addressing and declaration of her own cultural location
as an important step toward reading, as opposed to appropriating, Aboriginal texts. The
key to Hoy’s reading is her subjectivity as she does not pretend to embrace difference

while erasing it under the surface. She addresses her own cultural perspective and how it
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inevitably influences her reading, thus recognizing and embracing difference as opposed
to attempting to overcome it by providing a so-called ‘objective perspective.’

Stephen Morton argues a similar point to Hoy when he states that many of the
problems regarding non-Native readers writing about Native literature have to do with
“the invisible eye of postcolonial theory” (4). On the other hand, Morton also argues that
“[t]o merely assert that [he is] writing from the stance of an English, lower middle-class
white male with straight tendencies, for example, does not serve to displace the axes of
oppression that circumscribe particular sites of reading” (3). Moreover, Morton also
argues that “interrogating whiteness [does not] provide a substitute for effective anti-
racist work” (3). Morton explains that one of the most apparent issues regarding the
relationship between white critic and native artist, is the critic’s desire to contain texts
within the context of colonialism, loss and power without recognizing “how texts can
also empower individuals outwith the domains of discourse and power” (4). In this sense,
Morton suggests that critical discussions which emphasize the ‘destruction’ of Indigenous
languages and cultures lead to a perception of Aboriginal peoples as degraded and
demoralized while ignoring the fact that Aboriginal literatures often celebrate the
continued, vibrant, changing, and distinct existence of Aboriginal peoples and cultures.
Morton also suggests that there are multiple topics and audiences for Native
authors/stories and to place them all within the same context is to create a canon of
Native literature that not only excludes many Native writers but also contains those that
are included in a way that misrepresents their words as well as their lives.

Kathleen Donovan addresses this connection between words and lives in her

introduction to Feminist Readings of Native American Literature: Coming to Voice.
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Donovan relates her experience in a graduate course on Native literary aesthetics as a
means of discussing the problematic relationship of the white critic and the Native text.
She relates that the class dynamics were such that they allowed for much discussion on a
variety of topics regarding Native literature. However, Donovan also recalls the dynamics
changing drastically after a guest speaker was brought into the class and it was noted that
he had written an essay in which he was very critical of the interactions of white women
with his people. The white feminists in the room argued that such a statement was
unwarranted and offensive. They felt very strongly that “while white women had indeed
been instruments of oppression of Native peoples, they had also been constructed as
Other, had also been subjected to the tyranny of patriarchal paradigms” (6). This
response led to a dialogue between the Native and non-Native people within the
classroom that continued until a Native woman emotionally announced “how it felt for
her life to be the object of study” (6). As she continued, she explained that “‘You
people’... ‘talk so easily about literary texts and you theorize so easily about these so-
called ‘texts’, but you forget, these are our lives’” (6). While her comment alludes to the
fact that theorizing about Native ‘texts’ is often a theorizing of Native peoples, this
powerful statement from Donovan’s story is also a reminder that many critics approach
Aboriginal literature in a way that sensationalizes or dehumanizes Aboriginal peoples.
Greg Young-Ing also comments on the relationship of criticism and Aboriginal
literature when he notes that “non-Aboriginal criticism tends to ‘reduce the emotionally,
historically and culturally-charged issues [of Aboriginal writing] to dry info-laden

399

legalize and/or academic jargon’ (quoted by Morton 5). In “Oratory: Coming to

Theory,” Lee Maracle relates a similar point; she argues that “Theory is useless outside
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of human application. If only a minority understand theory, only a minority can execute
theory” (10). In this sense, Maracle sees theory as limited in both its effectiveness and
application. According to Maracle, this is the result of “[a]cademicians wast[ing] a great
deal of effort deleting character, plot, and story from theoretical arguments. By referring
to instances and examples, previous human interaction, social events, academics
convince themselves of their own objectivity and persuade us that the story is no longer a
story” (9). What is left, according to Maracle, is a narrative void of people, passion, and
life. It is important to recognize, however, that Maracle is not arguing that there is an
essential flaw in the very concept of theoretical discourse. She is arguing that the lack of
practical application when it comes to theory is a sign that, if theory is to maintain
relevance, it must include that which has been bled out of it by Western-European
academics: the connection between words, concepts, abstract realities and the real, lived
experiences of people.

With these issues in mind, I have had to ask myself some serious questions about
my intentions and my methods. In “Confluence: Confessions of a White Writer Who
Reads Native Lit,” David Brundage also searches for a way in which he can read and
write about Native literatures while, at the same time, addressing the issue of not only his
whiteness, but his maleness. This is not to say that Brundage attempts to, as Morton
would say, ‘interrogate’ his ‘whiteness.” Brundage does, however, attempt to give colour
to the ‘invisible eye’ of the post-colonial critic by erasing his anonymity and analyzing
the “why and how” Native literature has influenced him. I feel a certain connection to
Brundage in that he is a white male reading, loving and talking about Native literature.

Also like Brundage, I have discovered that my desire to read and discuss Native literature
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is largely connected to a parent’. In my case, my influence can be traced to a path of
personal discovery as I attempt to learn more about my father.

My father was a professor of Education at Lakehead University who had come a
long way from his home in a small Newfoundland community. In his professional life, he
was very interested in the presence of stereotypes and negative images within textbooks,
curriculum, and the classroom. He was very passionate and somewhat evangelical about
his concerns regarding the inequitable treatment and inaccurate representations of
minorities within the education system and, from what my mother has told me, his
ambition to ‘change the world’ often resulted in a strained relationship with colleagues
and friends. One of the areas in which he found the most resistance was in his desire to,
along with some of his Native colleagues, create a Native Teacher Education Program. At
home, his emphasis on diversity extended beyond his professional life through a
determination to promote acceptance and understanding as opposed to embracing a
perception of Canada as a cultural melting pot. In fact, his determination to do so is often
at the core of my many anecdotes and childhood memories shared between myself and
my siblings regarding my father.

One of my favourite stories is one in which he gave me a quiz on stereotypes of
Native Canadians. As an eight year old who was more interested in sports and cartoons
than developing a social conscience, I was determined to wow him into leaving the issue
alone by getting every single one of those ten ‘true or false’ questions right. After
handing it back to him with an unwavering confidence, I was surprised to discover that I
had failed miserably. I was even more surprised to learn that every single statement in

that quiz was, in fact, false and a racial stereotype. Sweeping generalizations such as ‘all
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Indians live in tee pees’ and ‘Eskimos only eat raw fish’ were examples of questions I
answered as being accurate and thus, ‘true.’ At first, I thought that he was wrong. After
all, these were things that I had learned in school. Louis Riel was the vicious leader of a
violent rebellion who, despite the efforts of the ever-so-saintly Sir John A., struck out
against a government that had done everything it could to stop him. The contact
experience was summed up by pleasant images of pilgrims stepping off of a ship and into
gorgeous Thanksgiving dinners with cornucopias and curious, smiling Indians while
cheerful, singing coureurs de bois paddled down virgin rivers in an untouched landscape.
What I often leave out of the re-telling of this story is that, when my father handed me
back that quiz, his own disappointment seemed to overshadow my own. I also rarely
relate that our differing view points about racial stereotypes extended beyond the realm
of ‘true or false.” For years I refused to see things in his way. When he told me that
everyone is racist and that admitting and recognizing prejudice was a step toward
managing it, I sarcastically nodded and walked away, choosing to see him as another
example of a bleeding heart liberal who could find the good in everyone but himself.

One of my not-so-favourite childhood memories is one in which, at the age of
fourteen, I was beaten-up while walking to a friend’s house. The group of youth
responsible for the attack were around the same age as myself and were mostly, but not
entirely, made up of local Native youth. When I returned home, dropped off by a police
cruiser with a raging headache and swelling sense of anger, my father questioned me as
to whether or not I had brought it on by saying something insulting or demeaning. He
asked me if I had arranged the entire thing and was making everything up as a means of

hiding the fact that 1 had lost the fight and saving pride’. When a number of the youth
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involved were arrested by police shortly after the fight and I was asked to appear in court,
I was confused by the fact that my father seemed to be more concerned with the crown
attorney’s attempts to have me say that the group was entirely ‘Indian’ than he was with
making sure that I was not nervous or scared. At the time, it seemed to me as though my
father’s desire to be unassuming about the racial make-up of the group superceded the
needs of his son. I was devastated, confused and angry.

Feelings of devastation, confusion, and anger increased later that year when my
father passed away after a two-year battle with cancer. While I know that I love my
father, I do not know if I ever really knew him. My resistance to what he thought was so
important and my accusations that he was a romantic idealist who ‘glorified the Indians,’
did nothing but prevent me from really understanding who he was. In fact, it took years to
recognize what he was trying to do. It was a long time before I realized that his look of
disappointment after that quiz was grounded in his belief that my real education was to
take place at home, and that my failure to recognize this was a sign that he was not
getting through. It was even longer before I began to accept that racism does indeed exist
within everyone and when you deny it, you begin to embrace its ideology. It took a
reminder from my mother to even remember my father’s dispute with the crown attorney
and, when I did, I understood that his emphasis on the multi-racial make-up of that group
of youth was neither an attempt to be unassuming nor a debate regarding semantics. I also
realized that those youth may not have had a specific reason to confront me the way they
did but their attack was probably driven by anger. I may not have done anything to

antagonize them, but for some, I represented an individual who has benefited from a
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culture founded upon their oppression. For others, it might have been moﬁvated by the
desire to beat on someone else as opposed to being beaten themselves.

All of these realizations are part of a continual process of awakening. While this
process is not limited to discovering and coming to terms with who my father was and
what he wanted for his children, with each step, I find myself closer to being at peace
with his memory. Thus, while it is essentially a self-serving enterprise, I must recognize
and be aware of the fact that, initially, I read these works as a means of facilitating a
journey of personal discovery; a journey that I had hoped would bring me closer to a man
that I hardly knew. At the same time, however, I am aware that using the texts of
Aboriginal women as a medium through which I can gain “access” to my father is an
exploitive research practice. Consequently, I also want to emphasize that, while a
personal and emotive connection may be what drew me to these works initially, my love
of these authors and their works is not limited to what they implicitly remind me of. After
all, these works have absolutely nothing to do with my father, me, nor the relationship
between fathers and sons. My sustained love for these authors and their works is also
resulting from a sincere interest in the issues being discussed and an aesthetic
appreciation for each author’s talent.

Before I begin relating close readings of the primary works, I will first put them
into context. In chapter one, I will address how and in what ways Aboriginal identities
have become signifiers in a colonially controlled linguistic system. Also in the first
chapter, I will discuss how these dislocated images of Aboriginal identity have been
imposed upon Aboriginal peoples resulting in the collective negative self-image of many

First Nations people living in Canada. My discussion of the ways in which identity has
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been exploited and reconstructed through colonialism will allow me to further understand
why many Aboriginal people are in a fight