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When Canadian Literature celebrated its ��th 
anniversary in ����, an international group of 
scholars representing �� universities arrived in 
Vancouver, Canada, to discuss the future of 
Canadian literature, both the journal and the �eld. 
Associate Editor Laura Moss writes: “It seems 
relevant that in our gathering we made no giant 
proclamations about the future of Canadian writing, 
created no lists of key words or authors, damned 
no forms of writing as old-fashioned, and came 
away with no group manifesto.”

We are interested in articles on all subjects relating 
to writers and writing in Canada. Articles published 
in the journal engage with current critical and 
theoretical conversation both inside and outside 
Canada. Articles should follow current ��� biblio-
graphic format. Maximum word length for articles 
is ���� words which includes notes and works cited.

Articles submitted to the journal are vetted in a 
double blind peer review process by experts in 
the �eld. Approximately ��� of submissions are 
accepted for publication, with most appearing in 
print within a year of their original submission date.

Please see http://canlit.ca/submit  for submission 
details and calls for papers.

Canadian
Literature

“Canadian Literature seeks to 
establish no clan, little or large.”

—George Woodcock, 1959

“Beginning again a�er eighteen 
years, [CL] still takes as its 
subject, as its �rst editorial 

announced, ‘Canadian writers 
and their work and setting, 

without further limitations.’”
—W.H. New, ����

“A�er �� years of publication, 
CL—under its three editors, 

George Woodcock, W.H. New, 
and Eva-Marie Kröller—is still 
the �nest journal published on 

Canadian literary studies.”
—David Staines, ����

“Our aim is to listen as intently 
as possible to as great a range of 
writers as possible, and to heed 
what scholars and writers from 
around the world tell us about 

what’s worth listening to.”
—Laurie Ricou, ����

“[CL believes] that puzzling out 
social meanings is vitally 

important, and one of the best 
places to focus that e�ort is in 
the production and study of 
literature, broadly de�ned.”

—Margery Fee, ����
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Abstract
A strong sense of urgency for educational reform is prominent in Australia 
and British Columbia, Canada  From 2007 to 2010 the Australian 
federal government launched its ‘education revolution,’ which involved 
a focus on the economy with technology leading the way  Similarly, in 
British Columbia, Canada, provincial education reforms involved a 
focus on digital learning and economic global concerns  The forecast is that 
Australia and British Columbia will both undergo minimal long-term 
prosperity unless reforms of this nature are implemented  Motivated by 
the needs of the economy, digital learning has been chosen as an engine 
for growth and prosperity  However, the economy and digital learning 
are the wrong drivers for educational reform  Rather, education should 
be an instrument in the formation of a genuine community  This can be 
achieved by reducing class size, building well-resourced classrooms, and 
implementing regular professional teacher development 

Keywords: British Columbia, digital learning, Australia, class size, 
professional development, classroom resources, education reform

Introduction
This paper aims to take the theoretical arguments for educational reforms 
in British Columbia (Canada) and Australia one step further. By reform, 
I mean extensive changes in classroom practice and student/teacher 
learning. Australia has a central governmental education department, while 
Canada does not. However, both share similar demographic, contextual, 
and educational components. The focus of this paper is on educational 
reform in the Canadian province of British Columbia and in Australia 
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and this paper will challenge the basic premises underlying current and 
proposed educational reforms in British Columbia and Australia. I argue 
that educational decisions should be made without undue consideration 
for the economic implications, both in paying for the education and in the 
economic benefits to be gained. Current educational reforms in British 
Columbia and Australia however claim that 21st century learning should be 
guided by economic global concerns and led by technology (BC’s Ministry 
of Education Plan 2012; Fullan 2011; Rudd 2007; Bruniges 2005). 
This paper contends that proper reform should be implemented for the 
formation of genuine communities. This can be achieved by reducing class 
sizes, increasing classroom resources, and adopting regular professional 
teacher development.1 This is because learners think of pedagogy as 
contingent on relationship. We can be attentive here to Vygotsky’s ideas 
of the collaborative nature of relations between the learner and teacher. 
The social organization of the academic task plus the social relationship 
between the teacher and student play a crucial role in whether or not 
a student learns (Etherington 2006). This working relationship can be 
called a miniature “pedagogic community.” Pedagogy becomes visible, 
transcendent, and incorporative within miniature pedagogic communities. 
The aim of these communities is the preservation of social cohesion and 
unity. In this environment, the notion of “teacher-learners” instructing 
“learner-teachers” utilized by Freire (1970) becomes a reality.

The reform driver who has individualized (personalized) learning 
has focused too much on the British Columbia and Australian reforms 
(see BC’s Education Plan 2012 and Digital Education Revolution 2012). 
Ironically reforms that promote individualized learning do not reflect the 
need for social cohesion and community knowledge that many groups 
in society address as essential for the 21st century (Hord and Sommers 
2007). Community learning is advantageous because it recognizes the 
racial, cultural, religions, and gender diversity of individuals and groups by 
promoting relationship, mutual respect, and tolerance while personalizing 
resources to meet individual needs (Bruniges 2005).

In mounting my argument, I critique the current reform drivers in 
education, propose a necessity for returning to three proven fundamentals 
of whole system reform, and explore the implications for K-12 schools.

Reforming Education
When it comes to whole system educational reform there has been 
no lack of serious suggestions (Carpenter 2000; Fullan 2011). Across 
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British Columbia and Australia, governments, politicians, and interested 
stakeholders have responded with a number of commitments to improve 
whole system reform in K-12 schools. The forecast is that Australia and 
British Columbia will both undergo minimal long-term prosperity unless 
whole system reforms are executed (Garrett 2012; BC’s Ministry of 
Education Plan 2012).

Reforming Education in Australia
In Australia, the federal government’s ‘education revolution’ aims to 
personalize learning by investing in digital technology to lead the way 
(Rudd 2007). Educational change is linked to a strong economy and 
an educated populace, with digital pedagogy leading the changes being 
implemented or considered. In a 2007 address to the Melbourne Education 
Research Institute the Australian prime minister delivered the following 
statement regarding the economy and education:

Education must lie at the core of our long-term strategy for our 
national security, our national prosperity – even our national survival. … 
Education is the engine room of the economy. … Education is the pathway 
to prosperity. But for too long we have failed to see education as a core 
challenge for the economy. Australia now needs an education revolution: 
a revolution in the quantum of our investment and a revolution in the 
quality of our education outcomes. …The research and evidence show that 
the best way to boost productivity is to invest in human capital. This is 
why education is the pathway to prosperity … more educated economies 
are wealthier economies. It is time to invest in our future … the time has 
come for this nation to bring about an education revolution. (Rudd 2007)

As stated in the prime minister’s address, the best way to boost 
productivity is to invest in human capital. All are invited (parents, teachers, 
and community members) to have a stake in the new and improved 
direction for schooling and all interested parties should increase their 
appetite for the advancement of the economy assisted by the betterment 
of education.

The educational reform of digital learning in Australia is significant. By 
the beginning of the 2012 school year education authorities in Australia 
had installed more than 911 000 computers in secondary schools. The 
Australian government currently provides funding of $1 000 per computer 
and up to $1 500 for the installation and maintenance of that device (see 
Digital Education Revolution 2012). In February, 2012 the education 
minister made the following announcement:
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The computer rollout is transforming the way students learn, enabling 
them to work autonomously and develop the skills they need to go on to 
higher education, into a trade or enter the workforce. (Garrett 2012)

Digital pedagogy is based on personalized learning and implies that 
the purpose of an education is to assist students to successfully enter the 
workforce.

Reforming Education in British Columbia
In British Columbia the provincial education minister released education 
plans in October 2011 that outlined its planned education reforms. 
The key features to B.C.’s reforms are personalized learning, quality 
teaching, flexibility and choice, high standards, and learning empowered 
by technology. On the B.C. Ministry of Education Plan website, under 
“Why is Education Changing in BC?” the rationale given for reform is 
that “new jobs are constantly being created, and technology is changing 
the way we communicate and connect with each other” (see BC’s Ministry 
of Education Plan 2012). On the Province of B.C. YouTube video, two 
particular drivers are given for reform under the heading of “A Perfect 
Storm.” The drivers for reform are “the global recession” and “technological 
change” (see “Meeting the Needs of Students in the 21st century” 2011).

In British Columbia, global competition provides the motivation 
for reform. In the year 2000, Anderson argued that “what we see in the 
Canadian scene is a reform movement that is driven by the fear of global 
competition, which means our education must change to meet the changes 
demand” (Anderson 2000, p. 9). Twelve years later, in 2012, the global 
recession and technology are still the primary drivers of educational reform 
in British Columbia (see BC Education Plan, 2012).

The province of British Columbia has recently signed an agreement with 
TELUS (a national telecommunications company in Canada) to provide 
the province with telecommunications services to promote faster and more 
efficient uses of technology in classrooms (see BC’s Education Plan 2012).

Similar to Australia’s reforms in education, B.C.’s digital pedagogy 
stresses personalized learning and is aimed at helping students successfully 
enter the workforce.

The Economy as a Motivation for Reform
Is the economy a good driver for educational reform? History has shown 
that a confidence in any substantial nexus between educational performance 
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and the economy may be difficult to sustain in the long run, as Hollenbeck 
(2001, par.6) notes using an American example:

In 2001 the United States experienced unprecedented economic growth 
that was the envy of all of the world’s economies. The Third International 
Math and Science Study (TIMSS) was undertaken in 1997 and included 
math and science assessments of students from several nations. The results 
are at best unimpressive. One-third of U.S. students failed to meet “basic” 
levels of competence, one-third demonstrate basic levels, and about one-
third are “proficient” or “advanced” in all of the tested areas.

Indeed, high Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
scores are tied more to “quality” of education, and educational systems that 
perform the best are able to target funds where they are needed the most 
(OECD 2012). By providing a “quality” indicator to the consumer and 
objective assessments of student learning within education markets, a neo-
liberal approach to economic productivity and education is synonymous 
with building an educated populace (Hursh 2007, p. 500).

Supporting a neo-liberal approach to educational reform that is 
implemented purely because of the economic value of human capital is to 
place human beings in the category of mere animals. As C.S Lewis pointed 
out, only animals are exclusively focused on their vocation, they are the 
perfect working professionals. Consequently, if a pride of lions were able 
to speak, they would only talk shop (Spears and Loomis 2009).

Neo-liberal policy views teachers and students as another factor in 
the equations of management (Kerr 2006). When students are schooled 
in places geared to economic ideals, schools become knowledge for 
money (Froese-Germain 2000). Children, schooled as objects of 
economic production, rather than subjects with intrinsic significance, are 
characterized by stress and fear as the emphasis is on being “successful” 
(Sahlberg 2006).  This type of success however breeds competition, while 
the aim of education should be the social goals of unity and avoiding 
competitive behaviours (Etherington 2006). Politicians have been warned 
by educationalists before about mixing government-driven economic ideals 
with the education of our young people. What John Dewey said in 1916 
remains true today—neo-liberal approaches to education ultimately sever 
the connection between education and community.

Digital Reforms in Education Leading the Way
Back in the 1980s, a U.S. National Task Force on education acknowledged 
that technology could individualize learning instruction and at the same 
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time be cost effective. In the 21st century, personalized learning powered by 
technology is central to educational reform (US Department of Education 
2010). While assistive technologies forge ahead, we continue to find 
pedagogical weaknesses in the classroom (see Education for All Report 
2005). Today, on-line platforms like the Kahn Academy and TED-Ed have 
the potential to re-individualize the education experience. Consequently, 
educational reforms in Australia and British Columbia have moved in 
this direction in the name of personalized 21st century learning (see BCs 
Ministry of Education Plan 2012 and Department of Education and Early 
Childhood Development 2007).

In Australia and British Columbia, educational reforms have looked to 
digital technologies to lead the way (BC’s Education Plan 2012; Garrett 
2012). The rhetoric of personalized learning gives authority to the digital 
world of progressive 21st century education. Even within education, 
there are those who think that technology should be the cornerstone of 
educational reform (Johnson 2010). However, an unchecked enthusiasm for 
all things technological is reflective of deepening consumerist orientations 
to education, which ultimately defines K-12 students as “consumers” and 
“clients” (Arum and Roksa 2011, p. 15). As consumers of information, 
students are competitive and feel a sense of entitlement regardless of 
effort (Johnson 2010). In the unrelenting drive for economic productivity 
and competition, schools become cost-efficient networks of unrelated, 
uncaring, and unknowable managers (Gatto 2005). “A market based logic 
of education,” argues Arum and Roksa (2011, p. 16), “encourages students 
to focus on its instrumental value—that is, as a credential—and to ignore 
its academic meaning and moral character.”

When educational reform implements technology in the name of 
“individualized learning,” Poe (2004) contends that technology becomes 
a cheap alternative, and in some cases a replacement, for doing anything 
substantive (Novak 2009). From an economic stand point, a digital 
“revolution” is advantageous for those schools that do not have sophisticated 
networks of teaching resources (Collins and Halverson 2009). Additionally, 
if schools struggle to attract students, the implementation of a digital 
revolution may help to balance the budget. But if this comes at the cost of 
genuine community building and quality face-to-face interaction, we must 
question the zeal in thinking that on-line modes of learning are the answer. 
There is no doubt that a technological revolution is an attractive and cost 
efficient reform for a continued robust economy, but educational reform 
grounded in the pursuit of economic productivity ignores the reality of the 
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long lasting motivation, deep respect, and commitment that is cultivated 
in small and caring communities of face-to-face learners (Mitchell 2007).

When schools resemble the market place we harvest disengaged students 
who function as clients—expecting satisfaction with a minimum of effort 
(Johnson 2010). Critics are right to argue that under a digital revolution of 
information technology there is a severe return to an inexpressive model 
of information transmission rather than a necessary critique and analysis 
of information (Novak 2009). Alienated from our common human reality, 
Fullan (2011) argues that this is the wrong way to go. Because technology is 
winning the race over pedagogy, it means that technology is getting better 
while genuine learner communities with high quality teacher instruction 
is not. Without a smart pedagogy, digital learning, although seductive, 
is bankrupt. Fullan notes that “no other successful country became good 
through using technology at the front end. Without pedagogy in the driver’s 
seat there is growing evidence that technology is better at driving us to 
distraction, and that the digital world of the child is detached from the 
world of the school” (p. 16). When children are detached from the world 
of the school, they are detached from community.

A Proper Reform in Education
A “proper” reform in education would focus on building high quality 
instruction within close and meaningful communities of learner-teachers 
and teacher-learners. Educators know that learning is a social-emotional 
process (Fernandez-Berrocal and Ruiz 2008) and educators recognize that 
social, emotional, and ethical skills development cannot be ignored in 
the rush for better academic preparation to advance the economy. This is 
especially significant in the face of data showing a correlation with young 
people disconnected from learning, with consistently high truancy and 
attrition rates (Croninger and Lee 2001).

Schools should be genuine communities where children flourish 
together as human beings. They should be received into authentic 
and meaningful learner groups where community and polity are not 
significantly distinguished (Strike 2000). Schools should become places 
where meaningful human interactions replace solitary digital worlds (Cole 
2000). This type of classroom would reflect a well-resourced dwelling 
where classes were small, learning was both personalized and community 
focussed, and teachers adapted instruction to the strengths and weaknesses 
of each learner. Learner strengths are cultivated within an environment 
of care, not competition. Educational reform in China, Japan, Singapore, 
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and the European Union has already shifted its restructuring to support 
genuine community learning and co-operation between learners (Fullan 
2005; Hargreaves and Fink 2006).

It is not in material interests that we find motivation—watch, practice, 
and learn about communication-trust, commitment to others and self-
sufficiency—but rather in meaningful communities of human interface 
(Katz and Earl 2007). Although the need for technological literacy and 
skills is vital, as Pink (2005) argues, we are now moving away from the 
Information Age and into what is described as the Conceptual Age. In 
the Conceptual Age, working within community is critical. Thus, it is 
credentials like communication skills, leadership experience, innovation, 
emotional intelligence, and creativity, together with problem-solving and 
collaborative skills that will be required in the modern workforce (NCREL 
and Metiri Group 2003). It will not be computer-related skills that one 
needs to get a high-paying job in tomorrow’s economy; rather, it will be 
people skills (Pink 2005).

Educational reform must therefore prepare students for a different 
workplace—one that values innovation, imagination, creativity, 
communication, and most importantly, emotional intelligence. A similar 
argument was made in the early 1990s by technology critic Cuban 
(1993), who maintained that the focus of educational reform should be on 
developing morally responsible people who are compassionate and who 
have developed good people skills. Workers will need to build on the 
skills of the 20th century by mastering a new and different set of skills 
in the 21st century. As Pink (2005) says, “we must perform work that 
overseas knowledge-workers can’t do cheaper, that computers can’t do 
faster, and that satisfies the aesthetic, emotional, and spiritual demands 
of a prosperous time” (p. 61).

The problem with an unchecked and eager faith in any one gadget for 
“extraordinary” and “revolutionary” reform is grounded in a misguided 
assumption about how people learn (Knight, Dixon, Norton, and Bentley 
2004). In an extensive review of the literature concerning learning styles, 
psychologists Pashler, McDaniel, Rohrer, and Bjork (2009) discovered 
that learning in a silent individualized space does not invite long-term 
learning; rather, it is in community learning in combination with an 
enriching engagement of information that long-term learning can be 
attained. Developmental psychologist Patricia Kuhl from the University 
of Washington discovered the importance of real, person-to-person 
interaction for learning language, which computer programs could not 
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replicate (Guernsey 2007). Using birdsong studies Kuhl exposed the limits 
of learning from disembodied sounds electronically delivered. Similarly, 
studies with young children showed negative results for learning using 
electronic media. The conclusion was convincing: electronic media cannot 
supersede real-time, person-to-person interaction (Guernsey 2007).

Learning must be active, mixed, spaced, and varied—alternating study 
environments, mixing content, and spacing learning sessions (Prince 
2004). An education revolution grounded in technological gadgetry 
commits teachers to monolithic classroom cultures with children as empty 
vessels to be filled through information dumping (Oppenheimer 2003). 
Such a cultural overconfidence should be exposed as an ill-advised and 
backward pedagogy (Burke, Lundin and Daunt 1997; Freire 1973; Luke 
2000; Marsden 1996; Morgan 1998 cited in Knight et. al 2004). Genuine 
educational reform should be geared to creating active, mixed, spaced, 
and varied learning opportunities (Prince 2004) within the formation of 
genuine community.

With this in mind, consider an education revolution for Australia and 
British Columbia that is not geared to economic opulence, but instead 
rests on the reality of the whole person—mind, body, and spirit. Rather 
than information gathering, curriculum reform should be an instrument 
for building quality school communities and oriented to person formation. 
Since the classroom is filled with “diversity, redolent with ambiguity” 
(Blomberg 2007, p.7), an education based on information gathering, 
although necessary, is insufficient. A reflective education combined with a 
critical pedagogy discloses learning and reality for what it is: confronting, 
exciting, intimidating, problematic, risky, chaotic, empowering, and 
community enriching—all true to our human experience (Trygestad 
1997; Jucker 2002; OECD 2010). Classrooms are places where children 
can just “be” and educational reform should focus on nurturing valuable 
human relationships. This would require reform that actually welcomes and 
embraces education for human flourishing that would confront the deepest 
problems of our age (Spears and Loomis 2009) rather than information 
gathering (Blomberg 2007).

If one of the deepest problems of our age is community solidity, this 
might explain why teachers protest that students are disengaged with 
school, cannot manage their feelings adequately, do not cope well with 
failure, and are unable to demonstrate adequate listening skills or empathize 
with their peers (Government of South Australia 2007). Although young 
people are computer literate, they struggle to manage their emotions. In 
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other words, they are smart people who have been rendered powerless 
(Steiner 1997; Fernandez-Berrocal and Ruiz 2008; Aczel 2002). If the 
prospects of employment are important, then equipping our young people 
with the skills and abilities to fully participate in community life is essential 
and these involve more than just digital literacy.

In the following section it is maintained that the best environment for 
genuine community and authentic person formation is achievable within 
small, well-resourced classrooms with caring, well-supported, quality 
teachers as guides.

The Fundamental Reform: Small Classes, Well-Resourced 
Classrooms and Quality Teachers
Small classes

A small class size in this discussion refers to about 14–16 students per 
teacher (Achilles 2003). When classes have more than 20 students, 
problems associated with a lack of access to classroom resources and 
restricted teaching and learning strategies emerge (Levin et. al 2007). 
Holmes (1995, p. 1) notes the minimal pupil-teacher interaction in larger 
classes: “Even the perfectly-efficient teacher (who could not exist) could not 
provide every child in a 30-pupil classroom with more than a theoretical 
maximum of two minutes of instruction in an hour.” For teachers, both 
class size and diversity matter.Research has demonstrated that smaller 
classes may have the greatest positive impact on students with the greatest 
educational needs. Class size reduction can provide the environment in 
which teachers can interact with individual students more frequently and 
use a greater variety of instructional strategies (OISE-UT/CEA 2010).

The larger the class, the scarcer the resources and the more the 
institution lurches in the direction of navigating learners in uniform 
ways towards sameness, thus eliminating individuality (Spears and 
Loomis 2009). There is an increased reliance on the lecture method of 
instruction, less active student involvement in the learning process, less 
teacher questioning, reduced frequency of instructor interaction with and 
feedback given to students, and finally, less physical space, all of which 
can lead to classroom management issues (Bourke 1986; Thompson and 
Cunningham 2001). Classes with large numbers of students have less 
physical space and the physical space of a classroom and the activities that 
take place within it are inextricably linked (Leander 2004). The body and 
mind dwell within the physical medium of a classroom; therefore, the 
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physical arrangement of space, materials, and light will play a role in the 
learning (Hansen 2007). Educational reform must examine the classroom 
spaces where children live, learn, and grow and the environment in which 
teachers are required to teach.

One of the realities of modern societies is that children today are much 
more isolated. Johnson and McElroy (2010) maintain that children today 
are limited in their freedom to explore their neighbourhoods, partly because 
parents are more guarded. Although there are increasing societal demands 
placed on youth, children often escape the pressure by spending more alone-
time watching television, surfing the internet, and playing video games 
(Johnson 2010). Even when children are together they spend much of their 
time texting or ‘Facebooking’ one another—present in mind but not in 
body. We might ask, what will become of the classic “people person”? When 
class sizes are small and personal, information is of a local or individual 
concern and genuine human community depends on this information 
(Spears and Loomis 2009) and teachers have more time to prepare for 
individual needs (Butt and Lance 2005). Unfortunately, the learning 
culture and values of a North American classroom is individualistic, 
independent, busy, fragmented, procedural, (Stigler and Hiebert 1999; 
Gatto 2005; Frank, Harvey, & Verdun  2000) overcrowded with classroom 
furniture poorly organized (Ijaiya 1999; Huang 2009). Busy overcrowded 
classrooms tend to escalate academic and behavioural inadequacies and 
do not foster a sense of community (Erickson 1996; McGregor 2004) 
while even the physical arrangement of the classroom changes students’ 
performance and behaviour (Ijaiya 1999; Earthman 2004). Inattentiveness, 
aggression, dissatisfaction, and distractibility have all been associated with 
greater student density, while behaviour, discipline, and safety all improve 
with smaller class sizes (Doyle 1986; Achilles 2003).

When classes are small, the quality of engaging conversation is vastly 
improved.. The Vinson Report (Vinson, Esson and Johnston 2002), an 
Australian longitudinal study into the state of public education in New 
South Wales, established that deeper learning dramatically improved 
in small classes, especially in the first three years of school. In addition, 
research by Konstantopoulos and Chung (2009) maintains that all types 
of students benefit more in later grades from being in small classes in 
early grades. Similarly, Vander Ark (2002) established that small classes 
increased teacher contact, differentiated instruction, improved classroom 
management, and improved teacher morale. Michaelowa (2001) examined 
five francophone sub-Saharan African countries and concluded that as 
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class sizes increased, student learning decreased. Wilson (2002) found 
that teachers in larger classrooms devote less time to math instruction and 
integrated reading and writing tasks.

The biggest and most credible study on class size was conducted by 
the American Tennessee’s Project STAR (Student-Teacher Achievement 
Ratio). The four-year study from 1985 to1989 uncovered the benefits of 
early small-size class participation. The study revealed positive effects of 
small class sizes in grades K-3 resulting in better high school graduation 
rates, higher grade point averages, and students that were more inclined 
to pursue higher education. More recent studies confirm that students 
educated in small classes in their early years gained better academic and 
personal outcomes throughout their school years and beyond (Krueger 
2001; Ready 2008; Sparks 2010).

The success of smaller class sizes and smaller school sizes is further 
evidenced in the educational achievement of schools in Finland. Reforms 
in Finnish education during the 1980s saw improved student performance 
due to a reduction in class sizes, which made it possible to have individual 
monitoring and correction of students’ performance (Lankinen 2010). 
Synthetizing information and applying it to a variety of contexts with the 
consensus and agreement of a variety of other human beings is a necessary 
skill that school children require (Fink 2003). When school children are 
engaged in meaningful person-to-person interaction in small classes, 
teachers provide more frequent feedback and interaction and children 
develop the people skills necessary for the innovation of a synthesis of 
information required within the Conceptual Age. The success of the 
Finnish education system reflects this reality (Lankinen 2010).

A noticeable conceptual change occurs when students in disadvantaged 
inner city schools are placed in small active collaborative environments. 
Haenn (2002) recalls that in 1994 a number of lab schools (demonstration 
schools) were established in Durham, North Carolina. The lab schools 
provided smaller classes for disadvantaged inner city students and they 
were extremely successful. In North Carolina, public schools ranged from 
23 students for K-2 grades to 26 students for grades 3-5. In comparison, 
the lab schools ranged from 14-21 students for K-2 to 11-22 students for 
grades 3-5. The students in smaller class sizes had higher test score gains 
compared to students in larger class sizes.

In Scotland there has been government support for small class sizes 
within public schooling with a focus on quality student-teacher interaction 
(Munn et. al. 2004). The Scottish Cabinet Secretary for Education and 
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Lifelong Learning maintained that although the existence of web-based 
teaching and technology are important reforms for education, there was 
overwhelming support in the community for a future where school children 
are taught by professionally qualified adults, together with a clear reference 
to improving the social and human interactions of learning in close-knit 
communities (Munn et. al. 2004). Similar to the Finnish reform, Scottish 
restructuring has highlighted the importance of collaborative educational 
environments that encourage teachers and students to interact mutually 
in small sized groups.

Reducing class sizes is costlier than many other reforms and more 
complicated than it at first appears. However, in many schools there are 
unoccupied places that are rarely used. With some creativity, these spaces 
can be revamped to accommodate small pods of learner groups. School 
subjects and timetables could be rescheduled and mixed grade groups could 
be taught. The teacher could dedicate a few minutes with each group and 
ask reflective questions to encourage creativity and problem-solving, team 
work, communication, strategic competence, and self-assessment.

Well-resourced classrooms
Having the resources to meet one’s learning goals is obviously better than 
having few or no resources. When children are in homes where learning 
resources and workspaces are available, studies show that they are more 
likely to have positive attitudes toward learning (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 
2001). Regrettably, schools were not designed or intended to educate “all” 
students in the best possible way (Gatto 2005). Strategies for sorting and 
tracking students were developed to ration the scarce resources of expert 
teachers (Darling-Hammond 1997). Consequently, as Erikson (1996) and 
McGregor (2004) point out, children in disorganized and under-resourced 
classrooms have been provided with an inadequate climate for learning, and 
such classrooms are risky places for children to live and grow in. In 1955 
Friedman argued that well-resourced classrooms were both necessary and 
achievable, but only if the government solely funded schools that both met 
a child’s educational needs and was a school of his or her choice. Fifty years 
later, the argument for well-resourced classrooms comes from a need for 
greater flexibility, more choice and relevance in classrooms, and a meeting 
of individual needs (Munn et al. 2004).

The government investigation into education in Scotland led to an 
overwhelming agreement that additional classroom resources should be a 
priority. Prudence will see that the most practical solution to well-resourced 
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classrooms is government funded classrooms (Novak 2009). Drawing on 
a voucher funding scheme to assist schools to meet the educational needs 
of children, a variety of resources could be geared directly and personally 
to the learning requirements of each child, or when necessary, the income 
level of the family, indigenous families, or students with disabilities. The 
idea is that as the child owns his or her learning resources, the child also 
gains a sense of ownership in the classroom. As a result the child has a 
greater stake in his or her learning. It is reasonable to assume that there 
will be considerable goodwill towards one’s learning and enthusiasm from 
parents and students about the opportunity to individualize learning needs 
and engage reflectively in discussion with teachers, parents, and students. 
From an international perspective, the voucher funding scheme for parents 
has proven successful (Novak 2009). When used solely for the specific 
learning needs of the child, the success of the voucher funding scheme 
has made it mainstream educational policy in more than thirty countries.

Parent volunteers are likewise a vital classroom resource, although 
they are often underutilized. Research indicates that when parents visit 
classrooms as reading buddies, reading skills improve (Porter DeCusati 
and Johnson 2004). Parents are key stakeholders in their child’s ecological 
system (Gordon 1997); therefore, school-family partnerships are a necessary 
learning resource (Mehta, West-Olatunji Sanders, and Goodman 2007).

A very unique classroom resource is therapy dogs. The introduction of 
therapy dogs incorporate an attitude of kindness and compassion in the 
classroom and create an environment of immediate acceptance (Chandler 
2001). Children learn about nurturance, loyalty, and responsibility. In 
academic terms, Newlin (2003) cited in Jalongo, Astorino and Bomboy 
(2004), highlight fifteen second-graders who tested below grade level for 
reading fluency and were paired with a therapy dog. Spending 20 minutes 
once a week throughout the school year, the children improved their 
reading skills and grade book levels by at least two levels.

Well trained teaching assistants also have a critical role to play as 
classroom resources. In a study on the role of support staff in the primary 
school, researchers Butt and Lance (2005) found that when classrooms 
are resourced with well-trained teaching assistants, the teacher’s workload 
is significantly reduced, allowing him or her to spend more quality time 
with each student. The study showed that 80% of primary teachers are 
more motivated, positive, and satisfied with their teaching when classes 
are small and manageable. In this way schools have more opportunity to 
educate all their students.
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If educational reform aims to personalize the learning experience 
of children, the likelihood of doing so increases within well-resourced 
classrooms inclusive of parents, volunteers, teaching assistants, and, in some 
cases, therapy animals. Although not an exhaustive list by any means, these 
classroom resources play a role for promoting compassion and nurture and 
quality individualized learning.

Quality teachers: Professional development
Professional development must first address the most fundamental 
philosophical question: What is the purpose of an education? Is the purpose 
of an education to instil a reverence for life, self-transformation, human 
flourishing, peace, a changing culture, vocational abilities, or citizenship? 
Professional development must be upfront about what is most importance.

Regular professional development is critical because curriculum, 
teaching methods, programming, and overall awareness of the profession 
are changing rapidly (Martin, Barron and Roberts 2002). The test is when 
teachers experience professional development as being too theoretical and 
resist implementation (Nixon 2001). The reason for this might be because 
the professional identity of teachers is often so intimately located within 
their discipline that they rarely explore other disciplines outside their 
pedagogical concerns (Fleming, Shire, Jones, Pill and McNamee 2004).

The problem has been that once a teacher successfully gains a position 
the learning stops (Martin, Barron and Roberts 2002). However, ongoing 
professional development should act as a mirror frequently calling 
teachers to reveal their motivations for educating others, and this idea has 
been confirmed by at least 232 studies (Canadian Council of Learning 
2010). In addition, professional development should address community 
learning, quality instruction, the mastery of teaching content, and proper 
development (Putnam and Borko 2000; Fullan 2011; Hord and Sommers 
2007). Consequently, regular professional development is not merely de 
rigeur but fundamental for best practice.

Professional development should address teacher self-reflection. With 
over twenty-two years of research identifying the inextricable links with 
policies that determine the quality of teacher professional development, 
what teachers need to do in order to improve education is not a mystery 
(Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin 1995; OECD 2012). The Vinson 
Report (Vinson 2002) into public education in New South Wales, 
Australia, confirmed that for quality learning to occur teachers must be 
self-reflective practitioners. In 2012 similar findings were endorsed by 



110

Matthew Etherington

PISA, which confirmed teacher self-reflection as an educational reform in 
over 70 countries (OECD 2012). The challenge is that “teachers [within 
North America] often have no conscious and reflective reason whatsoever 
for selecting one thing to teach rather than another … no reason for 
emphasizing one thing rather than another. A vast number of teachers just 
teach, teaching as they were taught … enslaved to custom” (Wolterstorff 
2002, p. 20). Expert teachers must be good at “metacognition,” thinking 
about one’s own thinking—a distinctly human ability that computers 
cannot be programmed to perform (Jerald 2009). A re-evaluation of one’s 
teaching philosophy is particularly important in a teaching profession that 
marches towards a standardized curriculum of simplicity, regularity, and 
predictability (Spears and Loomis 2009).

Professional development should address the pros and cons of teaching 
strategies. For example, the traditional instructor-centered lecture has been 
under scrutiny for quite some time. Enriquez (2010, p. 1) contends that 
“studies have long shown that the traditional instructor-centered lecture 
is an ineffective teaching strategy, and that active participation, as well 
as interactive and collaborative teaching and learning methods, are more 
effective.” However, when we contemplate the traditional instructor-
centered lecture we envision a monotone, disengaged academic speaking 
at the “audience,” not in a Socratic dialogue of ebb and flow, as one of 
co-learner, but instead as one who is in complete disengagement with 
learners. In such an environment there is no mutual exchange or entering 
into a relationship. There is no I-Thou situation, but instead a withdrawing, 
a distancing, and separateness of learner and teacher, a minimal inter-
connectedness, rather an I-It (Spears and Loomis 2009). There is a 
disconnect from the subject (the teacher) and the object (the student).

Fortunately there has been enough research to consider the many 
differentiated instructional strategies that teachers can use to facilitate 
student learning, and even by means of the traditional instructor-centered 
lecture. Paulo Freire’s observations regarding an effective teacher and his or 
her teaching strategies are just as applicable today. “A liberating teacher,” 
Freire records, “will illuminate reality even if he or she lectures” (Shor and 
Freire 1987, p. 40). A quality teacher can customize the lecture format 
to provide ample opportunity for discussion focusing on key concepts, 
principles, and ideas (McKeachie and Svinicki 2006).

Professional development should uncover the presumptions that new 
curricular have about personalized learning and professional learning 
communities (Hoard and Sommers 2007). How do teachers in power 
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positions give support and share leadership, values, vision, and practice 
with their students? (see Hord 1997). As a community of learners, how 
should teachers as leaders manage conflict that arises and the creativity 
needed for problem solving (Hoard and Sommers 2007).

Professional development should address the untidy nature of 
learning. Although professional development can address efficiency and 
predictability as objectives of 21st century curricula, classrooms are human 
systems and by their very nature chaotic, dynamic, non-linear, complex, 
and undergoing constant change. Chaos exists in all open natural and 
human systems and is rarely linear but open, complex, multi-dimensional, 
and unpredictable (Duit and Komorek 1994; Trygestad 1997; see also 
Logan and Schumann 2005). Since the late 1990s, professional teacher 
development in Canada and Australia has responded to chaos by preparing 
teachers to reduce instability by implementing high-stakes testing, together 
with standardized curricula (Trygestad 1997; Kruger and Whitmore 2002; 
Miles and Gamoran 2006; Hargreaves and Goodson 2006). Instability in 
the classroom was seen as a curse that should be obliterated in the name 
of efficiency.

Instability provides an opportune environment for including problem-
solving opportunities and building the skills that employers rank as the 
number one competency for new teachers to have in the next five years 
(Jerald 2009; OECD 2010). These skills include being able to identify 
and use resources, work with others, and understand and design systems 
(Allen 2001). Rather than trying to obliterate instability, professional 
development could address the rapid technological changes which require 
teachers and students to have completely different skill sets, such as the 
ability to participate in unpredictability, to think critically, and problem-
solve independently while working collaboratively (Ronis 2008; Jerald 
2009; Canadian Education Association 2010).

Professional development should address self-confidence. In a study of 
the professional development of teachers, 106 teachers who participated 
in 18 hours of professional development agreed that when their self-
confidence improved their teaching practices improved (Smith, Hofer, 
Gillespie, Solomon and Rowe 2003). Of course, some teachers participate 
in professional development but do not put their new learning or skills into 
practice. Klein and Riordan (2009) made such a link, noting that although 
teachers may participate in professional development, they may also decide 
to reject the skills or knowledge gained, use only the language, or make 
attempts at implementation that are distorted.
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Therefore, for professional development to prosper the fundamental 
principles of engaging adult learners must be applied. Best practice 
is when professional development can draw on adult learners with 
career experienced emotional growth, a robust perspective on teaching 
and learning, and a desire for autonomy (Roy 2002). These are three 
characteristics that distinguish ‘best practice’ and differentiate the adult 
from the non-adult learner. Regular professional development is thus 
fundamental for producing self-reflective teachers with high-quality 
instructional and community building awareness.

Conclusion
Educational reform in Australia and British Columbia should be an 
instrument in the formation of genuine community learning. Educational 
decisions should be made without undue considerations of the economic 
implications, both in paying for the education and in the economic benefits 
to be gained. Although digital learning and the economy are part of 
reform initiatives, school children deserve authentic communities where 
learning occurs in small class sizes, with well-resourced classrooms and 
quality teachers. The question that confronts educational reform is how to 
galvanize or renew dynamic teachers and develop meaningful collaborative 
classrooms of learners rather than have short-sighted economic motivations. 
This is the issue that should be at the heart of educational reform.

Rather than individualized learning, schools require the establishment 
of authentic close-knit meaningful communities of people-learners sharing 
knowledge and experience as co-learners. This is especially important 
because of the incessant individualism and consumerism so prevalent 
in western education. Without real communities of learners schools 
might be efficient, but they will be lonely places, starved of friendship 
and significant relationships. The popularity of the digital media site 
Facebook, demonstrates the psychological need for belonging, recognition, 
and friendship. We want to get along with each other and we need wise 
and dedicated people to help us. Proper educational reform in Australia 
and British Columbia must prioritize building genuine communities 
of respectful and trusting relationships. Of course, we cannot create 
communities of learners unless we know who those learners are in relation 
to each one of us. If communities decay and are replaced by cost-efficient 
networks of managers, the shared beliefs, attitudes, and values which hold 
a community together will also disintegrate.

Real learning is messy, cross-disciplinary, and even mysterious at 
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times—logical and effective at other times. Since learning is not always 
precise, children need to have the familiarity with the untidy nature 
of education. For substantial and long-lasting systemic restructuring 
in education, the raison d’être for education reform in Australia and 
British Columbia must include a re-focused effort on nurturing genuine 
communities within the security of small class sizes, well-resourced 
classrooms, and well-supported quality teachers.

(Endnotes)
1 (Leander 2004; Hansen 2007; Hord and Sommers 2007; Johnson and 

McElroy 2010; Vinson 2002; Konstantopoulos and Chung 2009; Krueger 
and Whitmore 2001; Ready 2008; Sparks 2010 Lankinen 2010; Erikson 
1996 Novak 2009; Porter DeCusati and Johnson 2004; Martin, Barron, 
and Roberts 2002; OECD 2012; Wolterstorff 2002; Canadian Education 
Association 2010).
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Abstract
Although the study of the International Military Tribunal for the Far 
East (also known as the Tokyo International Military Tribunal, or the 
Tokyo War Crimes Trial) has seen renewed interest recently, the nature 
and extent of Canada’s influence on the trial has been until now a 
little-studied subject  Canada’s reticence in the 1940s to involve itself in 
matters relating to international criminal justice was in contrast with 
its willingness to do so in the present day  Despite the reluctance of the 
Mackenzie King administration to participate in this unprecedented 
judicial undertaking, Justice E  Stuart McDougall, the Canadian judge 
at the tribunal, and Henry Nolan, the Canadian prosecutor, came to 
significantly affect the preparation for, the conduct, and the outcome of 
the trial 

Key Words: Henry Nolan;  Japan;  Stuart McDougall;  International 
Criminal Justice;  War Crimes Trials; World War II

Introduction
Since the 1990s, Canada has been a significant force in the development of 
international law, taking a leading role in the creation of the International 
Criminal Court (ICC), as well as being among the first nations to ratify 
the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court and to pass 
comprehensive legislation implementing its obligations under it. Sixty years 
ago, however, Canada’s approach to the establishment of an international 
court to bring justice to perpetrators of war crimes was quite the opposite. 
In contrast to the resoluteness with which it now pursues the prosecution 
of ‘persons (who committed) most serious crimes of international concern’, 
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it was with little enthusiasm that it agreed to take part in the punishment 
of Axis leaders shortly after the Second World War. Ironically, however, 
the positive attitude and actions of the representatives that a reluctant 
Ottawa despatched to the International Military Tribunal for the Far 
East (IMTFE), commonly known as the Tokyo War Crimes Trial, 
foreshadowed the nation’s more eager involvement in the future. In this 
paper I hope to draw a comprehensive picture of Canada’s international 
relations as regards that trial, and of its positions on recent international 
issues involving war crimes.

The Tokyo War Crimes Trial
At the end of the Second World War, the Allied Powers conducted two 
major war crimes trials, one in Nuremberg and the other in Tokyo. The 
Tokyo War Crimes Trial was the longer of the two, opening in May 
1946 and concluding in November 1948. Unlike the Nuremberg Trial, 
in which only the ‘Big Four’ (France, the Soviet Union, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States) took part, the more inclusive Tokyo 
Trial involved eleven nations, including non-major Allied nations, such 
as Canada, New Zealand, and the Netherlands, and two countries, India 
and the Philippines, that were not to receive their independence (from 
the United Kingdom and the United States, respectively) until after its 
commencement.1 The trial was in session for 417 days, subpoenaed 419 
witnesses, and accepted 779 affidavits. These numbers far exceed the 
corresponding ones for the Nuremberg Trial. Furthermore, while three out 
of the twenty two defendants at Nuremberg were acquitted, all twenty five 
defendants at Tokyo were found guilty. Despite these notable features, the 
trial in the Far East was greatly overshadowed by the one in Germany and 
was forgotten outside Japan as soon as it concluded. Such lack of interest in 
and knowledge of the Tokyo Trial among Westerners is reflected in another 
statistic: in John R. Lewis’ Uncertain Judgment: A Bibliography of War Crimes 
Trials, there are a scant 231 entries related to the Tokyo Trial, compared 
with nearly 1,300 under Nuremberg. It would not be an overstatement to 
say that the average non-Japanese citizen today is unaware that an Asian 
counterpart of Nuremberg took place at all.

Trial Preparation
A month after Japan’s formal surrender on 2 September 1945, General 
Douglas MacArthur, the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers 
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(SCAP), invited Canada to send representatives – a judge and a prosecutor 
– to Tokyo. Throughout the period of trial preparation, however, the 
attitude of the Canadian government toward the Allied legal undertaking 
appeared to be one of scepticism. For Ottawa, the punishment of crimes 
committed by the Axis was fundamentally a problem to be solved by others 
and in places far removed from Canada; if it were to get involved, it was 
thought, it might jeopardise the nation’s freedom to act independently 
in accord with its own interests. Marcel Cadieux, of the Department of 
External Affairs, openly stated that “the question of war crimes is not of 
great importance for Canada.” When the United Nations War Crimes 
Commission (UNWCC) was created in 1943 to investigate atrocities and 
report them to the Allied governments, Canada initially declined to join, 
as Cadieux believed that the organization was “unlikely to be effective.”2 
The general consensus of Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King’s 
cabinet was that punishing war criminals by post-war judicial process was 
“poor political propaganda . . . . calculated to extend the duration of the 
war.” The reluctance of the government mirrored an October 1942 opinion 
poll, finding that “most of those interviewed believed that threats of ‘getting 
even’ would be likely to prolong the war by goading the Germans to fight 
to the end and not surrender.”3 As the advent of V.E. Day brought much 
needed assurance that the end of war in the Pacific was not far off, the 
leaders of the Big Four convened the London Conference in July 1945, 
where the Nuremberg Charter, the progenitor of the IMTFE Charter, 
was hammered out; Canada did not attend (since it was not invited), nor, 
despite strong urging from the United Nations War Crimes Commission 
as well as the British Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, it did not 
approve the agreement eventually signed by 19 other nations. And when 
the possibility of a Canadian alternative judge on the Nuremberg bench was 
mentioned in a communication with the office of the High Commissioner 
for Canada, a legal advisor for External Affairs, John E. Read, did not 
“believe that we should make any overtures to the United Kingdom” on 
this matter nor volunteer “suggestions as to how they should go about it.”4

Before the London Conference, sentiments against affording due 
process to former enemies were to be found in Britain as well: the Viscount 
Simon, British lord chancellor, is reported to have said, “Fancy ‘trying’ 
Hitler!”; British prime minister Winston Churchill had insisted on 
summary executions by firing squads of Nazi leaders upon their capture.5 
Even if a trial were to be agreed upon, the idea of including the waging 
of aggressive war in the category of “war crimes” struck the Department 
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of External Affairs as a risky experiment.6 Trying the architects of war, 
classified as “Major” (or Class A) war criminals, in a court of law meant 
that unless the Allied nations could prove their guilt beyond a reasonable 
doubt, they would have to be set free despite their manifest culpability.

Cadieux, who did not shrink from declaring an establishment of such a 
court a retroactive (or an ex post facto) application of law, was understandably 
wary about his nation being involved. The Department of External Affairs 
believed that rather than prosecuting major war criminals in accordance 
with the strict principles and procedures of an Anglo-American civilian 
court and risking a mistrial or an acquittal on some point of law, its interest 
would be best served by bringing to trial in a military court “minor (or 
Classes B and C) war criminals,” that is, all Japanese “directly or indirectly 
responsible for disease, death, bodily harm or serious indignity illegally 
inflicted upon any British or other Allied nations,” charges far easier to 
prove than ones arising from dubious “Crimes against Peace.”7

Toward the end of 1945, the United States gradually began to present 
the plan for dealing with those Japanese accused of war crimes: a single 
international court (“The International Military Tribunal for the Far East”) 
would be established in Tokyo to try Class A war criminals, and hundreds 
of Allied military commissions would be assembled throughout the Asia 
Pacific region to prosecute Classes B and C war criminals.8 Although 
Canada saw the Classes B and C trials as having the highest priority, 
it had no occupation forces in Asia with which to organise and conduct 
them; only the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia had 
sufficient personnel to do the job.9 Hence, Ottawa’s direct involvement was 
limited to the Class A international trial. In navigating such uncharted 
waters, External Affairs and Defence, the two departments technically 
responsible for trial-related matters, had to calibrate their proposals 
carefully so that there would be a balance between their own interests and 
the relative strength of Canada’s situation. While the government kept in 
close contact with its Commonwealth counterparts, the primary guidance 
and recommendations on the designation of individuals to serve on the 
upcoming military courts, as well as on the participation in the general 
plan for prosecutions had to be sought from the United States, for whom 
Canada was the most favoured nation. The British and Commonwealth 
governments originally expected that the central role in the punishment of 
the Japanese war criminals was to be played by the Far Eastern Commission 
(FEC), a body given the responsibility of overseeing Japan’s disarmament 
and democratisation; however, the FEC’s importance quickly dwindled 
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in the presence of the powerful initiative and determination exhibited by 
the United States. In the end, its involvement in the trial was negligible.10

Canadian Representatives at the Trial
When in early October 1945 MacArthur asked the Allies to appoint judges 
to represent them at the Tokyo Trial, his call for jurists was not responded 
to for more than two months, but if one considers the fact that the selection 
of the United States’ own judge had not even begun, and that his rank and 
legal background were, as yet, unknown, it was understandable that the 
other nations were in no hurry. Frustrated by the lack of responses, Joseph 
Keenan, Truman’s appointee as chief prosecutor at the trial, confided in 
Group Captain C.M.A Strathy and Lt. Col. R.D. Jennings, two Canadian 
army officers visiting Washington in November 1945, that the United 
States was ready to proceed with or without the participation of other 
nations, urging Canada to select a judge for the upcoming trial. In the end, 
MacArthur’s office had to despatch an ultimatum, giving the Allied nations 
until 5 January 1946 to decide on their representatives. Within a week, 
Norman Robertson, Under Secretary of State for External Affairs, sent a 
memo to Prime Minister Mackenzie King, stating that, in discussion with 
the Departments of National Defence and of Justice, an agreement had 
been reached to recommend as the Canadian member of the bench John 
Andrew Hope, a judge of the Supreme Court of Ontario and a member 
of the Court of Appeal for Ontario. Hope had a “distinguished military 
record” from the First World War, and therefore Robertson suggested 
that for the purpose of the trial he be “given an honorary rank in the 
Canadian Army.” Unfortunately, Judge Hope failed to obtain permission 
from the Chief Justice of Ontario on the ground that the “administration 
of justice in Ontario will suffer if [Hope] is absent for three months.” Soon 
thereafter, on 12 January, the Department of External Affairs announced 
that E. Stuart McDougall of the Court of King’s Bench, Quebec, would 
be Canada’s judge.11 On 22 February, Justice McDougall left for Tokyo in 
the company of John P. Higgins, the United States justice, whose selection 
had been made public only four days earlier, and B. V. A. Röling, the 
Dutch justice.12 In accordance with a request by General MacArthur for at 
least one prosecutor from each country, Ottawa chose Brigadier Henry G. 
Nolan, Vice-Judge Advocate General (and later a justice on the Supreme 
Court of Canada).

In contrast to the Mackenzie King administration’s lukewarm response 
to MacArthur’s invitation to participate in the trial, Brigadier Nolan, in 
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his position as an associate prosecutor under Keenan in the International 
Prosecution Section (IPS), acted energetically and without delay once in 
Tokyo, cooperating with other Commonwealth prosecutors to propose 
and put into effect various measures of consequence. The preparation of 
the indictment and the collection of useful documentary evidence began 
making substantial progress only after the arrival of Nolan, and prosecutors 
Brigadier R.H. Quilliam of New Zealand, Alan Mansfield of Australia, 
and Arthur S. Comyns Carr of the United Kingdom.13 As his primary 
duty, Nolan was given the job of preparing and delivering the prosecution’s 
opening statement on the Japanese Constitution. So impressed was 
Keenan with the fruit of Nolan’s labours that he praised it, in a letter to 
the American Secretary of War, as “such a scholarly, carefully worked out 
document and . . . so necessary for a fair understanding of the operation 
of the Japanese Government, both under its constitution and as it actually 
occurred, that it is really a pillow [sic] of the foundation of our case.”

Almost two years later, on 20 April 1948 upon the close of the trial, 
Keenan reported to the U.S. Secretary of the Army that Nolan “was the 
outstanding Associate Prosecutor in many ways. He not only showed 
himself to be a lawyer of the highest qualities, but also a painstaking and 
conscientious contributor in the matter of adjustment of . . . different 
points of view [among prosecutors], and wise and valuable in giving 
counsel.” Keenan listed the brigadier’s many accomplishments in the 
IPS, concluding with a request “that in some appropriate manner this 
appraisal and appreciation of his services should be transmitted to his 
own government.”14

Justice E. Stuart McDougall
Justice McDougall had an equally prominent role at the tribunal than 
Nolan. A specialist in mining and corporate law who had never practised 
international and criminal law and who had no experience as a judge 
until 1942, he appears an unlikely candidate for jurist at an international 
criminal court. There is little in the surviving government documents that 
indicates how his name came to the fore. Brode speculates McDougall’s 
nomination most likely had to do with political ties between King and 
McDougall; Stanton points out that McDougall was a civilian with a 
military background and adds that his exposure to the environment of a 
bilingual province in Quebec may have been regarded as a qualification 
for serving on an international military court employing two official 
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languages (although there is nothing that suggests McDougall himself 
was bilingual).15

As it turned out McDougall did play a role in matters related to the 
languages used at the trial. Four months into the proceedings, desiring that 
the court show some tolerance toward prosecutors whose native tongue was 
not English, he sent a memorandum to the President of the tribunal, Sir 
William Webb, requesting that the latter permit non-English speaking 
counsel to “read in his own language his opening address and all documents 
in such language tendered by him” and, when examining of witnesses, 
to put questions “in the language of the witness.” McDougall was well 
aware that these two requests might not be “in strict compliance with the 
provision of the Charter,” and indeed he did not prevail in regard to the 
first. As for the second request, the bench apparently did not restrict the 
language of witnesses to English and Japanese; as a result the court was 
able to hear the testimony of persons who could not have taken the stand 
had the official languages rule been strictly adhered to.16

Prosecutors and witnesses were not the only people who benefited from 
McDougall’s volunteering spirit; he also acted as a liaison between the 
bench and the defence when the preparation of the latter’s case was, from 
the viewpoint of the judges, taking too long. As a member of a special 
committee of the tribunal appointed to look into the cause of the delay, he 
met with several of the attorneys representing the defendants and offered 
to summarise the facts of the situation that they presented to him at the 
meeting. Although he was not necessarily sympathetic to their needs, 
there is no doubt the memorandum he submitted to the bench helped the 
judges better comprehend the struggles the defence section was having 
putting its case together.17

On 5 August 1948, shortly after the Japanese translation of the court’s 
judgment had begun, Lt. Col. D.R. Nugent, head of the Civil Information 
and Education Section (CIE) of General Headquarters, SCAP, writing 
on behalf of his office and of the Public Information Office, suggested 
to President Webb that, to make sure that “the historic judgment . . . be 
reported by the press . . . with the utmost accuracy and comprehension,” the 
text needed to be summarised.18  Webb supported the proposal “provided 
that the tribunal takes no responsibility for the summary and that it is 
made by a lawyer attached to or selected by the Legal Section of SCAP.” 
At least seven of his fellow justices concurred; some had reservations, 
but none that pertained to the fundamental desirability of a summary.19 
However, in a confidential memorandum to Webb, dated 10 August 1948, 
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McDougall dissented from his brethren. Estimating that the judgment 
would “run to between 1100 and 1200 pages” and that a summary could 
not “appropriately be reduced below 500 pages,” he stressed the peril of 
condensation. He asserted that “All facts stated are or should be relevant 
and important. To summarise or reduce such statement of facts could 
only be done by omitting some facts. This, I think, is too dangerous.” He 
expressed concern that the tribunal “would likely . . . be held responsible 
for errors” and pointed out that Nugent had “obviously overlooked the 
translation difficulties” stemming from the fact that translators could 
not take up the task of rendering the summary until completing work on 
the full judgment. “The time element,” he concluded “would, therefore, 
be of importance.” His stronger objections – influenced by what he had 
experienced on the bench in Quebec – were directed against the notion 
that a summary would prove useful to the journalists covering the trial. 
Quoting a line from Nugent’s letter to Webb, he argued that:

It is difficult enough to an experienced law reporter to report a long 
judgment without time for consideration and deliberation. How can 
we then expect Press reporters few of whom had formal legal training 
in digesting and understanding judgments to give an accurate running 
report of the judgment [?] It would seem of little advantage, therefore, to 
give them say a 500 page summary rather than a 1000 page judgment.

Certain that the press would not understand or report on anything other 
than “the statement of the individual cases and sentences,” he concluded, 
in the same vein of cynicism (or realism), that;

We have seen too many cases in which on the opening day the reports 
are headlines, on the second day they are found on the inside pages of the 
papers, and on subsequent days, barely noted. This judgment would seem 
to be one in which history will probably repeat itself. 20

Eventually, on 20 September, the president did give the green light to 
the CIE to write press summaries of the judgment “to be distributed only 
when reading commences,” with the acquiescence, it can be inferred, 
of McDougall.21 However, there is no evidence a press summary of the 
judgment was ever turned out.

As Justice McDougall had predicted, the judgment came to be of a 
length – some 1,445 pages – far exceeding that of Nuremberg. Not only 
did it take over six months to draft, but each of its sections was forwarded 
to the translators as it was completed, and not necessarily in the order in 
which it would appear in the table of contents. For instance, the section on 



131

Australasian Canadian Studies

law, which was designated Chapter II, was finished last, and the discussion 
on sentences had not even begun until after the commencement of the 
reading of the judgment.22 It is probable that the CIE recognised at some 
point how daunting it would be to prepare any coherent press summary 
in advance, and dropped the project.

McDougall’s forecast that journalistic interest would be perishable 
was, if anything, too optimistic. The reading of the judgment in court took 
eight days, from 4 to 12 November 1948, and received little coverage in the 
press in Canada. Even the announcements of the death sentences handed 
down for seven of the defendants did not make the front page of major 
newspapers, such as Montreal Gazette. Only news of their executions forty 
days later merited such prominence.23 By 1948, the focus of editors and 
of readers had shifted (as it always does) to fresher subjects; it is doubtful 
that a summary, had it been compiled, would have been worth the effort.

Justice McDougall and the Majority Judgment
Justice McDougall made by far his greatest contribution as one of the three 
primary authors of the court’s majority decision. Prior to the reading of 
the judgment, President Webb noted that the bench was not unanimous in 
its decision. The split had begun two years and six months earlier, during 
a hearing on preliminary motions, when the defence challenged the legal 
foundations of the tribunal, basing their arguments on the following five 
theories: (1) aggressive war was not a recognized crime at the time of 
the outbreak of the Second World War; (2) individuals cannot be held 
responsible for an act of state; (3) it was Japan’s understanding, at the time 
of the signing of the Instrument of Surrender, that the term ‘war crimes’ 
meant traditional war crimes, not ‘crimes against peace’; (4) the provisions 
of the charter were ex post facto declarations of criminality; and (5) some of 
the defendants, being prisoners of war, ought to be tried by court martial, 
not by the IMTFE. The motions amounted to an extraordinary claim that 
the tribunal lacked not only jurisdiction over those sitting on the dock, 
but legitimacy as well. These contentions were far from frivolous; the 
court could not reject them out of hand, but had to address them squarely, 
because a prohibition against challenging the tribunal or the judges, which 
had been stipulated in the Nuremberg Charter, had not been written into 
the IMTFE Charter itself.24 There ensued a heated debate between the 
prosecutors and defence attorneys over the authority of the tribunal, but 
the courtroom row abruptly ended when President Webb made a brief 
announcement: “All [the] motions are dismissed for reasons to be given 
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later.”25 Webb’s decision, which the defence felt was high-handed and 
unreasonable,26 may or may not have been an expedient way to speed the 
trial forward into its evidentiary phase – more than three months having 
already passed since the charter was decreed – but the motions so rejected 
set the stage for what would be the formation of the so-called “majority 
judges,” who refused to entertain doubts about the legal basis of the court, 
and the “minority judges,” one of whom agreed with the majority in regard 
to the binding and decisive power of the Charter but differed from them 
in his interpretation of conspiracy in international law, and three of whom 
argued that the judges were indeed empowered to decide if the court had 
proper jurisdiction.27

McDougall, from the outset, was strongly supportive of the primacy 
of the Charter. He, and the like-minded Justice Lord Patrick, the British 
member on the bench, tried to forge a consensus among the justices. Three 
months after President Webb’s announcement, Patrick, in a memorandum 
entitled, “Jurisdiction of the Tribunal,” held that the motions were 
“nonsense.” He further maintained that, as the judges derived their powers 
solely from the Charter, they could not place themselves above it in order 
to decide whether the acts it declared punishable were justiciable by the 
tribunal.28 McDougall too felt that the judges were bound by the Charter, 
which in his judgment was an expression of international law at the time 
of its promulgation. Joined by New Zealand’s Justice Erima Northcroft, 
he and Patrick urged their colleagues to form a united front in defence 
of the Charter, but, as there were some of a contrary view, the three were 
deprived of any hope for success in that respect.

Once the defence motions had been dismissed, the prosecution’s 
presentation began, but the pace of the trial was exceedingly slow, and 
the sessions dragged on day after day. The monotony, together with the 
disunity among the judges about the court’s jurisdiction, and the prospect 
of separate opinions over the verdict, led to McDougall’s increasing 
disenchantment with the trial itself. This change of attitude induced him 
on 19 March 1947, eleven months after the opening day of the trial, to 
write a letter to Ottawa calling the Tokyo Trial a “failure.” Running the 
risk of what could be regarded as improper disclosure (as he admitted), he 
also wrote in great detail about the views of possible dissenters, including 
President Webb. In conclusion, he requested permission to resign.29 The 
wish to leave might have entered in McDougall’s mind much earlier; 
the first United States justice, John P. Higgins, who (though not entirely 
for the same reasons) had resigned on 26 June 1946, made a diary entry 
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that same day, observing that: “McDougall all talk and no action said he 
thought of getting out etc, etc. He will do nothing for he looks henpecked 
and glad to be away but has to say something big . . .”30 Understandably, 
the letter caused quite a disturbance, but the cabinet could not approve an 
early homecoming, especially in the wake of the premature departure of 
the United States judge and a subsequent controversy over the propriety 
of the appointment of his successor. In synchrony with McDougall’s, 
Patrick and Northcroft wrote similar missives; unsurprisingly, Britain 
and New Zealand reached the same conclusion as Canada, as the three 
Commonwealth nations feared that, should the requests for resignation 
be honoured, it might draw a criticism that “Britain and her Dominions 
were deliberately sabotaging the Court.”31

Upon realizing that he would have to remain on the tribunal through 
its conclusion, McDougall put aside his discontent and determined to 
do whatever he could to bring it to a successful end.32 Since unanimity 
was no longer likely, it was necessary that he recruit as many members 
into his camp as possible, and he, Patrick, and Northcroft succeeded in 
persuading four others (Justices Ju-Ao Mei of China, Delfin Jaranilla of 
the Philippines, Myron Cramer of the United States, and I.M. Zaryanov 
of the Soviet Union) to join them. These seven (out of an eleven-judge 
total) were to write what came to be known as the Tokyo Judgment, 
“[organising] the drafting and [presenting] the results to the other four 
as a fait accompli.”33 Though, as mentioned earlier, McDougall came to 
Japan with a seeming deficiency in both the knowledge and the experience 
necessary to handle a complex case before an international military court, 
he did not defer to the other judges; on the contrary, in the drafting of 
the judgment’s section on law and in the streamlining of the indictment, 
no one was more active than McDougall. In March 1948 he and Patrick 
collaborated on a four-page paper entitled “The Law,” setting forth their 
reasons as to why the preliminary motions could not be sustained. It was 
an unqualified declaration of adherence to all the relevant opinions of 
the Nuremberg Trial, and while it underwent some minor editing, it was 
adopted largely verbatim in the final version of Chapter II of the judgment 
announced eight months later.34

The prosecution, using the Nuremberg indictment as a template, 
originally considered charging the defendants under the same four counts 
as at that trial (conspiracy, crimes against peace, war crimes, and crimes 
against humanity), but later added more charges, resulting in a lengthy 
55-count statement. A compendium of Japan’s wrongdoings in the Asia 
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Pacific region, it contained no small amount of redundancy. As the central 
figure in the restructuring of the indictment, McDougall integrated 36 
conspiracy counts, reducing them to 15, then to eight. He also suggested 
that, of the four counts of planning, preparing, initiating, and waging 
aggressive war, which were all dealt with in separate counts, the first three 
could be subsumed under a more comprehensive charge of conspiracy. As 
a result of this overhaul, the number of counts was slashed to ten.35

The minority justices at the trial had, and historians since have, found 
much to criticise about the judgment.36 Most importantly, the three 
Commonwealth justices have been accused of not devising processes that 
would foster transparency and cooperative decision-making, of choosing 
to impose their values and vision upon others, instead of encouraging a 
dialogue with those who did not agree with them. In a dissenting opinion, 
Justice Henri Bernard, member for France, faulted the majority seven for 
deliberating only among themselves. Implying somewhat mysteriously 
that the court itself had engaged in a conspiracy, he intimated that: (1) 
someone other than the judges may have been involved in the findings of 
facts, and (2) evidence produced outside the court may have been accepted. 
As if to substantiate Bernard’s allegation more than a decade later, Kenzō 
Takayanagi, the Japanese defence team’s only expert on Anglo-Saxon Law, 
stated in a 1961 interview by the Justice Ministry of Japan that he had been 
asked to conduct checks regarding law and findings of facts in the text of 
the judgment. Takayanagi did not reveal when he was asked, who made the 
request, or what part of the judgment he had a hand in writing.37 Bernard 
saw such a departure from the normal procedure “a violation which would 
result in most civilised nations in the nullity of the entire procedure,” taking 
his argument to its logical conclusion: “A verdict reached by a Tribunal 
after a defective procedure cannot be a valid one.”38  It is worthy of note 
that Bernard represented a country that functioned under a Continental 
legal system, and that judges accustomed to working within such a system 
do not under ordinary circumstances file separate opinions. That he felt 
obligated to pen one is indicative of how disturbed he was about the 
departure from accepted procedures in chambers. In addition to Bernard, 
two other justices dissented, including India’s Justice Radhabinod Pal, 
who in his 1,235-page opinion questioned the legitimacy of the tribunal, 
even though he agreed that there was overwhelming evidence of atrocities 
committed by the Japanese armed forces in the various theatres of war.39

The trial has drawn criticisms over other problems as well, as some of 
the articles in the charter did appear intended to facilitate convictions. For 
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instance, unlike in Nuremberg, where all four members of the bench had 
to be present for a quorum, the prerequisite in Tokyo, according to Article 
4, was a simple majority, and a majority vote of that quorum was sufficient 
in all decisions pertaining to verdicts and sentences; in case of a tie, it was 
necessary for the president to cast the decisive vote. The consequences of 
this article were potentially quite grave: as Richard Minear rightly points 
out, just three out of eleven judges (if the president was among the three) 
could have decided whether each of the twenty five accused would live or 
die. In the end, though all eleven justices were present for their sentencing, 
none of the seven condemned men were sentenced to death by a unanimous 
vote: six were sent to the gallows by a vote of 7 – 4 and one by a vote of 
6 – 5, which Justice Röling, the Dutch member of the bench, considered 
“a scandalous way of arriving at the death penalty of hanging.”40 Another 
four defendants narrowly escaped capital punishment by 5 – 6 decisions. 
To consider for comparison the contemporary statistics in the United 
States, the nation which spearheaded the trial, only two states permitted 
less-than-unanimous verdicts in criminal trials in 1949, and neither state 
did the exception apply to capital cases.41

Some have also pointed out that the bench unfairly revised rules 
of evidence spelled out in Article 13: originally, the tribunal departed 
drastically from the standards of the Anglo-American legal system, 
dispensing with the technical rules of evidence and admitting anything 
that appeared to have probative value, including “a document, regardless 
of its security classification and without proof of its issuance or signature,” 
“a diary, letter or other document, including sworn or unsworn statements” 
and “a copy of a document or other secondary evidence of its contents, 
if the original is not immediately available,” as long as they appeared to 
the tribunal to be genuine. President Webb, however, was “inconsistent 
and often favoured the prosecution” when ruling on the admissibility of 
Article 13 exhibits; it was further to the defence’s disadvantage that, Webb, 
having frequently voiced his displeasure at the amount of time wasted on 
unnecessary preliminaries, and his belief that the prosecution and the 
defence were deliberately prolonging the trial, proposed and proceeded 
to enforce before the defence had begun presenting its case, a tightening 
of evidentiary rules under which only the best evidence would henceforth 
be accepted.42

Despite its legal inadequacies, the Tokyo War Crimes Trial was far 
from a show trial, and therefore should have earned the recognition, the 
praise, the admiration, and the fame, as a judicial landmark, that the 
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Nuremberg Trial has garnered.43 President Webb, when questioned about 
the sluggish pace of progress in his courtroom, replied that it should be 
more important to “make the trial a fair one than a quick one.”44 True to 
Webb’s intention, fundamental procedures meant to protect the rights of 
the accused were scrupulously followed: the defendants were represented 
by attorneys of their choice and were shown all prosecution documents, 
both in English and Japanese, at least 24 hours before they were to be 
submitted in evidence, and each had the opportunity to tell his version of 
events in open court (with one of them, at his own request, even taking 
the stand a second time to refute the testimony of a defendant who had 
testified since his earlier appearance).45 To assist Japanese counsel, most 
of whom were unfamiliar with the Anglo-Saxon court standards and 
protocols used at the trial,  MacArthur’s office went so far as to provide 
the defendants with the services of American lawyers, a form of aid that 
had not been extended to the German lawyers at Nuremberg, who had 
had to labour under the same disadvantage.

The Tokyo Trial and Beyond
As stated early in this paper, Canada did not ratify the Four-Power 
Agreement, the only nation on the United Nations War Crimes 
Commission (UNWCC) that did not do so, since it expected “little useful 
purpose would be served by Canada adhering [to the agreement]”46 Once 
it did agree to participate in the Tokyo Trial, it preferred to seek guidance 
from the United States (which was “extremely anxious the Government of 
Canada would give favourable consideration to the request to collaborate 
in the major trials”).47 Diplomats from the Department of External Affairs 
visited their opposite numbers in the U.S. State Department for face-to-face 
meetings regarding pre-trial matters and kept up a steady correspondence 
with them. After the trial was over and the peace treaty was signed, 
Ottawa continued to consult the United States on matters related to the 
parole of the men given prison sentences at the trial, deferring all decisions 
and instructing its embassy in Washington never to take the initiative in 
coordinating action with other interested parties.48 In short, if one were 
to characterise Canada’s diplomatic personality in the immediate post-war 
period, as regards international criminal justice, it would be as deferential, 
passive and inward-looking. But a rather more confident, assertive and 
outward-looking persona was to emerge over the next 50 years.

Notwithstanding the bringing to justice of war criminals at the major 
(and minor) tribunals in the post-war period, armed conflicts did not cease. 
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It may be true that as the British jurist Sir Henry Maine declared, “It is 
not peace which is natural and primitive but war.” Yet, there may also be 
some truth to the theory that warfare persists because of the “failure to 
repair yesterday’s injury . . . suffered by the victims and their families.”49 
Desirous of finding a way to redress such injuries, the United Nations 
General Assembly in 1948 tasked the International Law Commission 
to study the feasibility of an international criminal court. Though the 
Commission found it practicable, attempts to draft a statute that would 
mandate the formation of such a body stalled due to a knotty problem: 
how does one define “aggression”? This question was answered neither by 
the Nuremberg Charter nor the IMTFE Charter. In passing judgment 
on Japan’s war, Justice McDougall and his colleagues had not ventured to 
clarify the issue, circumventing it by concluding that “[w]hatever may be 
the difficulty of stating a comprehensive definition of war of aggression, 
attacks made with the above motive cannot but be characterized as wars of 
aggression,” which is tantamount to saying: We don’t know exactly what 
it is, but we do know Japan did it.50

A quarter of a century was to pass before the UN General Assembly 
agreed upon a definition of aggression, adopting it in Resolution 3314, 
passed in December 1974. The world body made no progress, as far as an 
international criminal court was concerned, until 1997, when the terrible 
events in the Balkans forced leaders to at long last overcome a tendency 
to delay in arriving at a decision. The UN Diplomatic Conference of 
Plenipotentiaries on the Establishment of an International Criminal Court 
was convened in Rome the next year.

At the conference, Canada took the initiative at different stages of the 
drafting of statute. During general discussions, its delegation submitted 
a number of textual proposals for principles to be included in the statute, 
and then combined all of them for further discussion. In regard to the 
problem of act of omission, which was also raised during the presentation 
of evidence in respect of the Rape of Nanking at the Tokyo Trial, but 
was never discussed in depth, it was Canada (and Japan, ironically) that 
put forward a proposal which was “wider in scope and dealt also with 
acts and causation” and therefore became “the basis for negotiations.”51  
In Article 7 “Crime against Humanity,” Canada strongly recommended 
that it be made clear that a perpetrator must have the knowledge that he 
was committing inhumane acts. It also put forward ideas and suggestions 
regarding what acts should be included in this category of crimes. Article 
8 “War Crimes” had provisions relating to prohibited weapons, which were 
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subject to intense debate. The most important question was whether there 
should be a “general clause on prohibited weapons,” defining what kinds 
of weapons would be illegal without naming particular ones, or a clause 
containing a specific “closed list of such weapons.” The former was much 
too vague and the latter much too restricted to be effective. The impasse was 
broken by Canada, which modified the second option so that a “formula 
allowing the Court to expand the list in the future” was included in it.52 
Through the last stage of the Rome Conference, Canada continued to be 
the author of many texts that became the final version.

In July 1998, 120 nations signed the Rome Statute, establishing a 
permanent International Criminal Court. At the same time, Phillipe 
Kirsch, legal advisor to the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
International Trade of Canada, was elected the first president of the ICC. 
Five months later, Canada became the fourteenth nation to sign the Rome 
Statute and the first to adopt comprehensive domestic legislation, the 
Crimes against Humanity and War Crimes Act that would enable it to 
fulfil its obligation under the accord.

Six decades ago, a willingness to be “out in front” in the shaping and 
enforcing of governing the use of organised force was not a hallmark of 
Canada’s foreign policy; it is now, as shown by the country’s determination 
to, in the words of the Rome Statute, “put an end to impunity for the 
perpetrators” of the “grave crimes” that threaten the “peace, security and 
well-being of the world.”
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Equestrianship as Acts of Governance on the 
Canadian Prairies

SHIRlEy McDoNAlD
University of British Columbia, Canada

This paper focuses on representations of equestrian activities in the life 
writing of seven British and Anglo-Canadian pioneers who settled 
in southern Alberta  The authors’ possession of fine horses and their 
participation in equestrian activities serves to validate their claims of 
high social rank in the early days of ranching in Alberta  Equestrianism 
in settler life writing has yet to be examined in Canadian history and 
literature  I examine various forms of settler life writing including 
diaries, letters, and memoirs, to explore the ways in which pioneers 
transform their literal experiences into literary representations  Typically, 
the diaries and letters reflect their authors’ British ideologies, such 
as those associated with the georgic traditions of animal husbandry, 
including their equestrian activities  In contrast, the memoirs, which 
are significantly more literary than the diaries, promote myths of pioneer 
life, specifically, myths that present the prairie as a utopian space or as 
a rugged frontier environment  I examine my primary sources through 
lenses shaped by posthumanism and postcolonial ecocriticism to introduce 
their value as texts that invite discussions of horses as companion species 

Keywords: equestrianism;  ranching; farming; pioneers, settlement; 
frontierism; utopian myths; georgic traditions; labour; southern Alberta; 
autobiography; diaries; posthumanism; postcolonial ecocriticism; 
Indigenous peoples; social injustice 

The experiences of Canadian prairie settlers have been represented, 
examined, and discussed in several ways—historically, f ictionally, 
and autobiographically. My study explores numerous examples of 
autobiographical representations including the journal letters of Claude 
Gardiner; the memoirs of Monica Hopkins, Joan Key, and Georgina 
Thomson; and the memoirs of Herbert (Bert) Sheppard. I also examine 



146

Shirley McDonald

Bert’s unpublished history of the TL Ranch, his ranch diaries or journals; 
his father Henry Norman Sheppard Sr.’s account book diaries; and his 
eldest brother Henry Fleetwood Sheppard Jr.’s farm logs. Cumulatively, 
the journals cover the years between 1907 and 1953 and provide unrevised 
accounts of fifty-four years of the family’s ranching experiences in a 
historical period that lacks representation or has been represented only 
anecdotally. The Sheppard journals are housed in the Museum of the 
Highwood in High River, Alberta; Bert’s history of the TL Ranch is at 
the Bert Sheppard Memorial Stockmen’s Foundation Library and Archives 
in Cochrane.

With the exception of Thomson, whose family migrated from Ontario, 
the writers were members of British families for whom the decision to 
immigrate to Alberta was motivated, Lewis G. Thomas states, by the 
promise of cultivating a “way of life of which the light horse was at once the 
symbol and the centre.”1 Indeed, “polo games, race meetings, gymkhanas, 
[and] horse shows, marked the peaks of [their] social activity.”2 Their 
participation in equestrian sports constituted a kind of aggregate training 
that made their horses more versatile and valuable than the roughly trained 
broncs ridden by many cowboys, and that honed their riding skills and 
increased their fitness. Equestrianship was a discipline practiced in the 
early twentieth century by both men and women because, for decades, 
horses were the only means of travel. In England, women have long been 
encouraged to ride for pleasure and for health.3 Donna Landry maintains 
that riding offered women opportunity not only for exercising their 
bodies, but for “exercising agency beyond the boundaries of domesticity.”4  
Literary readings of female prairie settlers’ memoirs have yet to discuss 
equestrianship as a means of empowerment. Nor has Canadian pioneer 
history given due consideration to equine studies. Equestrian sports are 
bourgeois institutions that served as ‘ideological state apparatuses’5 by 
interpellating British settlers and the colonized through their consent to 
the rules of social engagement. In this paper, I examine the relationships 
Gardiner, Hopkins, Key, Thomson, and the Sheppards had with their 
horses to contend that the possession of fine-blooded pleasure and sport 
horses was a means by which privileged settlers like them demonstrated 
their wealth and secured high social positions in the early agrarian 
communities.

In a study of English literature, Landry investigates the long-standing 
affiliation the British have had with horses and the attitudes of superiority 
that resulted as a consequence of their creation of the Thoroughbred horse.6 



147

Australasian Canadian Studies

Landry argues that along with the production of this highly athletic horse 
came the technique of riding with a forward seat, which enabled equestrians 
to engage in the sport of fox hunting. “What was at stake in English self-
representation on horseback,” she maintains, “was an image of liberty, of 
free forward movement of horse and rider with the minimum of restraint 
[…] an image with undoubted political significance.”7 “This ideology-in-
action, however, also had a sinister side,” she continues; “English riding, 
conceived as a superior technology of horsemanship, and imperialism, 
conceived as a civilizing mission, have much in common as ideological 
projects.”8 To the British, horses were not only property; “horses were 
also powerfully symbolic.”9

Horses were deployed, in Nicole Shukin’s words, “as a tool of affective 
governance.”10 Indeed, like the Canadian beaver, they were a “natural, self-
evident sign of the nation.”11 Shukin argues that an image of an animal 
“functions as a hinge allowing powerful discourses to flip or vacillate 
between literal and figurative economies of sense.”12 Referring to the post-
colonial theories of Homi Bhabha, she claims that “the tools of colonial 
discourse analysis can be brought to bear on animal capital inasmuch as 
the animal sign, not unlike the racial stereotype […] is a site of ‘productive 
ambivalence’ enabling vacillations between economic and symbolic signs 
of power.”13 “Against a mythopoetic invocation of animal signs as universal 
lingua franca,” Shukin examines the “specific cultural logics and material 
logistics that have produced animals as ‘forms of capital’ (in the words of 
Pierre Bourdieu) across the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.”14 
Moreover, horses and equine symbols, such as those affiliated with the 
North West Mounted Police, served to promote myths of military power 
to bolster British imperialist claims in Canada.15

My subjects were members of a refined English circle of equestrians, 
who filled their leisure time with social events like dinners, dances, 
tea parties, and sporting competitions, and whose cultural traditions 
and practices, David Breen states, “strengthened the British social 
milieu characteristic of the Canadian ranching community.”16 Paul M. 
Koroscil describes the members of this privileged group as “‘gentlemen 
emigrants.’”17 They “were prolific writers and left their heritage in a variety 
of literary and documentary sources” such as “letters to their families 
and friends, […] diaries and detailed account books of their ranches, 
[…] and personal memoirs.”18 Thus, a study of these British immigrants 
employing a “biographic method,” Koroscil observes, offers an important 
wealth of information. Regardless of the differences in their forms of life 
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writing, the authors commonly depicted their daily lives. Gardiner and 
the Sheppards recorded details of their daily lives within hours or days 
of their experiences, and convey ideologies19 that were prevalent at the 
time of writing. Specifically, they reflect an ethos of stewardship when 
documenting their agricultural practices. The memoirists, narrativizing 
their pioneer experiences decades later, create stories that reflect values 
shaped by cultural, political, and historical forces since the time of 
settlement. Typically, they disseminate myths of the prairie as a rugged and 
even hostile frontier environment, or as a utopian space, a temperate region 
in which they could establish lives of plenitude, prosperity, and gentility. 
Historians Doug Owram20 and Anthony Rasporich21 discuss the notion 
of the prairie as an agrarian utopia, while Warren Elofson explores the 
frontier as an environmental challenge to the development of Alberta’s beef 
industry.22 In a history of the industry, Simon Evans portrays the Bar U 
Ranch as a frontier icon.23 Richard Slatta asserts that the notion of the 
frontier is still a pervasive power, one that gives an imaginative quality to 
the history of settlement.24 Horses play dominant roles in both frontier 
and utopian settlement myths.

Robert Bringhurst observes that, generally, “myths are narratives 
concerned with timeless things” and creatures that are “as a rule 
elemental.”25 Nonetheless, there are such things as “social” myths, 
the kinds that promote “racial superiority, manifest destiny, or the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, like the ‘myth’ of the New World and its 
divinely sanctioned conquest.”26 These are the kind of myths that serve as 
thematic designs as the memoirists in my study imbue representations of 
their homesteading experiences with aesthetic and literary dimensions. 
Settlement myths are foundational to the authors’ justification of their 
places of privilege in the early agrarian communities and of their sense 
of entitlement to homesteaded land. Privilege was conferred as a kind of 
reward for a pioneer’s success in overcoming the challenges he or she had 
faced in settling in a frontier environment, or it was bestowed as a matter 
of entitlement based on rank to educated and refined British settlers, who 
established colonial landholdings—the utopian vision.

Settlement narratives, written in the trope of the frontier or in utopian 
literature, depict a georgic world, a world centred on land and labour. Robin 
Becker defines the georgic literary genre in terms of the “noun ‘georgic’ 
[which] originates in the Greek words for earth (geo) and work (ergon).”27 
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Narratives romanticizing agricultural labour are based on traditions that 
have been disseminated, Raymond Williams asserts, as a “recurrent myth 
of a happier and more natural past,” a myth that has been drawn “not only 
from the Christian idea of the Garden of Eden – the simple, natural world 
before the Fall – but also from a version of the Golden Age which is more 
than that of a magically self-yielding nature.”28 It is drawn, Williams 
asserts, from Virgil’s Georgics.29 A central figure in georgic literature is 
the country house, an image that, Lewis Mumford warns, represents a 
utopian vision that is exclusionary, for it delineates between “gentlemen” 
and “peasant[s] or artisan[s].”30

In Alberta, the English country house and estate found their equivalents 
in the ranch house and surrounding ranchland. Following the tradition in 
Britain, these properties were named. The Sheppards purchased ranches 
that had already been developed: the Cottonwood, the Riverbend, and the 
TL (the initials of its founder Tom Lynch).31 Likewise, Claude Gardiner 
bought an established ranch: the Wineglass. The Hopkinses homesteaded 
their ranch and named it after Billie Hopkins’s father’s ship, Enmore.32 The 
Thomsons called their homestead “‘Parkhouse’ after a farm in Ontario” 
where they had previously lived.33 The Petters, Key’s family, called theirs 
the Third Radfords, after two of the family’s estates in England. The 
naming of ranches and farms erased the names used when Indigenous 
people referred to their traditional land, concretized the ownership of 
homesteads, and elevated the owners’ status from landless immigrants to 
a new kind of landed gentry. I begin my discussion of equestrianism as a 
tool of governance by describing these elite Anglo-Canadian settlers and 
their respective manuscripts.

Henry Sheppard Sr.’s account book diaries or journals cover the years 
from 1907 to 1934. He was born in Sheffield, England, in 1861, and was 
educated at Oxford before emigrating in 1887 to raise and train horses to 
sell to the military.34 His journals are remarkable for their diversity and 
liberal detail. They reveal his self-identification as an affluent member 
of the ranching community, for he supplemented his income through 
employment as a magistrate, a politician, an insurance salesperson, a land 
speculator, and a financial advisor. He was also an influential member of 
the Anglican Church and a family man. Henry Sr. was instrumental in 
nurturing British culture in his community by promoting and participating 
in artistic, educational, and equestrian events. He did not play polo, but he 
supported the game and was connected to those who did play. He observes 
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in his journal on July 26, 1907: “Took Bee and George to Crossing1 for 
Polo and Dance. Calgary Versus [F?]  awful dust storm […]  Good dance.”

Henry Sr.’s preferred equestrian activity was horse shows and because 
he raised horses to sell to the military, he competed in them for developing 
business connections as much as for pleasure. In 1912, his show horse was 
Lony, a gelding which he took to the Calgary Horse Fair. On April 9, 1912, 
he wrote that he competed with Lony in the “heavy weight Polo Pony class” 
and “got 3rd prize in a big class.” At the Calgary Fair the following year, 
he rode “Lony in the heavy weight Polo pony class and got 5th prize.” On 
June 5, 1913, he “Showed Lony to the Mounted Police and sold him to 
Commissioner Perry35 for his daughter for $173 [.]” Selling the gelding to 
a high ranking official of the judicial system was, for Henry Sr., a means 
of furthering his professional relations for, seen in the light as objects of 
art, singular and rare, horses provided their owners with that to which 
Bourdieu refers as “legitimate capital called ‘prestige’ or ‘authority.’”36

Henry Jr. did not participate in horse shows as his father did, but 
he did try polo. He wrote on September 14, 1929, that he “went to play 
polo against Millarville.”37 Polo was a popular form of recreation among 
the many “people from the British Isles that settled along the foothills 
from Pincher Creek to Cochrane,” Bert Sheppard observes.38 Henry Jr.’s 
journals portray him as a skilled equestrian who bred, trained, and rode 
light horses to manage cattle and bred heavy horses for drawing cultivators, 
ploughs, harrows, and other farm equipment. Henry Jr. was born on April 
6, 1889, at the Sheppards’ first ranch “on Hay Creek, [which is] now 
called Sheppard Creek.”39 His journals, which cover the year of 1919, and 
the years from 1929 to 1951, account for twenty-five years of his life as a 
farmer in High River, on land that is now The Sheppard Family Park, a 
designated historic site.

The Sheppard journals served as farmer’s almanacs; thus, they depict 
the cyclical pattern of agrarian lives. Henry Sr. and Henry Jr. used them 
to record empirical data, such as weather, the amounts of grain, hay, and 
produce handled, and the kinds of work performed each day. What is 
significant about them is the absence of the kinds of romantic imagery that 
settlers often employ to valorize farm labour. Nevertheless, the Sheppard 
journals offer evidence of utopian ideologies, for their authors’ daily and 
seasonal labour reflects the methods and cycles typical of the georgic 
traditions, which, for centuries have been the foundation of images of an 

1 Bee was Henry Sr.’s wife; George was his third eldest son, and Crossing was 
the common name for High River.
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agrarian utopia. A typical entry in Henry Jr.’s journal is one for March 31, 
1930, in which he wrote: “Hauled hay for cows & went to town p.m.  nice 
day  Bondy Cow Calved.  calf [  ?  ] had to have it in house.”  His father 
recorded a similar entry on February 27, 1907: “3 yr old heiffer calved  
calf weak  had to bring it into the house.” The matching accounts reflect 
humanist ideologies long associated with and modelled on the georgic 
traditions, traditions that foster the ethic of stewardship. That the calf in 
Henry Sr.’s kitchen had been a Hereford, a breed raised for beef, while 
the calf in Henry Jr.’s had been born to a dairy cow reveals the subtle 
difference between the economic interests of father and son. Henry Sr.’s 
livelihood depended partly on the sale of cattle; Henry Jr.’s depended partly 
on the sale of cream, which he collected, kept cold in metal containers in 
a “spring box,” a wooden crate in the creek, and sold to the dairy in High 
River, and butter that he and his wife, Evelyn, churned themselves and 
sold to their neighbours.

Bert Sheppard’s journals cover the years from 1938 to 1942 and the year 
of 1947 and reveal that he had very little to do with dairy cows. Bert was 
born on the Cottonwood Ranch near High River on February 26, 1901, 
and, as a young man, worked as a cowboy on the historic Bar U Ranch. He 
claims that it was a realization of his “boyhood dream to become a Bar U 
cowboy.”40 In his later years, he became a successful breeder of pedigreed 
Hereford cattle on his own ranches, the TL and Riverbend, an achievement 
that appears to have had even greater significance to him than his career 
as a cowboy. In his journals, in a summary of September 1938, Bert wrote 
that the calves he “shipped to Saskatoon [won the] Grand Championship.” 
Bert kept track of his accomplishments in the history of the TL Ranch, as 
well, which he hand-typed around 1951. He notes that in 1947, “[t]hree 
TL steers in the capable hands of Ed Noad, were awarded championship 
ribbons in Major Shows. J.W. Maus [the handler] had the champion load 
of fat cattle at the Toronto Royal with some more of them.”41

Intending the TL history to be read by others, he often writes in a 
manner that suggests objectivity; however, a closer examination of the 
text reveals it as a narrative constructed to promote the assumption of 
entitlement to land as a reward for hard work. He observed that by the 
fall of 1939, “all the new boundry [sic] fences had been built and several 
miles of old linefence been rebuilt. Fifteen miles in all.”42 He also describes 
the building of a new log house that year, which was necessary when the 
old “log house and the log bunk house burnt down. Leaving only a frame 
shack twelve by sixteen in which to live.”43 A good deal of the TL Ranch 
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manuscript valorizes the men who, under Bert’s direction, took part in the 
project of realizing the ranch’s potential. Unlike his father, Bert did not 
have an Oxford education and the benefit of the literary studies it afforded; 
yet, his praise of the ranch’s landmarks and waterways pays homage to the 
TL Ranch in the manner of Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst”.44 Defining the 
parameters of the property also aids in the establishment of ownership, in 
which case, Bert’s descriptions serve like maps, which are, John Pickles 
contends, “vehicles for creating and conveying authority about the world 
[for] they shape what we understand to be factual, real, and normal.”45

Claude Gardiner, “the only son of Lt. Col. and Mrs. Edward James 
Gardiner, of London, England,” was educated and literary.46 He was a keen 
equestrian who learned to ride on “his grandfather’s estate in Worcester 
Park, Surrey,” and became a member of “the Queen’s Westminster 
Volunteers, rising to rank of lance corporal. This regiment provided the 
opportunity for him to pursue his love of horseback riding.”47 Gardiner left 
England in 1894 to pursue a career as a rancher and, after a couple of years 
working as a hired hand, bought his own ranch near Pincher Creek.48 In a 
letter, dated June 19, 1985, he announced to his mother that he was “now 
the owner of 160 acres of land, 80 acres of which is under crop. The rest is 
good grass ground.”49 The banter in his letters in June and July, about his 
improvements to his land, the growth of his crop, which “stands nearly 3 
foot 6 inches high,” and his plans to bring his cattle to the ranch, suggests 
that Gardiner was pleased and optimistic about his future. His letters 
demonstrate, as well, the pride he felt in owning a ranch and in possessing 
well-bred horses. In one dated July, 1895, he boasted to his parents that he 
had been told that his mares, “Birdie” and “Midget,” are “the best team 
anywhere around here. I think I will show them in Macleod [in] the fall 
at the show.”50 His letters are housed at the Glenbow Museum in Calgary, 
Alberta, and are digitized and available for viewing on the museum website.

Hopkins’s memoir is also housed at the Glenbow, but the handwritten 
and typed manuscript is not digitized. She wrote it in the form of an 
epistolary, a collection of letters addressed to “Gill,” a fictional interlocutor 
living in Australia. Embedded in her anecdotes is evidence of her 
presumptions about her place within an elite circle of British immigrants. 
Hopkins was born Amy Monica Maggs “in Dorset, England in 1884.”51 
Her husband, W. R. Francis (Billie) Hopkins, a horse rancher, “was born in 
County Wicklow, Ireland, in 1879” and, in 1902, filed on a homestead on 
Fish Creek, “nine miles southwest of Priddis,” where he built a log cabin.52 
Hopkins’s memoir is a nostalgic reminiscence of her arrival and the first 
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two years of her life on an Alberta horse ranch. She emphasizes her status 
in her references to material possessions, such as her house, her library, 
and the several horses she and Billie kept for pleasure riding. Hopkins 
learned to ride immediately upon her arrival in Priddis and boasts about 
the independence she acquired. She reasons that women “who do not ride 
and are dependent on their men folk to take them about evidently do not 
get taken out very much” and declares: “I’ve decided that I’m not going to 
be dependent on anyone so I ride nearly every day.”53

At times, Hopkins bases her claims of superiority over her neighbours 
on her attendance at social events like the Millarville races, which she 
describes in “July, 1910” as a formal and festive occasion at which she 
and her party were invited to join the picnic of the Mitford family, and 
sat “around a huge table cloth” on the ground eating salads, “plates of 
sandwiches, meat patties and devilled eggs, [...and] cakes and cookies 
galore.”54 “Such a spread!” Hopkins exclaims. Mrs. Mitford, the hostess 
of the grand picnic, would not brook refusal, but insisted that everyone 
partake of her “marvelous hospitality; she seemed to thoroughly enjoy 
watching people gobble up her food.”55 The anecdote reveals the plenitude 
of gracious living on the prairies in a display of conspicuous consumption, 
an aspect of georgic literary traditions that, Alastair Fowler asserts, was 
“considered a political necessity for the governing ranks.”56 While the 
Millarville races are evidence of British immigrants’ maintenance of 
their cultural traditions on the prairies—or, at least, hybridized versions 
of them—the authors’ performance of socially defined roles at such events 
are a means by which they imposed signs of culture on the early agrarian 
communities to inculcate the lesser affluent members, whose acquiescence 
they sought.

The Petters, Joan Key’s family, were affluent and genteel British 
immigrants. Key uses her memoir to reassert their social standing as landed 
gentry in spite of their loss of social status brought about by their move 
to a prairie farm. Drawing attention to the architecture and size of the 
homes in which her family lived,  Key demonstrates that the symbolism 
of status attached to houses had no less value in Alberta than in England, 
where high social rank was manifested in structures more magnificent 
than those erected on the prairies. The first Radfords estate, where her 
mother had grown up, featured “an L-shaped Elizabethan house” that 
“had been the home of her family for generations.”57 Key was born on the 
second Radfords estate in Yeovil in 1903, in a large and luxurious “red 
brick house” that her parents built “before [they] were married.”58 Thus, the 
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third Radfords “estate” on the prairie was a significant disappointment to 
her mother. The house had “‘no running water, no plumbing, and no gas 
for cooking,’” her father announced upon their arrival, and admitted that 
it would afford little more than a style of “‘primitive living for a while,” 
but he promised there would soon be improvements, such as the addition 
of “‘a verandah, and stables and chicken houses […] then a garden’” all 
neatly fenced.59 Theirs was a utopian vision in the midst of a harsher reality.

Key refers to her mother’s refinement and confidence when she 
explains that she and her sister, Betty, learned to ride and handle horses 
just as their mother had, and like her, drove a governess’s cart, not around 
England, but over the prairie trails to get to school. She emphasizes her 
own confidence that came as a result of her equestrian experiences. In an 
anecdote about her father’s Clydesdale stallion, Sonsie, which attacked 
and nearly destroyed her favourite horse, Nick, Key relates that she “ran 
across the grass shouting” at Sonsie, which got his attention, and then she 
“caught his halter” and scolded him, giving Nick time to escape out the 
gate.60 Key claims that her retelling of the incident is not to take credit 
“for any kind of bravery,” but to allow her to expound on her philosophy 
of animal behaviour and human relationships with animals. She explains 
that her mother, while growing up on the Radfords estate in Devonshire, 
had learned “a good deal about the handling of farm animals” and was 
“convinced that no domestic creature would deliberately harm a child 
unless it was frightened or attacked”; thus, on their Alberta farm, her 
mother taught her and her siblings “to be gentle and quiet with all our farm 
animals.”61 The ethos of compassion and stewardship founded on georgic 
ideals is a virtue often attributed to polite society. It was advocated by my 
subjects, whose families were connected to upper and middle class British 
society, and whose pioneer memoirs celebrate their establishment of horse 
and cattle ranches in a kind of utopian colonial literature.

Key’s style is literary and leans toward excessive and often fanciful 
descriptions of the prairie environment. While Philippe Lejeune maintains 
that the aim of autobiographical texts “is not simple verisimilitude but 
resemblance to the truth. Not ‘the effect of the real,’ but the ‘image of the 
real,’”62 it is clear that Key crafts these elaborate images for verisimilitude. 
Each morning is beautiful and offers the promise of joy. She describes, for 
example, a trip she took with her father to the neighbouring farm to buy 
oats, as “a crisp spring morning […with] the Rockies standing up blue and 
sharp against a translucent western sky. Soon they would be touched with 
rose and gold, as the sun tipped the horizon behind us.”63 Presenting her life 
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in childlike voice, Key contributes to the myth of pioneering as taking place 
in an agrarian utopia.64 Her intention is stated in an epigram, a quote from 
Memory Hold-the-Door by John Buchan: “‘Most of us have certain childish 
memories which we can never repeat, since they represent moments when 
life was in utter harmony and sense and spirit perfectly tuned.’”65 Thus, 
Key begins the tale of her “memories of [a] happy childhood in England” 
and on the utopian setting of her family’s Alberta farm.

Thomson migrated from Galt, Ontario, to Nanton, and arrived in 
Calgary on “September 4th” in 1904.66 The Thomsons came to Alberta 
to grow grain and raise small domestic animals and a few cows to satisfy 
their nutritional requirements. Thomson’s purpose in writing about her 
homesteading experiences is to assure readers that while “there were 
hardships we wouldn’t want to go back to, and there was hard work for 
everyone in the family, [...] there was fun and happiness too, even if we 
had to make our own amusements.”67 In spite of her declaration, Linda 
Rasmussen and her co-editors include an excerpt from Thomson’s memoir 
in A Harvest Yet to Reap to support their claims that the lives of female 
settlers were never-endingly burdened by intensive labour.68 In contrast, 
S. Leigh Matthews employs it to argue that prairie life offered female 
pioneers opportunities for pleasure and empowerment.69 I examine it as 
an example of a settler memoir that, with its focus on animal husbandry, 
perpetuates myths of farming as a noble, yet pragmatic, occupation. 
Thomson does not imply that her family imagined the prairies as a utopia, 
however; thus, her memoir serves as a contrast to those that do. Nor does 
she display the kinds of fanciful imagery found in Key’s memoir; rather, 
she seems more intent on providing realistic details about farming and 
the culture of early agrarian communities. Her plainly worded narrative 
lacks cohesion and reflects the innate diversity of human life, including 
her family’s participation in church and community events, and common 
experiences like schooling, sports, courtship, marriage, and the births of 
the next generation.

Thomson emphasizes the importance of the cows on her family’s farm 
and provides vivid descriptions of their dispositions that reveal a fondness 
for them bordering on sentimentality, but might best be described as the 
ethos of georgic literature, which, Landry asserts, fosters the recognition 
of animals both as “property and [as having] knowable characters.”70 
Thomson’s family kept several light horses for pleasure riding and travel, 
and, like Hopkins and Key, Thomson boasts that her equestrian skill 
afforded her independence. By riding Dixie, her favourite horse, she was 
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able to take up a position as a school teacher at the age of sixteen.71 While 
reminiscing about her return trip from Porcupine Hills, some distance from 
home, Thomson remarks that she allowed the gelding to gallop freely.72 “I 
was so glad to get away from the classroom,” she confesses, “that I usually 
let him go as fast as he liked, and we usually made the last half mile in 
‘nothing flat.’” She recalls that a “man in Sharman’s store, watching me 
tear through the village, said ‘That horse wants to go and that girl just 
lets him.’”73 The Thomsons’ ownership of horses did not earn them a place 
among the elite group of British equestrians, however, for while they sought 
to increase their wealth through homesteading, the portrait Thomson 
provides of them suggests that their income was modest.

Evidence of georgic traditions is found in the memoirs of Hopkins, 
Thomson, and Key, reflected in their literary descriptions of the labour 
their families performed to develop their homesteads, and in the Sheppard 
journals, in brief records of the labour performed each day. What 
distinguishes the life writing of my subjects from that of other pioneers is 
that the labour was performed with horses. The memoirists depict labour 
in figurative terms. Suggesting a kind of suffering, Thomson writes: the 
“hot sun beat down on [the horses], the wind blew dust in their eyes,” and 
“flies and mosquitoes” tormented them, so her father had to “protect their 
noses” with a piece of gunny sacking as they pulled the plough or dragged 
the harrows.74 The measure of adversity posed by the environment equals 
the amount of praise she offers the men for whom ploughing all day long 
in the heat, the dust, and the flies “was really a tough job.” What is implied 
in such anecdotes is entitlement.

The depiction of horses also serves political ends in utopian narratives. 
They were an important part of what privileged British settlers imagined as 
“the good life” promised by and embodied in the “rural pursuits” that they 
aspired to achieve.75 Thus, documenting their pioneer experiences as diaries 
or memoirs, the authors in my study reveal attitudes of class superiority over 
settlers who could not afford to keep horses, but had to use oxen to cultivate 
land and haul wagons.76 They also betray the notion of superiority over the 
Siksika and Nakoda, who either walked or rode “Indian ponies,”77 a term 
Bert Sheppard uses, seemingly, to imply that the horses his Indigenous 
neighbours possessed were smaller and of poorer quality than the fine 
blooded specimens that were bred, trained, and ridden by Anglo-Canadian 
equestrians. In his and the women’s memoirs, Indigenous peoples are 
presented as stereotypes or what Daniel Francis calls imaginary Indians.78 
Key recalls being startled by a mysterious “tall Indian” on the prairie one 
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day while she was on a picnic outing with their parents.79 As she and her 
sister explored a graveyard, which, her father reasons later, must have been 
on a reserve, they turned to find a horse standing motionless “with a tall 
Indian sitting on it, bareback.” Describing the man’s equally motionless 
visage, she maintains that “[i]t would have been hard to tell whether he 
was laughing at us, or preparing to scalp us.”80 Likewise, Hopkins writes 
about her fears of being scalped when two Nakoda neighbours stop by 
the ranch unexpectedly while the men are away haying in a distant field.81 
Surprisingly, when writing their memoirs decades later, the authors did 
not rethink or question their views.

While not all of Bert’s comments about Indigenous peoples are 
derogatory, his portrayal of them in his anecdotes makes them seem 
primitive and two-dimensional, like the caricatures presented in Western 
films and tourist entertainment. He writes that the “squaws wore calico 
dresses” and some “had coloured blankets thrown over their shoulders, 
that often covered a baby that was strapped to the squaw’s back, and they 
all wore moccasins made of buckskin.”82 “The bucks that were not out 
hunting,” Bert observes, “lounged around the camp.” They would rise quite 
late in the day and, Bert implies, would go hunting and gathering: the 
“squaws” would go to the “nuisance ground” (the garbage dump) to search 
for and salvage carcasses of dead animals hauled there by the townsfolk, 
while the “bucks” went into town to “get what spoiled fruit and vegetables 
they could find.”83 In his memoirs, Spitzee Days, Bert indicates sympathy 
for the Siksika and Nakoda people, but implies that they brought poverty 
on themselves through sloth or stupidity. According to Bhabha, the use 
of stereotypes in colonial discourse is a “discursive strategy,” employed 
to maintain the hegemony of the colonizers through the proliferation 
of knowledge that, he asserts, “needs no proof, [and] can never really, in 
discourse, be proved.”84 Such figures, Bhabha argues, acquire their power 
through repetition.85

Political desires motivated the use of stereotypes when authors 
describe Indigenous peoples in settlement narratives. The breeding and 
training of horses required large tracts of land for summer grazing and 
for growing hay and grain for winter feed. Satisfying that need demanded 
the displacement of the Siksika and Nakoda tribes from their traditional 
territories and their placement on reserves where they could, it was 
imagined, adopt the ideologies of the immigrants or live out their lives in 
“primitive” ways.86 There was little room for them in settlers’ life writing; 
nor was there room for them in the newly formed agrarian society, for an 
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indigenous worldview, it was believed, was founded on naturalistic rather 
than ‘civilized’ relationships with the land. In this “era of contemporary 
colonialism,” the life writing in my study constitutes that which Taiaiake 
Alfred and Jeff Corntassel describe as “a form of post-modern imperialism 
in which domination is still the Settler imperative.”87

Like many British immigrants who “arrived with crops, flocks and 
herds, and cleared land, exterminating local ecosystems,”88 the authors 
in my study imported their ideologies and material goods from England 
and sought to develop genteel ranching estates. Their writing is a kind of 
colonial discourse depicting what Ivor Indyk describes as the “displacement 
of an indigenous population by the settlers of a colonial power.”89 While 
there is nothing in the Sheppard journals that suggest the authors held 
negative views of the Siksika and Nakoda people, there is a conspicuous 
absence of references to them. Indeed, Henry Sr.’s journals reveal colonial 
attitudes in his disregard for their well-being, which is implied in his 
practice of adding to his holdings by acquiring tracts of land. In an entry 
dated June 28, 1907, Henry Sr. noted that he “drove onto Sections 29, 
19, 23 West of 4 which I have applied for.  Saw some good land south of 
Blackfoot reserve.”

A sense of entitlement to land appropriated from Indigenous peoples is 
reasserted, yet again, in settler memoirs, many of which were written in the 
1960s and 1970s—around the time of Canada’s Centennial—to celebrate 
the success of colonization. Like the many regional histories produced by 
rural communities at that time, personal accounts of settlement have the 
effect of maintaining racist and class ideologies in the public imagination. 
They produce what Bhabha describes as a “social reality […that] employs a 
system of representation, a regime of truth, that is structurally similar to 
realism.”90 These qualities strongly resemble the aim of autobiographical 
texts, which Lejeune maintains, “claim to provide information about a 
‘reality’ exterior to the text.”91 The writers in my study employ their texts 
to describe and discuss the “reality” of their communities, culturally and 
agriculturally, in georgic terms.

Georgic traditions have value, nonetheless, as a philosophical ideal. 
In a review of David Ferry’s recent translation of the Georgics, Becker 
draws attention to the timeliness of Virgil’s advice today and compares 
Virgil to “our contemporary pastoralists—Maxine Kumin, Mary Oliver, 
Wendell Berry and others—who, in this age of genetically-engineered 
food, habitat loss, and environmental degradation, write about rural 
places and subjects from a sustainability perspective.”92 Examining the 
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agriculture practices of pioneers by perusing their life writing also offers 
valuable insights to postcolonial ecocriticism, a growing body of scholarship 
on environmental injustice that, Bonnie Roos and Alex Hunt assert, 
considers “how disenfranchised or impoverished populations the world 
over face particular environmental problems.”93 For the most part, the focus 
of ecocritics like Graham Huggan, Helen Tiffin, Lawrence Buell, and 
others, has been on literary representations of relationships between land, 
humans, and non-human animals. Probing the realm of posthumanism, 
Buell refers to Donna Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto,”94 while Huggan 
and Tiffin refer to Cary Wolfe’s Animal Rites and Zoontologies.95 My 
research draws from Wolfe’s and Haraway’s later texts to explore the 
relationships between land, humans, and non-human animals in sub-
literary manuscripts. Posthumanism yields an ethos affiliated with the 
aims of postcolonial ecocriticism and, thus, contributes to the paradigmatic 
shift that is vital to the formation of a sustainable worldview in which 
humans see themselves as one species of animal among the many species 
that share a worldly existence.

Sub-literary works such as farm logs and account book diaries have long 
been ignored in scholarship, because they are often “so fragmentary that 
they are inadequate for any reader other than the diarist himself.”96 This 
may be a fair estimation when considering the terse and obscure entries 
found in farm logs, which Marilyn Ferris Motz observes were used by 
“rural men and women in the nineteenth century ‘to record expenditures 
and calculate profits, as well as to note farm work, weather, and crop 
yields to aid in planning future seasons.’”97 Yet, these manuscripts can be 
read in the same way one reads a reader resistant poem—by skimming 
over incomprehensible phrases and words while remaining sensitive to 
the suggestion of themes that reveal themselves as language patterns. At 
times, one can intuit a kind of narrative or story in them, for, as fiction 
writer Bill Roorbach claims, while diaries may be fragmented and “may 
seem incoherent or haphazard in their preoccupations,” they “‘gather force 
by accretion of experience, always chronological.’”98

I explore the sub-literary diaries of the Shepppard family through 
a posthumanist lens to facilitate comprehension of the authors’ terse 
notations of their relationships and labour completed with horses. Cary 
Wolfe, in an elucidation of Jacques Derrida’s work, marks a shift from 
an emphasis on writers as subjects who reflect on their experiences to an 
awareness of them as persons existing in a world to which they respond in 
verbal expression. For the most part, the entries in the Sheppard journals 
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are not anecdotes, nor are they narratives; rather, they are comprised of 
empirical data and brief accounts, without explanation, of procedures 
carried out in the operating of ranches. A posthumanist stance attempts 
to avoid “falling into the error diagnosed by Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht, of 
employing a ‘concept of the human [that] exclude[s] … any reference to 
the human body.’”99 Gumbrecht implies that experiences are what happen 
to people, while Wolfe asserts that subjects are constituted by “writing 
and communication.”100 Interpreting the experiences documented in the 
Sheppards’ journals by employing Humberto Maturana and Franciso 
Varela’s notion of autopoietic life-forms allows readers to conceive of the 
authors as living beings that physically existed in and experienced the 
material world beyond the pages of the text.101 My research on the Sheppard 
journals affirmatively answers Jacques Derrida’s question: “can we not 
conceive of a presence and self-presence of the subject before speech or its 
signs, a subject’s self-presence in a silent and intuitive consciousness?”102 
The entity Derrida points toward is not a self, but an entire human being 
prior to the creation of a subject through verbal self-reflection. Refuting the 
illusion of a ‘self ’ and the Cartesian separation of physical and neurological 
functions, M. R. Bennett and P. M. S. Hacker contend that it is not a 
mind or a brain that is the site of experiential perception; it is a person, 
an entire human being.103

A posthumanist position, Wolfe states, “opposes the fantasies of 
disembodiment and autonomy, inherited from humanism itself.”104 For 
example, on June 11, 1918, Henry Sr. wrote that it was a “Hot day  Branded 
70 head of steers and found it hard work.” In this entry, time is confluent 
with and measured by the tasks completed: “70 head,” which is empirical 
data. The reference “Branded” is a neuro-physiological or corporeal 
experience, while heat and fatigue are subjective evaluations of the feelings 
or perceptions that accompanied that experience. Branding is an activity 
that involves working cooperatively with horses to rope calves and secure 
them for identification of ownership. The fact that such work was done 
on horseback is merely implied. In his journals, on June 22, 1939, Bert 
recorded an entry similar to his father’s, writing: “Fine morning, Jack and 
I rode down to Bews’ to help Joe brand. Branded 77 calves. After lunch 
all hands turned out and helped me brand, doubted whether or not we 
would get through before it rained, but shower passed over, branded 70 
head, about 40 bull calves, came down the river with John Bews and Ted 
Eden. Had supper with them.” A posthumanist lens promotes readings 
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of farm logs that imagine their authors engaged in activities that are 
corporeal or embodied.

The history of settlement has not yet conceived of pioneers’ equestrian 
experiences as embodied. The few histories of settlement that discuss 
equestrianship do so to valorize the cowboys who did their work on 
horseback, and none articulate the relationships between these working 
partners. To explore the relationships my subjects had with their 
horses, I draw from Haraway’s notion of companion species, a signifier 
for relationships in which “[p]artners do not preexist their relating; the 
partners are precisely what come out of the inter- and intra-relating of 
fleshly, significant, semiotic-material being.”105 Landry, quoting Haraway, 
refers to relationships between humans and horses as one in which “‘[a]ll 
the participants are remodeled,’ […] by ‘the relational practice of training,’ 
which nurtures an ‘ethic of flourishing’ in which ‘animal happiness’ is at 
stake.”106

In “The Reins in their Hands: Ranchwomen and the Horse in Southern 
Alberta 1880-1914,” Nancy Young, asserts that women who rode often 
saw horses as companions.107 The focus of her brief but ground-breaking 
article is mostly on women’s agency. She observes that women who acquired 
equestrian skills possessed the capacity to do the same work as men. Young 
draws attention to Mrs. Dudley Smith, who is pictured “at the Sanderson 
farm near Midnapore in the early 1900s” taking part in a coyote hunt.108 
“For those women who were involved in the hunt only as spectators,” Young 
reasons, the sight of female equestrians “participating as equals with men 
as they raced across the countryside must have been inspiring.”109 Mary 
Ella Inderwick was another expert rider, and boasts to having galloped 
“‘at breakneck speed where a false step would end in disaster but Joy [her 
horse] never makes it.’”110 Riding was Inderwick’s way of dealing with 
disappointments in her life. “‘When John, my cook, breaks my best cut 
glass dish,’” she muses, “‘I fly to the stables and have my Joy saddled and 
ride till I know that cut glass is nothing to make or mar one’s lovely day.’” 
Agnes Skrine claims that riding was one of her most pleasurable pastimes. 
Skrine was an apologist for her chosen lifestyle, and wrote in her memoirs 
(under the penname Moira O’Neill): “I like the simplicity, the informality 
of the life,” and “the long hours in the open air [...].Besides, I like a flannel 
shirt, and liberty.”111

While Young maintains that these women were among the “more 
fortunate women [who] arrived in southern Alberta already familiar with 
horses and clearly experts in horsemanship skills,”112 what she does not 
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point out is that they were not just fortunate, they were privileged, for 
they had to possess horses and expanses of property on which to keep 
them, and they had to have had the time to go riding for amusement, 
as did the men who played polo. Thus, their households employed hired 
hands to help with the ranch work and domestic servants to help with the 
housework. Skrine writes of the benefits of employing “one servant in the 
house, an able-bodied cook” to whom she refers as “the Chinaman.”113 
She also mentions the hired hands on the ranch, referring to them as “the 
‘boys.’” Likewise, Inderwick had a Chinese cook, which is why she had 
time to ride and time to write about it. The “mainly British-Canadian elite 
that dominated business, politics, education, women’s organizations and 
other realms,” Sarah Carter observes, “worked to ensure that a sense of 
Britishness, combined with whiteness, became equated with Canadianness; 
thus, “[c]lass distinctions remained sharp.”114

Hopkins’s participation in horse roundups and other equestrian 
activities on the foothills ranch was facilitated by the presence of hired 
hands, who did the ranch work and domestic help, who did the housework. 
“My housekeeping is running fairly smoothly,” she boasts, “and I try to be 
systematic but what can you do when a husband dashes into the house as 
he did yesterday, and says, ‘Hurry up and get into your riding things, we 
are going to gather some horses and you had better come along too.’”115 In 
her memoirs, Hopkins does not refer to her domestic servants; however, 
in Our Foothills, a community history of the region, E. J. Park identifies 
them by full name as “Denise Sampson, Kathleen McConnell (Mulder) 
and Memmie Scott, who stayed the longest before returning to England.”116 
Pioneer writing is, often, self-aggrandizing. Thus, Hopkins does not 
address the possibility that she and Billie may not have been the model 
settlers. Park portrays them in a realistic and critical light, remarking 
that “Mr. Hopkins, never too robust, usually had a young chore boy to 
help him.”117

Hopkins’s pretensions of superiority seem, at times, to reflect her 
insecurity about her self-identity. Thus, she transforms the hired hands, 
who had lived with and worked for her, into buffoons to emphasize their 
low social status. For example, she complains when “Crazy Jenks” is 
given the task of hoeing the weeds and she later discovered that he had 
“dug up all the mint [she] had so carefully planted in a corner of the 
garden.”118 “Darn the idiot!” she exclaims; “we have a lamb […] and I had 
been so looking forward to lamb and mint sauce.”119 Key’s and Thomson’s 
recollections of hired hands reflect their sense of superiority over them. 
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Most often, Thomson portrays hired hands as faceless figures. “We had so 
many hired men over the years,” she writes, “that I cannot remember even 
the names.”120 In their daily entries, the Sheppards referred continually 
to the hired hands employed on their ranches, yet, because the journals 
served as farm logs or account books, the men were named in conjunction 
with the chores they had completed, with little or no information about 
them. Gardiner referred to his hired hands only as “Indians” in a letter 
dated October 13, 1895: “I am getting my potatoes in now. I have a lot of 
Indians working on the job. They take their wages out in potatoes. I had 
one lot come and after a day’s work they wanted cash but did not get it. I 
paid them in potatoes for what they did and they left. Then this lot came 
on and agreed to dig them out for potatoes.”121

Menial labourers on pioneer ranches are not unlike the anonymous 
figures in “To Penshurst,” who toiled in the fields, the orchards, the stables, 
and the kitchens to maintain the estate’s productivity and order. Fowler 
suggests, however, that there is something problematic about georgic 
depictions of labour, for they imply that land owners enjoy this utopia, the 
bounty of the land, not because it is the fruit of their labour, but because it 
is entitled to persons of their rank.122 “The natural ideal” associated with 
country estates “is the creation of a race of small owners,” who oversee 
these properties, Williams maintains, with labourers employed to plough, 
sow, and harvest.123 According to Robert Barnetson, myths that privilege 
farm owners over farm workers have shaped their relations since the 
late nineteenth century, and continue to shape them in the twenty-first 
century.124 “Among the challenges facing farm workers” today, Barnetson 
claims, “is the use of the agrarian myth by the provincial government to 
justify continued statutory exclusion [from the Employment Standards Code] 
by, for example, substituting the issue of farm solvency for farm safety. This 
myth centres on the belief that farming is a virtuous activity that often 
entails personal sacrifice.”125 Georgic traditions, which portray farming 
as a noble enterprise, are the foundation of utopian myths. They are also 
the foundation of myths of the prairies as a frontier environment. Writing 
about their experiences as utopian and frontier myths, settler memoirists 
tend to foreground their own labour and mask the labour of itinerant and 
often landless farm workers whose toil ensured the quality of life to which 
they, as land owners, believed they were entitled.

Jane Tompkins sees the frontier cowboy hero in Western narratives as 
the embodiment of a rejection of domesticity and “the antithesis of the 
cult of domesticity that dominated American Victorian culture.”126 As the 
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cowboy rides off into the sunset, he is, metaphorically, riding beyond the 
restrictions imposed by the political power of eastern civilization. While 
Tompkins’s focus is on the symbolic meaning of the cowboy hero in popular 
culture, her theories on horseback riding as a means of escape apply to an 
analysis of the writing of Hopkins, Thomson, and Key, whose memoirs 
perpetuate myths of the prairies as an agrarian utopia. The anecdotes of 
these post-Victorian memoirists indicate that they were just as eager as 
the men to leave their domestic chores to others so they could spend at 
least part of their day in the saddle. A certain amount of affluence was 
necessary to own the horses and the expanses of land on which to keep 
them. Whether composed as diaries at the time of settlement or as memoirs 
decades later, the life writing of my subjects is a kind of colonial discourse 
that disseminates myths about pioneer experiences. These myths continue 
to maintain class and racial distinctions in Alberta today through their 
preservation and transmission by regional and provincial institutions that 
valorize pioneers and guarantee them hallowed places in history.
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Mapping the Intersections of Psycho-Legal 
Power: A Tale of Murder, Madness, and 
Motherhood from British Columbia History

RoBERT MENZIES,  
DoRoTHy  E. CHUNN
Simon Fraser University

In this paper we explore the properties of psycho-legal power informing 
the classification and treatment of women confined in British Columbia’s 
public mental health system during the first half of the twentieth century   
Recounting the story of one ‘mentally ill ’ Aboriginal mother whom we 
call ‘Bertha Talling’ – a woman whose criminal responsibility for the 
violent death of her child came under the scrutiny of psy professionals 
during the depths of the Great Depression – we invoke intersectionality 
theory to show how official constructions of ‘criminally insane’ women’s 
madness, culpability, moral defect and deviant femininity were embedded 
in a complex grid of power dynamics and matrices of domination   
Indeterminately detained by executive order at the Provincial 
Mental Hospital, Essondale, located in the outskirts of Vancouver, 
Bertha found herself the subject of a hybridized array of discourses, 
technologies, administrative strategies and professional practices aimed 
at comprehending and repairing the mental and moral pathologies 
that had supposedly occasioned her child’s demise   Medical efforts to 
domesticate this dually criminalized and psychiatrized woman’s mad 
and lethal motherhood – which culminated in her sterilization under 
the province’s eugenics law and persisted even beyond her release from 
hospital – were in turn immersed in an array of convergent relations of 
domination, subordination and resistance, and were informed by wider 
currents of cultural understanding about the very nature of good, sane, 
compliant, and productive femininity, racial identity, and citizenship   
In retracing Bertha’s journey through the labyrinthine world of British 
Columbia’s legal and mental health systems, we reflect on the potential 
of intersectional analysis to animate a critical feminist, anti-racist, anti-
sanist engagement with the powers of psychiatry and law 
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Introduction:
During the 1970s and early 1980s, feminists of colour and feminists 
working in materialist-socialist theoretical traditions began to speak of 
intersecting oppressions and subjectivities (Davis 1981; hooks 1984; Jaggar 
and Rothenberg 1984, c1978).  By the end of those decades intersectionality 
had evolved into an exciting new trajectory of feminist theory.

Through the intervening years, feminists working in the fields of 
health, law, (dis)ability, family, anti-racist, queer and post-colonial studies 
have borne witness to the emergence of several distinct but overlapping 
approaches to intersectionality, as well as numerous assessments of its 
theoretical utility (Brah and Phoenix 2004; Cole, 2008; Davis, 2008; 
Grabham et al. 2009; McCall 2005; Nash 2008).  Of particular relevance 
to our research on the regulation and experiences of psychiatrized women 
in British Columbia, Canada, over the past several years feminist scholars 
have been engaging with intersectionality theory as a medium for studying 
and advancing women’s (mental) health across a range of institutional, 
cultural, and substantive contexts (Hankivsky et al. 2010, 2011; Morrow, 
Jamer and Weisser 2011; van Mens-Verhulst and Radtke 2008; Schulz 
and Mullings 2006).

We were introduced to intersectionality theory through the writings, 
among others, of Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991) and Patricia Hill Collins 
(1990, 2000, see also 1998).  Crenshaw is generally credited with developing 
the concept of intersectionality in feminist (legal) theory through her 
anti-essentialist critiques of feminist and anti-racist politics that drew 
attention to intra-gender and intra-racial differences, respectively.  In two 
pathbreaking articles, Crenshaw used anti-discrimination law and violence 
against women of colour as exemplars to challenge the dominant tendency 
to treat race and gender “as mutually exclusive categories of experience 
and analysis” (1989, 139; see also 1991, 142-145).  She made a compelling 
case that the reliance on a “single axis framework” in anti-discrimination 
cases “theoretically erased” Black women (1989, 139-140).  Within such 
a framework the least disadvantaged members of each group become the 
focus of attention – namely, Black men experiencing race discrimination 
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and White women experiencing sex discrimination (140).  Similarly, 
Crenshaw’s examination of how race and gender intersect to help shape 
“structural, political and representational aspects of violence against women 
of colour” revealed that “women of colour are marginalized within both” 
(1991, 1244).  In sum, “the identity of ‘the group’ has been centred on the 
intersectional identities of a few” (1991, 1299).

Further, Crenshaw maintained that redressing the exclusion of Black 
women is not simply a matter of adding them to “already established 
analytical structures” (1989:140).  According to Crenshaw, any such 
additive approaches to critical theory and social justice will inevitably fail: 
“Because the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism 
and sexism,” she observed, “any analysis that does not take intersectionality 
into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which 
Black women are subordinated” (1989, 140).

Writing as a feminist and anti-racist sociologist, Patricia Hill Collins 
arrived at the same conclusion as Crenshaw – namely, that additive 
approaches to the analysis of oppression were fatally flawed and race, class, 
gender needed to be reconceptualised as interlocking systems of oppression:

Viewing relations of domination for Black women for any given 
sociohistorical context as being structured via a system of interlocking race, 
class, and gender oppression expands the focus of analysis from merely 
describing the similarities and differences distinguishing these systems 
of oppression and focuses greater attention on how they interconnect.  
Assuming that each system needs the others in order to function creates 
a distinct theoretical stance that stimulates the rethinking of basic social 
science concepts (1990, 222)

Hill Collins argued convincingly that Afrocentric feminist thought “fosters 
a fundamental paradigmatic shift in how we think about oppression” (1990, 
222).  Her contribution to this reconceptualization of the “social relations 
of domination and resistance” was to differentiate between intersectionality 
and what she called “the matrix of domination,” and to illuminate the 
linkages between these two phenomena (1990, 225-230).  As she explained:

Intersectionality refers to particular forms of intersecting oppressions, 
for example, intersections of race and gender, or of sexuality and nation.  
Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be reduced to 
one fundamental type, and that oppressions work together in producing 
injustice.  In contrast, the matrix of domination refers to how these 
intersecting oppressions are actually organized.  Regardless of the 
particular intersections involved, structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and 
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interpersonal domains of power reappear across quite different forms of 
oppression. (18; see also Hill Collins 1998)

Crenshaw and Hill Collins triggered a huge outpouring of research and 
writing on intersectionality through the l990s and their work continues to 
resonate with feminists today.  Both of these African-American feminist 
scholars stress the importance of accounting for historical and cultural 
particularities, as well as commonalities, in critical social research and 
theory.  Yet it is still an open question whether intersectional analysis 
as they conceive it can be applied without modification to the study of 
marginalized people and the excavation of subjugated knowledges in other 
cultures – even those societies, like Canada, that have been enmeshed with 
the United States historically.

In what follows we address this broad question through an examination 
of intersectionality and mental health within an overarching matrix 
of domination organized around sanism and subjugation of the mad.  
Specifically, we explore how intersecting oppressions – race, class, gender, 
heteronormativity and colonialism – played out with respect to the psycho-
legal response to women who killed their children in British Columbia, 
Canada during the first half of the twentieth century.

The paper is organized into four sections.  We begin with an overview 
of the historical and institutional milieu in which criminalized women and 
their authoritative psy overseers were located.  In the next two sections, we 
look at intersectionality in relation to the narratives of ‘criminally insane’ 
women and present a detailed narrative of one of the mothers whose 
experiences make up our study.  We conclude with a discussion of the 
implications of this research and what it tells us about the transferability 
of intersectional approaches across cultures, jurisdictions, and historical 
periods.

The Historical and Institutional Context:
From the early 1870s through to the post-World War II era, the post-
Confederation British Columbia public mental health system experienced 
a remarkable surge of expansion and structural upheaval as the province 
transformed itself from a far-flung colonial possession to a political, 
economic and cultural amalgam of more than a million souls (Chunn and 
Menzies 1998; Davies 1989; Kelm 1994; Menzies and Chunn 2006; Scott 
2011).  As the 20th century advanced, global and national ‘innovations’ in 
the ‘science’ of psychiatry and the institutional treatment of the so-called 
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‘insane’ were routinely taken up by the overseers of the province’s asylums.  
The erstwhile era of lay superintendency and moral treatment became a 
distant memory amid the drive to modernize, and to enthrone a professional 
cadre of (male) medical authorities who would assume responsibility for 
administering the mental well-being of the citizenry.

Concurrently, understandings of sanity and madness were undergoing 
tidal changes amid the rise of the eugenics and mental hygiene movements; 
the advent of Freudian and neo-Freudian psychoanalytic theory; the 
development of diagnostic schemes drawn from the writings of Emil 
Kraepelin; the growing hegemony of ‘scientific’ psychiatry and the ‘medical 
model’ as paradigms for re-normalizing salvageable citizens and containing 
the incorrigible; the proliferation of embryonic disciplines like psychology, 
social work and psychiatric nursing; and by the 1930s, a new wave of 
somatic interventions – in Eliot Valenstein’s (1986) terms, “great and 
desperate cures” – which their exponents avowed would pacify the scourge 
of madness by physically targeting the unruly brains of the ‘mentally ill.’

These assorted trajectories of sanity work penetrated the 20th century 
in often chaotic and contradictory ways, with psychiatry increasingly 
presenting itself as a volatile assemblage of disparate approaches to 
understanding, talking about, and governing the pathologies of individual 
subjects and the mentality of the nation.  These modernizing trends 
notwithstanding, at bottom the systems, discourses and practices of the 
psy disciplines continued to be scaffolded by deeply entrenched structures 
of power and subordination, and to be implicated in the reproduction of 
class relations, patriarchy, colonialism, racialization, heteronormativity, 
ageism, ableism and sanism – arguably, as they had always been (Foucault 
2003; Ingleby 1981; LeFrançois, Menzies and Reaume 2013; Scull 2011; 
Shimrat 1997; Szasz 2008; Ussher 2011; Whitaker 2002).

So it was in British Columbia.  As the province’s public mental health 
machinery burgeoned, successive waves of asylum building coalesced 
around three main institutional sites.  The New Westminster Asylum (later 
the Public Hospital for the Insane (PHI), then Woodlands School) opened 
its doors in 1878, Port Coquitlam’s Essondale (later Riverview) Hospital 
commenced operations as the province’s flagship institution in 1913, and 
the Colquitz Mental Home, located outside Victoria, admitted its first 
cohort of ‘criminally insane’ men in 1919.  By mid-century, the system had 
mushroomed by several orders of magnitude, with some 5000 inpatients 
falling under its jurisdiction at any one time, hundreds of employees 
on its payroll, a burgeoning and revenue-devouring infrastructure to 
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tend, and a complex administrative apparatus overseen by a small cadre 
of professionally trained male psychiatrists under the auspices of the 
provincial Secretariat.  For better or worse, the public asylums became 
indelible features, both geophysical and cultural, of the British Columbia 
landscape.  Before the province’s and mental health system’s respective 
centenaries arrived in 1971-72, more than 100,000 British Columbians had 
passed through the doors of Essondale and its several satellite institutions.

For the women inhabitants of these segregative spaces, life was 
characteristically an arid repetition of quotidian routines punctuated, for 
the fortunate, by limited recreational opportunities available within the 
walls, by the occasional supervised outing around or beyond the hospital 
grounds, or by visits from friends and kin.  Strict gender partition was 
the order of the day, to the extent that authorities consigned women to 
an entirely separate site (New Westminster) between 1914 and 1930, and 
thereafter to their own building (East Lawn) at the sprawling Essondale 
facility.  The institutional culture at Essondale (and before it, the PHI) 
mirrored, in concentrated form, the patriarchal world that was British 
Columbia society at large.  As feminist medical historians have chronicled 
(Davies 1989; Kelm 1994), the male medical superintendents George 
Manchester (1901-05), Charles Doherty (1905-20), Harold Steeves (1920-
26) and Arthur Crease (1926-50) reigned supreme, even if they were 
a rare presence on the women’s wards.  For their part, women patients 
encountered forms of governance which varied in important respects from 
the experiences of their male counterparts.  Women were more likely than 
men to have been committed to the asylum by (male) family members 
because of their reported intractability or poor performance as wives, 
mothers and daughters.  Women spent proportionately more time living 
and labouring inside the hospital buildings, executing mundane and unpaid 
domestic work, ostensibly toward their restoration to normal womanhood.  
Moreover, as somatic interventions emerged as the ‘treatments’ of choice 
from the 1930s onward, women were, in the aggregate, more frequently 
targeted by the purveyors of metrazol convulsions, sterilizations, 
electroshocks and lobotomies, all of which collectively passed for ‘therapy’ 
during that dismal era (Menzies and Chunn 1998, 256).

While gender stratif ication and apartheid were everywhere in 
force within the province’s asylum system, it needs to be stressed – as 
intersectionality theory would hold – that women’s encounters with the 
powers of public psychiatry in British Columbia were scarcely unitary.  
Nor were they entirely polar to the experiences of men.  As we observe in 
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our following discussion of ‘criminally insane’ women, the gender order 
– within these sites, as beyond – was mediated and traversed by multiple 
cross-cutting vectors of domination, governance, identity formation, and 
resistance.  Women patients who were indigent, immigrant, colonialized, 
queer, senior, and/or disabled all engaged the world of the asylum from 
their own multi-textured subject positions, variously mobilizing what 
understandings and resources their respective locations within Hill 
Collins’ matrices of domination happened to confer.  For male patients 
it was the same.

Similarly, state and professional power radiated along and across the 
gender continuum in intricate patterns.  Patriarchy, gender oppression, and 
the corrosive impact of sanism on women inmates could not be fathomed 
in isolation from the capitalist, racist, heteronormative, ageist and ableist 
politics, norms and practices which permeated the public asylum system, 
which ebbed and flowed across time and space, and with which the psy 
professionals of the day were variously complicit.

Intersectionality and Narratives of ‘Criminal Insane’ 
Women:
Recent developments in intersectionality theory, particularly as they have 
informed the field of feminist health studies (Hankivsky et al. 2010, 2011; 
Morrow, Jamer and Weisser 2011; Rossiter and Morrow 2010; Schulz and 
Mullings 2006; van Mens-Verhulst and Radtke 2008) resonate particularly 
well with our British Columbia-based historical studies of so-called ‘dual 
deviants’ – women and men who fall under the hybrid powers of the 
province’s psycho-legal machinery.  While in our original work through 
the late 1990s we did not explicitly adopt an intersectionality framework, 
those early studies of the gendered construction of ‘criminal insanity’ in 
British Columbia during the late 19th century and the first half of the 20th 
(Chunn and Menzies 1998; Menzies and Chunn 1998) focused on both 
inter- and intra-gender comparisons of Order-in-Council (OIC) prisoner/
patients – namely, criminal defendants found ‘unfit to stand trial’ or ‘not 
guilty by reason of insanity’, or prisoners transferred from the federal or 
provincial penal system as ‘mentally ill’ (see Kendall 2005).  We were 
particularly interested in applying biographical narrative methods to chart 
the medico-legal ‘careers’ (Goffman 1961) of these dually stigmatized 
women and men as they journeyed from the community into the province’s 
courts, clinics, prisons and hospitals.  In the process, we wished to gauge 
the impact of overarching ideologies and discourses about gender, race, 
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class, sexuality, madness and sanity on the classification and treatment of 
these forensic subjects by professional decision-makers.

While the inter-gender analyses of OIC patients revealed (anticipated) 
dissimilarities between women and men, they illuminated striking 
commonalities as well – for example, a shared marginality that was 
generated through the intersection of gender with other social relations 
of domination and alterity.  Likewise, the intra-gender analyses of 38 
OIC women interned between 1888 and 1950 identified four distinct yet 
overlapping groupings of Order-in-Council women patients: respectively, 
women who flouted reigning standards of feminine domesticity, women 
who were seen to be morally suspect, those whose essential criminal 
characters disqualified them from the supposed benefits of psychiatric 
intervention, and – the subjects of our current project – mothers who 
killed their children.

When it came to this latter category of OIC women, our research 
corroborated the f indings of numerous feminist historians and 
criminologists (Chan 2001; Jones 1996; Oberman and Meyer 2008; 
Roberts 1993-94; Wilczynski 1997) that women who commit serious 
violence almost always harm and kill intimates – namely, spouses and 
children.  By definition, such women are ‘bad’ mothers because they have 
transgressed the normative expectations governing family and motherhood.  
Normal women do not kill the ones they love.  Good mothers are nurturing, 
altruistic, selfless, and maternal.  They would never harm their own 
children unless they were mad.  The women whose lives we recount in the 
current project, as we elaborate below, had a shared identity as bad mothers 
who had committed one of the most unthinkable of crimes.

At the same time, however, we found differences among OIC women 
with respect to their medico-legal construction as ‘bad’ mothers.  A major 
indicator of good motherhood is the conception of children within a legal, 
monogamous marriage relationship.  Women who engage in pre-marital 
or extra-marital sex and/or have uncommitted sex with more than one 
man are immoral and any children born of such iniquitous encounters are 
illegitimate and tainted.  Feminists in the United States have demonstrated 
that racialized women – most notably those of African-American identity 
– are disproportionately less likely than their white counterparts to be 
categorized as paragons of normative femininity and more likely to be 
constructed as sexually promiscuous, as prostitutes and vectors of disease 
or, alternatively, as asexual mother figures (Crenshaw 1989, 157-160; Hill 
Collins 2000, c1990; Roberts, 1997).  In Canada, feminists working in 



183

Australasian Canadian Studies

both historical (Barman 2006; Perry 2001) and contemporary contexts 
(Kline 1993; Razack 2000, 2002) have made similar arguments in their 
critiques of pervasive assumptions about the sexuality of Aboriginal women 
and the ways in which these assumptions intersect with prevailing ideas 
about gender and race.

Through the past few months we have been revisiting the archive of 
historical material on the lives and experiences of OIC women that we 
had amassed, but scarcely begun to excavate, for those earlier studies.  Our 
narrative studies of ‘criminal insanity’ are based on close readings of the 
clinical case records (see Andrews 1998; Iacovetta and Mitchinson 1998) 
compiled for each woman by medical staff and preserved at Riverview 
Hospital and the BC Archives in Victoria, and supplemented by extensive 
collections of government records, institutional correspondence, media 
reportage, and occasional third-party observations.

Our present aim has been to extend our earlier intra-gender analysis 
of ‘criminally insane’ women, drawing on the insights of intersectionality 
theory to explore the cross-cutting dimensions of psychiatric power 
undergirding the classification and treatment of the small number of OIC 
women who were interned in British Columbia’s public mental health 
system after killing their children.  In the wider project from which this 
paper is drawn, we take up the narratives of three mothers – one Anglo-
Saxon, one Doukhobor, and one of Aboriginal heritage – whose criminal 
responsibility for the violent deaths of their young children came under 
the scrutiny of the province’s medico-legal establishment.  The forensic 
journeys of these women began in the 1930s and 1940s and ended with 
the death of one woman and release into the community for the other two.  
As recounted through the official records left behind by legal authorities 
and medical practitioners, these stories reveal much about the grids of 
intersectional power relations which animated official constructions of 
women’s madness, culpability, moral defect, and deviant femininity.

For this present paper, we chronicle the forensic encounters of one 
of these women, a young Aboriginal mother whose passage through the 
province’s asylum system was a paradigm study in the intersectional effects 
of gender, race, colonialism, class, mentality and disability on the fate of 
women in conflict with medico-legal authority during the inter-war era.  
Enter Bertha Talling.
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Bertha Talling’s Story:
“I am sick and tired in this old world...”

In the depths of winter during the 1930s, in the local cemetery of a fishing 
village on the central coastal mainland of British Columbia, a young 
Coast Tsimshian woman whom we pseudonymize as Bertha Talling cut 
the throat of her nine-month-old son with a butcher knife, then stabbed 
herself in the chest, narrowly missing her heart.  Twenty years old, with 
a Grade 5 education and disabled from a childhood spinal injury, Bertha 
had spent the previous two years living with her parents and helping her 
mother with domestic work, after having laboured for a short period in a 
local cannery.  She had given birth to her son following a brief relationship 
with a man from Vancouver who had passed through the community a year 
before.  Through the weeks leading up to her son’s death Bertha had sunk 
into despair over her unrequited love for an older man of the village.  In 
the note which she had left for the latter’s attention, Bertha wrote: “Well 
... I hope you and [my sister] will be satisfied after you hear my story and 
I wish you good luck with all the girls in town cause I will be out of your 
sight.  I am sick and tired in this old world.  so you see me down in the 
grave yard to night beside my poor mother.  so good-bye forever.”

Surviving her wounds, Bertha found herself charged with the murder 
of her son.  At the Spring Assizes, the redoubtable James Gordon McKay, 
then Superintendent of the Hollywood Sanatorium in New Westminster 
and physician member of the provincial Eugenics Board, was recruited as 
the chief expert witness.  McKay testified that, on instructions from the BC 
Attorney-General’s Department, he had kept Bertha under close scrutiny 
at the Oakalla Prison Farm in the Lower Mainland, and that “he had no 
hesitation in saying that the accused, from some sub-normal condition, 
was not aware that she was doing any wrong when she killed her child, 
even though she had apparently fully recovered now.”  The local Indian 
Agent, who held jurisdiction under the federal Indian Act over the First 
Nations people of that district, reinforced this depiction of Bertha Talling 
as having been of unsound mind at the time of the incident.  “In relation 
to Indians,” the Agent observed, “he had never heard of one single case 
previously of child murder by Indians.  As a rule, the mothers were very 
much attached to their children and it was such an unusual occurrence 
for an Indian mother to destroy her child.”  For his turn, a third male 
witness, an “Indian” and Bertha’s former United Church minister, declared 
to the court that he was well-acquainted with the Talling family, who 
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were generally regarded as “better class Indians” – the inference being 
that Bertha’s actions must have been the expression of some personality 
trait which set her apart from her kin.  On the basis of this testimony the 
jury found Bertha not guilty by reason of insanity (NGRI) and in early 
summer Bertha found herself being transported under an indeterminate 
Warrant of the Lieutenant-Governor from prison to the recently-opened 
Women’s Chronic Building (later renamed East Lawn) of the Provincial 
Mental Home, Essondale, in Port Coquitlam, where she was diagnosed 
as Manic Depressive.

Bertha adapted relatively well to life on the Essondale women’s wards. 
Her physicians described Bertha as a “friendly” and “cooperative” patient 
– a “willing worker” who showed no signs of psychosis, who “gets along 
well with other patients,” who “takes an interest in her surroundings and 
is helping about the ward.” In all these respects, Bertha’s conduct fell into 
line with the norms of compliant femininity by which women psychiatric 
inmates were endlessly being judged.  The historical literature on women’s 
experiences in the asylum is replete with references to the gendered 
dimensions of mental governance which permeated these institutions, 
along with the wide repertoire of sanctions which medical and nursing staff 
could harness to enforce what passed for normative and sane demeanour 
among their women charges (Appignanesi 2009; Davies 1989; Geller 
and Lister 1994; Kelm 1994; Labrum 2005; Menzies and Chunn 2006; 
Reaume 2010; Ripa 1990).

Yet however well she performed as a model woman patient, Bertha’s 
OIC status functioned to marginalize and disqualify her from privileges 
(such as ‘parole’ access to the outside hospital grounds) conditionally 
available to her civilly committed counterparts.  OIC patients, women 
and men (Menzies 1999), were among the pariahs of the province’s 
mental health establishment.  At Essondale, OIC patients were subject to 
stringent restrictions on their movements within the institution itself and 
grounds privileges were often denied.  These restrictions instilled boredom, 
loneliness and anger among the patients, who viewed the decision-making 
of authorities about such matters as arbitrary and demeaning.

Further, Bertha’s Aboriginality intersected with her legal status to 
position her at the very lowest ranks of the institutional echelon.  The 
disproportionately small numbers of First Nations inmates who entered 
the province’s mental hospitals encountered an alien culture which 
reproduced colonialist conceptions of Indigeneity as inherently troubled, 
intellectually arrested, and beyond the ministrations of modern psychiatric 
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science.  Hospital authorities were inclined to interpret Aboriginal patient 
experiences and expressions through a Eurocentric lens which glossed over 
cultural circumstances, discounted Aboriginal understandings of health 
and illness (Herring, Waldram and Young 2006; Kelm 1998), downplayed 
the impact of language barriers, over-diagnosed mental deficiency, and 
deployed treatment grudgingly (McKay 2010; Menzies and Palys 2006).  
In Bertha Talling’s clinical file, no reference is made to any form of medical 
treatment having been administered during her tenure in the Essondale 
Women’s Building (an admittedly double-edged state of affairs, given 
the devastating, and sometimes lethal, impact of then-popular somatic 
interventions like metrazol convulsion and insulin coma).  Apart from her 
‘occupational therapy’ (namely, unpaid labour in support of the institution: 
see Reaume 2006), Bertha’s days were filled with the banal redundancy 
of trivial pursuits, punctuated only by whatever social relationships she 
could cultivate, in her second language, with the almost exclusively non-
Aboriginal women with whom she shared her confinement.

“[I]t is felt that she should not bear children...”
For the medico-legal authorities who governed Bertha Talling’s fate, 
the one abiding factor that most emphatically cemented her multiple 
marginalizations, and singled her out for extraordinary regulatory 
measures, remained her record as a murderous mother.

The history of Anglo-American infanticide laws and policies reveals 
a complicated dialectic between a powerful retributive impetus (even 
‘concealment of a birth’ was punishable by execution in many jurisdictions 
well into the 19th century (Backhouse 1995)), and a kind of repressive 
patriarchal leniency which constructed women who killed their babies 
as biologically and morally deficient beings who were freighted with 
diminished faculties of reason.  In a world where perinatal mortality was 
commonplace and countless women, both single and married, were mired 
in lifelong crushing poverty and faced a premature demise themselves, the 
punitive dispositions of a masculinist medico-legal establishment were 
tempered by an implicit recognition, consistent with wider public values, 
that infanticide was the sole recourse available for some marginalized 
women who found themselves in such dire and desperate straits.  But by 
the same token, the discourses of pathological femininity within which 
these ideas took form undercut whatever progressive potential they might 
have harboured.  The infanticide laws which English-language authorities 
enacted through the first half of the 20th century (in 1922 for the United 
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Kingdom, and 1948 for Canada), and the jurisprudence which developed 
over several decades thereafter, invoked images of mad and defective 
motherhood as the grounds for mitigation in cases of infant death by 
homicide (Backhouse 2005; Kramar and Watson 2008; Ward 1999; White 
2008; Wright 1987).

At the time of Bertha Talling’s arrest and trial in the middle years 
of the Great Depression, however, the 1948 enactment of infanticide 
provisions in the Criminal Code of Canada was still more than a decade 
distant.  For Bertha, an insanity disposition, and the indefinite psychiatric 
detention ‘at the Lieutenant-Governor’s pleasure’ that it harboured, were 
Bertha’s (and her defence attorney’s) only realistic alternatives to a capital 
murder conviction, or at best to a manslaughter outcome and the lengthy 
incarceration at Oakalla Prison that would follow it.

Yet the NGRI finding and her ‘diversion’ into psychiatric confines served 
to activate yet another cluster of medico-legal interventions grounded in 
Bertha Talling’s multiple identities as a morally culpable, mentally suspect, 
and racially alterior woman who had occasioned the violent demise of her 
own baby.  A scant few months prior to Bertha’s entry into the Provincial 
Mental Hospital, British Columbia had become the second Canadian 
province (following Alberta) to proclaim a Sexual Sterilization Act.  This 
legislation, fuelled by the powerful currents of eugenics ideology which 
were reaching their crescendo in North American and European nations 
through the inter-war era, mandated the surgical sterilization of British 
Columbia psychiatric inpatients and other institutional inmates whom 
medical authorities, and a governmental-appointed Board of Eugenics, 
deemed to be harbouring defective genetic material which might be passed 
to future generations and thereby contribute to the evolutionary decline of 
the nation and the ‘race’.  Worldwide, hundreds of thousands of so-called 
‘feeble-minded’ and ‘insane’ people were subjected to eugenically-motivated 
surgery between the turn of the 20th century and the 1970s (Black 2003; 
Largent 2011), with Nazi Germany’s sterilization program being the most 
notorious (Weikart 2004).  In British Columbia, the best estimate is that 
about 200 psychiatric inpatients went under the knife by order of the 
province’s Eugenics Board, about a tenth the number sterilized in Alberta 
(Grekul 2008, 2011; McLaren 1990; Menzies 2002; Wosilius 1996).

Bertha Talling became one of those patients.  In laying the groundwork 
for Bertha’s encounter with the Eugenics Board, officials constructed her 
as a bad and risky mother who must never again procreate.  In the eyes 
of her white male professional overseers, Bertha had flouted standard 
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normative expectations of womanhood and motherhood even before killing 
her child.  She had engaged in pre-marital sex that resulted in pregnancy 
and birthed a son but never identified or married the biological father of 
the child, leaving him fatherless and illegitimate.  These deeply engrained 
assumptions about the correspondences between Bertha’s Aboriginality 
and her inherent immorality and defectiveness followed Bertha from the 
courts, to Oakalla, and on to Essondale.  Such assumptions underpinned 
the theorizing and decision-making of virtually all the authorities who 
dealt with Bertha during her tenure in gaol and hospital.  They prevailed 
despite the fact that in many respects Bertha did not easily fit the image 
of the morally defective ‘Indian’ (see McKay 2010) – she did not smoke 
or drink and tests revealed that she was not a carrier of venereal disease.

As though this were not enough, a psychometric examination using 
the Binet-Simon test located her in the ‘Moron’ category with an I.Q. 
of 65– a diagnosis that was disproportionately attributed to Aboriginal 
inmates (Menzies and Palys 2006).  The examining psychometrist observed 
that, throughout the test, Bertha “seemed to have trouble putting her 
thoughts into words.” Nowhere do we find any concession to the possibility 
that cultural biases or language barriers might have contributed to her 
communication difficulties and lower-than-average test scores.

In Bertha’s case, her ‘feebleminded’ status provided a ‘scientific’ 
rationale for sterilization as a precondition for her release from Essondale.  
In his report to the Eugenics Board, general superintendent Arthur Crease 
observed that “prior to her admission to the Mental Hospital, this patient 
had murdered her nine months old baby and then attempted suicide.  She 
could give no reason for her act.”  Invoking language which echoed verbatim 
the relevant section of the Sexual Sterilization Act, Crease continued 
that the surgery was required because Bertha was anxious to return home 
but “if she is discharged ... without being sexually sterilized, she would 
likely bear children who by reason of inheritance would have tendency 
to serious mental disease or mental deficiency.” Notably, in securing 
Bertha’s written authorization for her tubal ligation (comprising a spidery 
signature on a standard medical form), Crease and colleagues evidently 
considered that this ‘moron’ was fully capable of providing legal informed 
consent.  A similar form was posted to Bertha’s mother, accompanied by 
a letter from medical superintendent E.J. Ryan, the hospital’s second-in-
command under Crease, who baldly stated that “We do not feel justified 
in discharging her until this is done.”

As the British Columbia Board of Eugenics files were long ago 
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destroyed, no record survives of Bertha’s appearance before this tribunal, or 
of its members’ deliberations regarding her case.  But based on experiences 
documented elsewhere (Grekul 2008, 2011; Park and Radford 1998), 
we can rest assured that the process would have been perfunctory in the 
extreme, and that after a scant few minutes spent with Bertha the Board 
would have dutifully rubber-stamped Crease’s recommendation for sexual 
surgery.  Shortly thereafter, Bertha underwent a salpingectomy under 
general anaesthetic at Vancouver General Hospital.  She spent more than 
two weeks recuperating at VGH before returning to the Women’s Chronic 
Building.  Viewed in retrospect, it seemed as though Bertha’s grim journey 
from the cemetery of her home village through the British Columbia 
criminal justice and mental health systems had led almost inexorably to 
her sexual sterilization.

“I entreat thee that ye may grant me my humble request, to 
release my daughter...”
Having been neutralized as a reproductive menace, Bertha Talling had 
become for medico-legal officials a legitimate candidate for release from 
her Order-in-Council, and from the closed wards of the Women’s Chronic 
Building.  As it happened, Bertha’s family members, and advocates on their 
behalf, had been pleading for her discharge for more than two years prior 
to the sterilization.  As feminist and other critical historians of families, 
psychiatric regulation and the state have observed (Finnane 1985; Kelm 
1994; Prestwich 2003; Reaume 2010; Ripa 1990), the interventions of 
kin and other allies beyond the asylum walls could be pivotal to inmates’ 
chances of gaining their freedom, not to mention to their very survival 
on the inside.  Yet these expressions of support and contestation played 
themselves out in complex patterns which reflected wider intersecting 
relations of domination, subjugation and subjectivity, and which only 
occasionally culminated in a happy outcome.  In their exchanges with 
these powerful medical men, patients and their family were systematically 
disadvantaged, as in the case of Bertha’s disabled and impoverished First 
Nations mother, writing awkwardly from hundreds of kilometers distant 
in a language foreign to her.  However affecting and heartfelt, Bertha’s 
mother’s words likely commanded little attention from the Essondale staff.  
Indeed, there is no record that they even troubled themselves to respond.  
“I humbly beseech thee,” wrote the mother,

... in the name of our Lord and His Majesty the King; to grant me my 
petition. I entreat thee that ye may grant me my humble request, to release 
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my daughter Bertha Talling if any way possible. I need her now more then 
any mother needs their daughter. I regret to say since her father died, I was 
crippled with rheumatism on both my hands and my feet. I am handicaped. 
My only son was married last summer, since I do not expect much of a 
help from him anymore. Ive got three daughter’s in my care, the oldest of 
the three is about ready to get married also. I dread the day when I’ll be 
left alone with the other two youngest. My only hope is the return of my 
daughter Bertha Talling. nevertheless I am glad to know that she want 
to come home again. I am looking foreward till the time of her release. 
hoping you kindness will understand the mother’s life and love.  I’ll be 
waiting for your reply in the near futur...

Despite such entreaties from family (which were accompanied by 
submissions from an attorney representing the family), and despite general 
staff consensus that Bertha had recovered her mental health, more than a 
year elapsed after the surgery before officials declared her fit for discharge.  
In the interim, local officials voiced resistance against Bertha’s return to 
her community.  The Stipendiary Magistrate for the district, for example, 
strongly advised against her return to her family “as her general reputation 
is poor, and she might influence the [five] younger girls in the same 
household”.  The B.C. Police Constable for the region concurred with this 
assessment because, in his view, “she will do no good to the community.”

Finally, some four and a half years after her son’s death in the darkness 
of that village cemetery, provincial Premier John Hart’s Cabinet lifted 
Bertha’s Order in Council, and hospital authorities proceeded to release her 
on ‘probation’ with the diagnosis ‘Manic Depressive, Recovered.’  Prior to 
separation, Crease forwarded a report to J.H. McMullin, Superintendent of 
the British Columbia Provincial Police, advising the latter that “the above-
named Indian girl … should get along satisfactorily at home knowing 
that she is sterilized. … The girl is a mid-grade Moron in intelligence 
and should be fairly easily handled.  [However] … she should not go as 
a maid to children and, secondly, if there is a girl younger than herself 
in her home, that girl should be removed while the patient is on parole.”  
At the time of her release, Bertha signed the standard obligatory note of 
thanks to medical authorities “for my restoration of health” and expressed 
“appreciation for the treatment I have recieved from the Doctors and Nurses 
while in this institution.”  As Bertha was preparing to leave, her physician 
noted that “she seemed depressed but this no doubt was due to the number 
of friends she has made, and the fact that in returning to her home she is 
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literally returning to nothing.”  Six months later, the probationary period 
having elapsed, Bertha received a discharge in full.

“[W]e do not feel that we can recommend her as an adopting 
parent...”
A final, poignant coda to Bertha’s story appears in the clinical file in 
the form of a correspondence thread which occurred before psychiatric 
authorities lost all contact with her and the trail went cold.

Belying the dire predictions of medical experts, Bertha went home, 
married, moved to the Vancouver area, and assumed the care of two 
children at different times over the next decade.  But when she and her 
husband applied to adopt these children, the durability of her medico-moral 
and legal stigma became all too clear.  Bertha’s adherence to the norms of 
wifehood and motherhood in the context of a legal marriage relationship 
failed to soften the entrenched appraisal of her devalued status on the part 
of medico-legal authorities.  In her letters addressed to the provincial Social 
Welfare branch offices – letters which were nearly identical, though written 
nearly ten years apart – Josephine Kilburn, Supervisor of Psychiatric 
Social Work at Essondale, underscored Bertha’s status as the murderer 
of her illegitimate child, as an ‘Indian woman’ – a sterilized ‘moron’ who 
had attempted suicide and been found ‘not guilty by reason of insanity.’  
Unsurprisingly, both letters conclude with the assertion that “we do not 
feel that we can recommend her as an adopting parent.”  Both adoption 
applications were refused.

Evidently, even after all those years, Bertha remained powerless to elude 
the multiple strands of censure which her ‘criminally insane’ status had 
garnered.  As her clinical file ends with Kilburn’s letters and no further 
documents can be found, we can only surmise that Bertha lived out her 
life as best she could, in the process raising her two ‘adoptive’ children 
to adulthood without legal or psychiatric recognition of her capability, or 
her right, to do so.

Conclusions:
In contrast to the psy perspective which constructed Bertha Talling as 
a child killer who was predisposed to do bad things, a close reading of 
her story – as refracted, admittedly, through the less-than-disinterested 
interpretations of the various medical and legal authorities who administered 
her official record – shows how the violence of women like Bertha was the 
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outcome of a process, and that it made sense within the context of their 
respective social circumstances and locations.  Seemingly, psy authorities 
listened but did not really hear their women patients.  This disjuncture 
between the perceptions and judgments of male psy practitioners, and the 
conduct and subjectivities of their women charges, raises the question, too, 
of whether psychiatric hospitalization and treatment made patients worse 
rather than better.  Medical authorities assumed that patients brought 
depression and other indicators of ‘mental illness’ into the institution, but 
perhaps institutionalization itself did nothing to address the issues that 
had brought them there and arguably made them even more bent in the 
eyes of their professional overseers.

Reflecting back on her odyssey through the corridors of legal and 
medical governance in 1930s British Columbia, nonetheless, one might 
still be inclined to conclude that Bertha Talling was the beneficiary 
of comparative benign treatment, at least when juxtaposed against the 
options facing defendants found guilty of murder in an era when capital 
punishment was still a common occurrence in Canada (Greenwood and 
Boissery 2000; Kramer and Mitchell 2002).  Weighed even against other 
‘criminally insane’ women, Bertha seemed to have escaped the worst that 
the forensic apparatus had to offer.  For one thing, her term of psychiatric 
confinement was far below the average of ten years endured by women in 
our earlier study of OIC patients (Menzies and Chunn 1998, 257).  Further, 
as noted earlier, authorities did not target her with the brain-disabling 
‘therapeutic’ weaponry of metrazol shock, insulin coma, electroshock and 
lobotomy, some medley of which would almost certainly have been her fate 
had Bertha entered hospital a few years later.  In fact, simply by virtue of 
staying alive and not finding herself transported back to prison at the end 
of her Essondale confinement, Bertha differed from 27 and 14 percent of 
her OIC women counterparts, respectively.

That all said, a feminist intersectional analysis of Bertha Talling’s 
encounters with psychiatry and law – a strategy which situates biographical 
narratives and alterior subjectivities and identities within the interlocking 
power grids of multiple structures of oppression – invites conclusions 
radically different from what such a one-dimensional ‘velvet glove’ 
hypothesis would offer.  We cannot begin to fathom Bertha Talling’s 
experiences at the hands of a hybrid system of medico-legal governance, 
we would argue – nor to gauge the implications of her forensic journey 
for the study of gender, social inequities and mental health – without 
positioning Bertha relationally among the manifold forces and voices which 
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commingled to constitute her as a mad, murderous mother.  Similarly, 
we need to read Bertha’s story, like the narratives of others so situated, 
within the context of a wider social order in which women, Aboriginal 
people, the poor, the disabled and the mad were and remain systematically 
disadvantaged in myriad ways.

Even more to the point, through the application of intersectionality 
theory, we can begin to see that the axes of domination and alterity which 
pervaded Bertha’s life – from patriarchy to capitalism to colonialism, from 
racism to ableism to sanism – are not autonomous closed systems, but are 
rather compound, reflexive, multi-tiered, liminal, and mutually enforcing.  
With each successive dimension of power and subjugation which we insert 
into the frame – and with each turn toward a relational understanding of 
how people’s lives and subjectivities get constituted by the multiple grids 
of oppression which penetrate around and through them – we edge ever 
closer to engaging the structured injustice and repressive tolerance which 
underpin the worlds of women like Bertha Talling – and, in so doing, we 
reveal the iron fist still firmly clenched inside the velvet glove.

As witnessed in historical and biographical perspective, dually 
criminalized and psychiatrized women like Bertha Talling represented 
a range of interlocking subjectivities, racial identities, and object 
positions within the class structure of inter-war British Columbia.  Yet 
co-existing with this diversity of backgrounds and experiences were 
abiding commonalities in their encounters with the province’s legal 
and medical establishments.  Indeterminately detained by executive 
order in the province’s main psychiatric hospital, women like Bertha 
Talling found themselves the subjects of a hybrid matrix of discourses, 
technologies, administrative strategies, and professional practices aimed 
at comprehending and repairing the mental and moral pathologies that 
had supposedly occasioned the death of their children.  Expert efforts 
to domesticate these unfortunate women’s mad and lethal motherhood 
were, in turn, immersed in an array of convergent relations of domination 
and subordination, and were informed by wider currents of cultural 
understanding about the very nature of good, sane, compliant and 
productive femininity and citizenship. In retracing Bertha Talling’s forlorn 
journey, nearly 80 years past, through the labyrinthine world of British 
Columbia’s mental health system, we learn much about the potential 
of intersectional analysis to animate a feminist, anti-racist, anti-sanist 
engagement with the powers of psychiatry and the law.
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‘Hail’ to Doreen: A Singer’s Journey to Create 
Canadian Art Songs

RoxANE PREVoST
University of ottawa

This article examines the collaborative process of living Canadian 
poets and Canadian composers in the creation of art songs  We begin 
by retracing soprano Doreen Taylor-Claxton’s reasons for initiating 
the opportunity for Canadian collaborations and the challenges that 
arose as she attempted to create partnerships with artists  Through a set 
of interviews with poets (Berzensky, Mayne, and Singer), composers 
(Armstrong, Lacroix, Mack, and Wright), and singer (Taylor-Claxton), 
we highlight the challenges and benefits of such collaborations from the 
initial stages of the poem to the art song to the performance and recording 
on the CD Hail 

Keywords: art songs; Doreen Taylor-Claxton; poet and composer 
collaborations; Hail

Introduction
For composers interested in writing art songs, the decision on which text 
to set to music is incredibly important. Many Canadian composers have 
chosen texts that have been written by Canadian poets for the creation 
of art songs. Most often, these composers select texts by renowned poets 
that are deceased; less common is the collaboration between composers 
and living poets. When such collaborations occur, many challenges may 
arise, such as the acceptance by the poet to alter the original poem and, 
most often, copyright issues. The goal of this article is not to provide a 
discussion on the relationship between text and music in Canadian art 
songs or to discuss the place of art songs in performance and pedagogy, 
but rather to highlight the collaborative process of a living Canadian poet 
and a Canadian composer in creating art songs, as well as the difficulties 
and benefits of creating such collaborations. This paper comprises three 
main sections. The first section provides a summary of the scholarly 
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literature conducted on Canadian songs; this section includes studies 
on Canadian songs in general, as well as Canadian art songs, in order to 
illustrate that little attention has been given to the collaborative process of 
creating art songs in Canada. The second section retraces soprano Doreen 
Taylor-Claxton’s experience in creating the opportunity for Canadian 
collaborations. She recounts the reasons why she undertook this project 
and the challenges that arose as she attempted to create partnerships for 
the creation of art songs. The third section focuses on the collaborative 
process of the poets and composers through interviews; this section also 
focuses on the singer’s interpretation of the works on the recording Hail. 
The goal of this study is to examine the challenges and benefits of such 
collaborations, and encourage them since they may be fruitful to both 
artists, as well as contribute to the promotion of Canadian culture.

Literature on Canadian songs: Outlining the Gap
The scholarly literature on Canadian vocal music is extensive. Indeed, 
numerous studies on different aspects of folk and popular music exist, as 
well as studies on Canadian composers, on the performance of Canadian 
art songs, and in pedagogy. Ethnomusicologists have focused on folk 
songs from different cultures in Canada. For example, Bang-Song Song 
examines Korean-Canadian folk songs in Toronto in 19731, while Neil V. 
Rosenberg discusses early songs from Newfoundland that were adopted 
later by the rest of Canada as Canadian folksongs and Newfoundlanders 
reaction to this2. Other scholars have focused on songs in the context of 
native cultures. Beverly Cavanagh analyses Eskimo song texts and their 
relationship to musical style3, and Karl W. Neuenfeldt studies how ethno-
pop songs rooted in First Nations and Métis culture can be powerful 
modes of expression of identity4. Jay Rahn focuses on analytical issues in 
traditional French-Canadian songs by examining rhythm in songs from 
1865 to 1867, collected by Ernest Gagnon5. Scholars of popular music 
have contributed also to the study of songs in Canada. Maurice Lamothe 
discusses Franco-Ontarian music from 1970 to 1990 in his study6, while 
Brian Michael Walsh analyses structures and other musical parameters for 
songs from 1974 to 1976 by the Canadian rock band Rush,7 and Durrell 
S. Bowman examines the fusion of progressive rock and hard rock in the 
music of Rush through cultural studies8. More closely related to our study, 
Robert De Young examines the collaboration between Leonard Cohen 
and Phil Spector in the production of two albums produced in 1977 and 
19799. This collaboration was downplayed by Cohen, but composers of art 
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songs, who choose to set one particular poem, cannot deny the impact that 
a living poet may have on the creative process. As will be discussed below, 
the interaction between composer and poet may range from nonexistent, 
where the poet has no contact with the composer, to the two artists 
engaging in a dialogue throughout the creative process.

Although the above sources, which do not provide an exhaustive list of 
studies on traditional and popular songs, contribute much to the scholarly 
literature on songs in Canada, it is the study of “art songs” in Canada that 
interests us here. But, what is an “art song”? The Canadian Encyclopedia/
Encyclopedia of Music in Canada defines the term as the: “setting of a 
poem, typically for voice and piano and of high aesthetic intent.”10 For the 
purpose of this study, we will consider works with a solo voice (primarily 
songs and song cycles) and accompaniment, from a single instrument to 
a full orchestra or choir, that are created using compositional techniques 
rooted in the Western European art music tradition. In other words, we 
will exclude songs that are normally classified as folk or popular songs, but 
will include works that draw from such sources or orchestrate such songs 
in a Western European art music context in the following paragraphs.

Several scholars have contributed to the literature on art songs in 
Canada, but have done so primarily within the context of larger studies 
on a single composer. For example, Stephen Adams includes songs written 
by R. Murray Shafer in his survey of the composer’s works11; Martine 
Rhéaume examines Claude Vivier’s “personal style” in the context of 
select vocal works, not all of which are art songs12; and Laurine Annette 
Elkins Marlow surveys the life and works of Gena Branscombe, some of 
which includes her songs13. Studies that do focus specifically on art songs 
consist of primarily doctoral dissertations and master’s theses, and examine 
stylistic, analytical, and performance issues. Dale Paul Maves analyses in 
detail two songs by Jean Coulthard for his study of her art songs for voice 
and piano14; Carolyn Anne Hart discusses form and poetry in some of 
Barbara Pentland’s songs to show the development of her compositional 
style15; Jeremy Phillips Greenhouse examines stylistic features in Healy 
Willan’s songs16; and Tamara Bernstein explores vocal techniques rooted in 
Serbian traditional music in select songs by Ana Sokolović17. These studies 
provide useful tools to understand more thoroughly the composers’ music, 
but none address the collaborative process of the poet and composer.

Other studies on Canadian art songs focus on performance issues 
and the compilation of catalogues that may be useful for performers of 
art songs. John Orley Hess includes a lecture-recital for three song cycles 
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written by Canadian composers (Oskar Morawetz, Jacques Hétu, and 
Harry Somers)18, while Caroline Ruth Schiller offers an overview and 
catalogue of vocal works for soprano by Canadian women composers 
from 1946 to 200019. Christine DeWit Keitges analyses a song cycle by 
Robert Fleming from a performer’s perspective and provides a descriptive 
list (title, first line of text, key, form, etc.) of all of his solo vocal works20; 
Diane Houghton offers information on Harry Somers’ solo vocal works, 
some of which was obtained through an interview with the composer, 
with suggestions for performance21; Katherine Eberle Fink compiles a list 
of vocal works for mezzo, contralto, or unspecified voice22; and Patricia 
Abbott provides a collective list of Lionel Daunais’ vocal and choral works 
for performance purposes23. Although these studies are useful for the 
performance of Canadian art songs, they also exclude the collaborative 
process of the poet and composer.

Lastly, some studies discuss Canadian art songs in the context of 
pedagogy and the inclusion of this repertoire in the curriculum. Eleanor 
Marjorie Newman examines factors that influence the integration of 
Canadian vocal music in Ontario school textbooks from 1846 to 1988 and 
the different ways that the repertoire is grouped24, while Stephen Warren 
Garner includes Canadian repertoire in his guide to sacred art songs from 
the twentieth century in the context of vocal performance technique25. Like 
the work conducted by some of the previously mentioned performers, Gloria 
Jean Nagi compiles a list of vocal works written by twenty-six Canadian 
composers from 1945 to 1994 for the National Capital Region Chapter 
of the National Association of Teachers of Singing26. As with the studies 
on Canadian composers and performance issues, none of the research on 
pedagogy and the Canadian art song focuses on the collaborative process.

Creating the collaborations
 When soprano Doreen Taylor-Claxton wanted to propose a 
programme of art songs to the CBC, she sought out Canadian art songs. 
Although she had not been an advocate of contemporary music, she 
believed that she would increase her chances of acceptance if she included 
some Canadian content. After consulting the Canadian Music Centre 
catalogue, which only offered basic search tools at the time, she realised 
that it would be difficult to find Canadian art song repertoire that would 
suit her musical needs. She came to the conclusion that she would have to 
facilitate collaborations between Canadian poets and Canadian composers 
in order to have access to the repertoire that she wanted. In an interview, 
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the singer explains her motivation for undertaking such a project and 
recounts some of the questions that arose from her meeting with Gary 
Hayes, the producer for CBC’s Artscape.

In February of 2003, I was preparing a programme to pitch to the local 
Ottawa CBC program, Artscape, produced by Gary Hayes. I was looking 
for Canadian content, not because I was an avid new music specialist, quite 
the opposite. My experience with twentieth-century music during my 
undergraduate degree had been uncomfortable. I found some of the musical 
ideas to be so intellectual that they were difficult to physically internalize. 
They did not offer me, as a singer, a gratification that compensated for 
their challenge. My pragmatic reason for including Canadian content was 
to improve the chance of having my program accepted. So, there I was, 
wading through the CMC’s online catalogue…

During my meeting with Gary, I casually mentioned that I had found 
many settings of British and American poetry, but comparatively few 
settings of Canadian poetry. Gary suggested that sometimes composers 
chose to set texts in the common domain because it was difficult to get 
copyright for more recent texts. He mentioned that he had written a piece 
based on a poem [by Robert Frost] that had been well received at music 
festivals, but could not publish the piece because the poet’s estate would 
not allow copyright.

I left that meeting with a number of questions buzzing in my head: Why 
aren’t more Canadian composers setting the texts of Canadian poets to 
music? Is it possible that copyright is frustrating the creative process that 
fosters great art songs? What can I do to foster collaborations that will 
create the songs I’m looking for?27

Although her meeting with the producer led to a different performance 
opportunity,28 it also had brought into focus what her role could be as a 
mediator between poet and composer for the creation of Canadian art 
songs.

In order to begin the process, Taylor-Claxton had to find poets and 
composers who would agree to participate in the project. Since she was 
running a daycare at the time and had no grants to pay the artists, all she 
could offer was her “commitment to perform the piece publicly,” something 
in which she had much experience. However, she faced the problem of not 
being able to pay the artists, as well as not being associated with a group 
or institution. She boldly contacted the poets and composers, realising 
that some would be reluctant to participate in a project spearheaded by 
one “unknown” individual. One meeting demonstrates that aspect well.
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One poet was rather perplexed at our first meeting. He asked me, “Who 
are you?” I replied with my name and he repeated, “But who ARE you? 
Do you teach at the University? Are you a graduate student here?” I had 
to say, “I’m nobody. I’m not connected to the University and you wouldn’t 
know me from a hole in the ground, but I think this is a good idea. Are 
you interested?” He was interested. I was very lucky that within a short 
time of my initial risk taking efforts I found people who were also willing 
to take a risk.29

In order to create the collaborations between poets and composers, the 
singer not only had to contact artists, with whom she had no previous 
connections, but she also had to be candid that she did not have the means 
to provide financial support for the project and that she had no direct 
association to performing groups or institutions.

Taylor-Claxton primarily contacted poets and composers by writing 
e-mails to introduce herself and the project. She sought out poets at St. 
Francis Xavier University (where her father had been an English professor) 
and at the University of Ottawa. Author Sheldon Currie referred some of 
his students and, the singer’s mother, Effie MacIsaac Taylor, offered some 
of her poems. The reluctance of some poets came from lack of funding 
and the fear that they would dislike the setting of their poem(s). For the 
composers, Taylor-Claxton contacted John Armstrong and Steven Gellman 
at the University of Ottawa’s School of Music, and Patrick Cardy (1953-
2005) and Diedre Piper at Carleton University’s School for Studies in Art 
and Culture. Friends also recommended that she communicate with James 
Wright, now associate professor at Carleton University. Other composers 
began to contact her to express their interest in the project. Reluctance on 
some of the composers’ part came from, once more, the lack of funding, 
and composers wanting to set their own texts. But four composers agreed 
to write music to accompany the poems that were presented to them in a 
relatively short time span.

In February of 2003, a number of established poets provided me samples 
of their poems for consideration by composers in the Ottawa area. One 
of the first collaborations to develop was between John Armstrong and 
Seymour Mayne. Shortly afterwards Fred Lacroix showed an interest in 
the poetry of Effie MacIsaac Taylor. Later that spring, Jim Wright set a 
single poem by Steven Michael Berzensky. In 2004, Colin Mack set three 
poems by Sharon Singer.30
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Having resolved the copyright issue, Taylor-Claxton provided the means 
for the creation of the four works, which she then performed and recorded. 
The experience of creating possible collaborations between Canadian poets 
and composers benefitted her in ways that she had not anticipated:

I have learned a lot about the creative processes of both poets and 
composers, things that I would never think about as a singer, about the 
challenges they face in their work. I’ve learned about the compromises that 
have to take place in a productive collaboration. Working with artists from 
other disciplines makes you consider other ways of working. One of the 
strengths of the classically trained musician is discipline, but conversely 
there is sometimes a weakness in following impulse or improvisation. We 
don’t always feel we have permission to follow an impulse. Working with 
artists from different disciplines allows you to draw on their strengths; it 
sparks creativity and allows you to think about your own craft in a new 
way.31

As a mediator between poets and composers, the singer benefitted not 
only from the availability of new art songs, but also from the experience 
of interacting with other artists in the creative process. This experience 
also revealed some of the difficulties that each artist faced, as well as the 
benefits of such collaborations.

The Creative Process
For the purpose of this article, we consider only the four collaborations 

recorded by Taylor-Claxton and Valerie Dueck on Hail. 32  These works 
include: Hail (text by Seymour Mayne; music by John Armstrong), Quilled 
Sonnet (text by Steven Michael Berzensky; music by James Wright), The 
Names of Water (text by Sharon Singer; music by Colin Mack), and A Nova 
Scotia Tartan (text by Effie MacIsaac Taylor; music by Frédéric Lacroix). 
Since we will focus on the ways in which the collaborators responded to the 
questions submitted to them through the electronic questionnaire, short 
biographies for each artist have been included in the appendix. We begin 
with issues, both positive and negative, that relate to the poets, followed 
by those that affected the composers, and finally those of the singer in 
her performance and recording of the works. Three poets, four composers, 
and Taylor-Claxton participated in the electronic survey. Effie MacIsaac 
Taylor was unable to participate in this study.

The Poets   
When Taylor-Claxton approached different poets about the possibility 

of having their poems set to music, many reacted positively. The singer 
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eventually compiled over one hundred poems written by various poets, 
including Steven Michael Berzensky, Wanda Campbell, Effie MacIsaac 
Taylor, Seymour Mayne, Anne Simpson, and Sharon Singer to present 
to the composers. The three poets interviewed for this study—Berzensky, 
Mayne, and Singer—responded favourably to the possibility of a 
collaboration to create an art song.

Just knowing that “Quilled Sonnet” was going to be set to music by a serious 
composer and then recorded was fascinating and compelling to me. I was 
very open to leaving both the composer, James, and the singer, Doreen, 
free to interpret my poem in whatever ways they wished.33

I was enthusiastic from the start. Years ago I participated in two similar 
projects and I was eager to collaborate since it held so many possibilities 
of sharing artistic work with other artists and also with the public.34

When I first heard about the project, I understood that Doreen was putting 
Canadian composers in touch with Canadian poets in order to create 
original Canadian art songs in English. I thought this was a marvellous 
idea and I was thrilled when she accepted a selection of my work to show 
around to various composers. The idea was that a composer who liked the 
work, and felt he or she could write music to it, would select that work. 
I had no reservations about this project, on the contrary, I was excited 
about the possibility of hearing my words set to classical music. I have 
collaborated with other musicians in the past, and this has been a creatively 
fulfilling experience.35

Although they offered poems to be set, the poets did not have much contact 
with the composers when their work was being set to music, and they gave 
the composer full artistic freedom. This involved a lot of trust on the part 
of the poets since they knew that their creation would change with the 
addition of music. When asked how they had reacted to the final product, 
two reported that the art song differed from what each may have expected 
but they both accepted the transformation, while the third responded very 
positively and emotionally to the first hearing.

I wrote “Quilled Sonnet” imagining the songbird as an articulate poet 
describing why it must sing. The composer and the singing interpreter 
of my words followed through with their own original voicings. I even 
accepted the changes of wording in a few of my lines. When the poem is 
next published I will incorporate at least one of those changes. Both the 
musical transformation and the singing interpretation are brilliant and 
insightful in my opinion.36
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I was a bit surprised when I first heard the music compositions. For some 
reason, I had “heard” in my mind’s ear a more Far Eastern Pacific sound to 
the poems. They resembled haiku so I kept hearing Japanese meditational 
cadences. However, I grew to like what the composer did. After all, he 
responded creatively to the poems and his “sound” became integral to the 
marriage of poems and music.37

When the music was completed, I was invited to Colin’s house where I had 
a “command performance” for an audience of one. Colin played the works 
on the piano and Doreen sang them. This was the first time I heard my 
words set to classical music. It was an overpowering experience. I was so 
affected by the beauty of the music, and the way Colin had captured the 
meaning in my words, and the glorious voice that sang them, that I was 
overwhelmed and I am not ashamed to admit that I was moved to tears.38

Given the positive response of the poets to the art song, it is not surprising 
that each poet commented on the positive aspects of the collaboration and 
no one experienced difficulties in working with the composers.

By leaving the composer alone to do his own reading of my poem in order 
to set it to music for someone else to sing, I am simply allowing the same 
kind of artistic freedom I gave myself to interpret in words why I imagine 
a songbird feels that it must sing, thus demonstrating that in spirit we are 
all songbirds—aren’t we?39

There are no difficulties if both people are open, listen carefully, and 
enjoy each other’s trust. I would not want to “impose” my sound on the 
compositions of the composer... The most beneficial result, from my point 
of view, is that the poems have been given another dimension through the 
prism of the musical compositions.40

Colin and I worked extremely well together. On this project he presented 
me with a finished piece, so there was really no collaboration, but we went 
on to create another piece where there was a great deal of collaboration, 
and I was able to accommodate any changes required by the music... It is 
such a joy to hear the words I have written set to music and sung. It is a 
thrilling experience. It is also very good to have a partner to work with, and 
to have a project that someone is waiting for. I find this very stimulating to 
my creativity, much more so, than working alone, never knowing whether 
the writing you do will see the light of day.41

When asked if they would collaborate again with a composer, once more, 
the poets responded favourably.

Yes, since I once turned some of my own poems into folk songs, I know 
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my most lyrical poems seem to still be saying: O where is the bird who 
will sing my words?42

Definitely. I now have two more sequences of word sonnets that are waiting 
for musical interpretation. Do you have a composer in mind--or shall we 
draw on John Armstrong’s creative approach again? When do we start? 
I am ready and eager.43

Definitely. It is an exciting, inspiring, enlivening experience, when the 
chemistry works. It is almost like a ballet duet with the two dancers 
mirroring each other, supporting each other, inspiring each other, lifting 
each other to new heights, demanding the best from each other.44

For the poets, then, the process of collaborating with a composer in the 
creation of an art song was not only fruitful as a final product, but also 
beneficial to the creative process itself. Each of the poets enjoyed the final 
art song and are eager to collaborate in the future. For the composers, the 
experience seems to have been equally rewarding.

The Composers   
By the time Taylor-Claxton approached the composers, she had already 

received almost one hundred poems from six poets. Similarly to the poets, 
the four composers that participated in the process were all positive with 
the prospect of collaborating. Some were happy to engage with another 
artist, while others appreciated the opportunity to select a text without 
having to obtain copyright permission.

 I think I was delighted. It’s what I love to do.45

I was excited. Any concerns would have been with the quality of the poetry, 
but Doreen presented the composers with a wide assortment of texts and 
I was able to find texts that appealed to me with relative ease.46

Having had experience securing rights to text not in the public domain, 
I was very pleased to be given a collection of available texts to freely 
choose from.47

My initial reaction was one of great excitement, anticipation and deep 
gratitude to both Mick [Burrs, a.k.a. Steven Michael] Berzensky and 
Doreen for initiating our collaboration. I felt no concerns or reservations 
whatsoever, apart from the usual concerns a composer of vocal music has 
about doing justice to the poetic text (s)he is setting. For me, this entire 
collaboration was characterized, from the outset, by “a pure spontaneous 
thread of joy.”48
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The possibility of choosing a poem without the difficulty of copyright 
issues seemed most appealing to the composers, many of whom expressed 
frustration in obtaining permission to use texts in the past. In addition, 
the composers were excited about the possibility of working with a living 
poet. In selecting texts, most were drawn to technical aspects of the poem 
that would allow them the means to express themselves artistically.

Actually, I was initially attracted to the poems by Effie MacIsaac that Fred 
set, but Seymour’s work grew on me. I have a fondness for miniatures.49

I liked the imagery. I also liked that I could make a set out of four of the 
texts by having them each represent a season. This also tied in nicely with 
a series of piano pieces (all incomplete) that I had started on the train on 
a trip to Nova Scotia many years ago. Being married to a Nova Scotian, 
the province (its nature and its culture) holds a special place in my heart. 
Since I go there about twice a year, I find that it is only appropriate for 
me to write songs that would be Nova Scotia inspired.50

I chose three poems by Sharon Singer because I immediately sensed I 
could set them to music. Their musical flow coincided with my own.51

Mick’s “Quilled Sonnet” is a richly textured and profoundly inspiring 
musical text for a composer!52

None of the composers had extensive contact with the poets. Rather, 
they all felt much creative freedom to set the texts as they wished. All of 
the composers preserved the majority of the original text, only altering 
one word, such as a contraction, or repeating certain words or a line to 
emphasise the text or for structural reasons. Most contacted the poets 
before making the changes. The only significant alteration to the text came 
in the Mayne/Armstrong collaboration, where one poem was omitted. In 
this case, the composer did contact the poet who agreed that one sonnet 
could be omitted.

When asked if any of the composers had experienced difficulties or 
challenges in collaborating with a living poet, all responded that they 
had not encountered a single one. Most added that the poets had been 
receptive and that they had enjoyed working with them. In relation to the 
positive aspects of the collaboration, some composers commented on the 
poet’s openness and the quality of text, while others reiterated the pleasure 
of not having to deal with obtaining copyright permission, as well as the 
opportunity for a performance of their work.

Seymour has been very enthusiastic about promoting the pieces. To me, 
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this is a normal way to work. Most of my previous vocal music has used 
my own texts. I suppose the real advantage of collaboration for me is that 
Seymour’s poetry is better than mine!53

Firstly, it was nice to set modern poetry without dealing with issues of 
copyright. Though I didn’t expect to meet and interact with the poet, it 
was a lovely idea to know that there was a living being at the other end 
of the creative process.54

It was very gratifying to receive such a positive response from Sharon when 
I first presented the finished songs to her.55

Literally everything about this collaboration was intensely gratifying for 
me. While in my answers to your questions I have been primarily addressing 
the inspiring aspects of my collaboration with Mick, the importance of 
Doreen’s incredibly sensitive vocal and dramatic understanding of this 
art song, and Valerie Dueck’s subtly nuanced performance of the piano 
accompaniment, cannot be overstated! Composers are always at the 
mercy of performers, as you know. In this case, the collaboration could 
not have been more positive, given the skills and musical personalities of 
the performers involved.56

All of the composers had previously set texts by Canadian poets to music 
and were enthusiastic with the possibility of future collaborations. In fact, 
Singer and Mack have worked on an opera project, part of which they 
presented at a workshop at the Art Gallery of Ontario in 2010 under the 
direction of Guillermo Silva Marin (Opera in Concert). These types of 
partnerships allow the poets and composers to inspire each other, as well 
as open a dialogue on the creative process. Lacroix summarises well the 
reasons for creating collaborations between different artists.

… I believe that it is good to strengthen the creative communities in 
Canada, not only within one branch of the arts, but across many different 
branches when these interrelationships are possible.57

For the composers, the experience seems to have been creatively fruitful, 
as well as rewarding from the artists’ perspective. All of the composers 
were open to the possibility of future collaborations. When Taylor-
Claxton sought out artists for the collaborative project, she focused solely 
on Canadian poets and Canadian composers. Although both artists are 
Canadian, for the composers, the question of nationality did not impact 
much the creative process.

One of the poets, Singer, proposed the following question for the 
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composers, as part of our study: “What makes these art songs different 
from European (German/French) art songs?” Armstrong did not consider 
the poem in the context of other music. He simply set the text drawing 
from his own experiences as a composer. Mack responded that he was more 
comfortable with English texts because they are written in his native tongue 
and that this allows him the means to be more subtle with the text setting. 
Wright responded that several influences—Western European art song, 
North American jazz, and popular song—influenced his compositional 
language. Lacroix, however, felt a personal connection to the text, but did 
not strive to write specifically a Canadian art song.

First of all, the most obvious difference is my quotation in every song of 
“Song for the Mira” a “traditional” Nova Scotian song (text and music by 
Allistair MacGillivray) and one of my father-in-law’s favourite. With time, 
it has turned out to be one of the most significant “celtic” songs for myself. 
Otherwise, I don’t think that I made my songs consciously Canadian or 
that I strived to differ from other national schools of writing. I believe 
that composers will subconsciously (if not consciously) write to match the 
context for which they are writing. In my own experience, I have found 
that my styles (if not always the language) alters significantly with each 
work to better fit the performers or the original context of performance. 
As a whole, I tend to find that “Canadian” works are often infused with 
a sense of space, reflective of the country’s expanse. I don’t know if that 
is present in my own set.58

Thus, for the composers, the collaboration was not one of specifically 
Canadian identity, but rather a creative personal journey with another 
living artist. However, given that most of the composers’ life experiences 
have been in Canada, it is not surprising to find elements of the Canadian 
landscape, whether geographical (expansive musical structures) or cultural 
(inclusion of folks songs), reflected in these particular works.

The Singer   
Although the perception of the three poets and four composers is that 

of artists creating a work, the Canadian element can play a factor in the 
performance of the work, especially if the performers relate to the text and 
music on a personal level. As Taylor-Claxton explains,

I have to back up and put this in the context of why I work as an artist at 
all. For me, the value of art, in any of its forms, is shared human experience. 
Humans have a strong tendency to believe that we, as individuals, are alone 
and nobody understands what we are going through. So the value of art 
lies in its ability to help human beings connect and know that they are not 
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alone. Whether that’s a short story about sexual abuse, or a painting of 
a familiar landscape, a song about feeling rejected in love or a play about 
courage in the face of challenge, the whole point is to help human beings 
understand that they are not alone, that other people have experienced 
the same things.

I hope I forge those connections any time I perform. But certainly, the 
fact that I had personal relationships with the composer and poet in each 
instance meant that there was already a human connection to build on. In 
the case of Fred Lacroix’s settings of my mother’s poems, the connection 
is very personal because my mother was writing about a landscape and 
people I know very intimately; so there was a lot to draw on, and of course 
that makes the work a joy.59

Taylor-Claxton’s attachment to the Nova Scotia landscape serves as an 
inspiration in her performance of the MacIssac Taylor/Lacroix work. As 
was previously mentioned, there is a personal connection for MacIssac 
Taylor who lives in Nova Scotia, Lacroix, whose spouse is originally from 
Nova Scotia, and Taylor-Claxton, who is also a native of Nova Scotia. All 
three artists drew on the natural landscape and culture of the province in 
order to create and perform the work.

As a performer, Taylor-Claxton was pleased to present the art songs to 
an audience. Her interpretation of the works added another element to the 
creative process since she, too, engaged with the poets and composers in 
the performance of the works. There was one situation, however, where the 
singer influenced the creative process more significantly. As she explains,

I was proud to premiere these songs. I was aware that I had been a part of 
the creative process, in some cases just by making the introduction, but 
in other cases, I was involved more directly. At the first performance of 
The Names of Water, I completely forgot how the cadenza at the end went, 
so I made something up. Luckily, Colin Mack liked it so he changed the 
end to reflect what I had done.60

The composer could have rejected what the singer had improvised, but, 
instead, he chose to incorporate some of these ideas in the final version of 
the art song, making the work a collaboration between poet, composer, 
and singer. This showed great openness on the part of the artists.

Although Taylor-Claxton had promised the artists that she 
would perform the work, she also chose to record them, primarily for 
dissemination purposes. By recording them, a permanent record of the 
collaborations could be obtained by anyone interested.
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Recording these songs and making them easily accessible so other singers 
can hear them, and be inspired to try them, is an important part of keeping 
this music alive. I think young singers are interested in our own musical 
culture.61

Performing and recording the works, however, was met with some 
challenges.

For me, getting a piece of music that I have never heard before firmly 
into my body can be a challenge. My preferred learning style is aural not 
visual. I learned shortly before the recording date that, in one section of 
“December Flight” [from Hail], I had made a misstep and a whole phrase 
was sitting a semitone higher than John intended. I had planted it in my 
body firmly and incorrectly. Fixing that was a challenge.62

Taylor-Claxton also had to face challenges that were less technical and 
more personal. As each artist contributed to the collaborations, some 
challenges arose from a misunderstanding of the other artist’s needs. In 
addition, although all of the collaborations were cordial, there were some 
issues with what the end product should be.

On one occasion, a poet innocently asked the composer to change things 
that had huge consequences for the musical ensemble and were really 
difficult to accommodate. On another occasion, a composer had changed 
a line of poetry without consulting the poet and I had to say I wasn’t 
comfortable with that because I didn’t think the poet would be either. On 
another occasion, I had the sense that a poet didn’t really understand the 
song was no longer just the poem set to music, but a new creation that the 
composer had equal ownership of. I imagine that might be like me letting 
one of my kids go on a play date to learn that the parents at the other 
house cloned my child, changed a few features, and claimed him as their 
own—I mean what a shock! Since I can’t dictate how inspiration works, I 
can’t anticipate what might come up and I can’t prepare for every shock.63

All of the difficulties mentioned above were resolved easily since the artists 
were open to changes and engaged in a dialogue with the other artists. As a 
result, all of the artists perceived the collaborations as a positive experience 
and would consider such projects in the future.

Conclusion
By extracting the data collected through the electronic interviews with 

the poets and composers, we may conclude that collaborations between 
Canadian poets and Canadian composers may indeed be fruitful. Some 
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of the collaborations have even led to other creations, like in the case of 
Singer and Mack. Every artist who was interviewed specifically noted the 
positive aspects of the collaboration. Some commented on the ways in 
which this increased their creativity, while others enjoyed the possibility 
of engaging with another living artist. In a world with fewer boundaries, 
collaborations between different artists have become easier. For Canadian 
poets and Canadian composers, more collaborations in the creation of 
art song will only serve to promote better Canadian artists. Even when 
composers do not consciously include Canadian elements, performers and 
audience members relate on a personal level to Canadian works.

From a mother running a daycare in her home to an initiator of 
collaborations between poets and composers, Taylor-Claxton achieved 
her goal of creating new Canadian art songs, but also showed that the 
creative process can indeed be incredibly fruitful for the poet, composer, 
and performer. When asked why she had selected “Hail” as the title of 
the recording, Taylor-Claxton responded that:

It’s such a strong word. It was the title of Seymour Mayne’s original 
chapbook publication which formed the basis for John Armstrong’s song 
cycle Hail. Seymour and John had come up with the majority of the funding 
so it was only reasonable that their work should be the title piece, but I also 
liked the pun, the fact that the title of the CD could also be interpreted as 
greeting a new collaborative movement in Canadian Art Song.64

Taylor-Claxton met all of the challenges and successfully created 
partnerships between the poets and composers. Her initiative and 
perseverance throughout the process has been fruitful for all of the artists 
involved in the project. As one of the poets concluded:

The collaboration was a wonderfully straightforward initiative. We knew 
what we wanted to do, we had the texts and the compositions, and we 
produced the CD. I wish other projects were as streamlined, satisfying 
and successful!65

The singer’s journey was indeed successful.
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Review: The Empire Within: Postcolonial Thought 
and Political Activism in Sixties Montreal by 
Sean Mills. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s Univ. 
Press, 2011. ISBN 9780773536838

SCoTT de GRooT
Queen’s University

In his pathbreaking study The Empire Within: Postcolonial Thought and 
Political Activism in Sixties Montreal, Sean Mills considerably broadens 
our understanding of Montreal’s political history during the 1960s and 
early 1970s. To be sure, it is well known that the city was a cauldron of 
dissent in the post Second World War period, as numerous studies have 
explored in relation to the Quiet Revolution, the October Crisis, and the 
neo-nationalism of the Parti Québécois. However, The Empire Within offers 
compelling portrait of social protest and grass-roots mobilization that bears 
little resemblance to the accounts with which students of Canadian history 
are familiar. Exploring the thematic diversity and intellectual influences 
of Montreal’s sea of 1960s radicalism to a greater extent than has been 
attempted hitherto, Mills weaves the city’s politics of race, gender, labour, 
nationalism, language and the far-left into a single frame of analysis. And 
in the process he shows that all were influenced by theoretical frameworks 
imported from anti-colonial and Third World decolonization movements. 
But The Empire Within does much more than this. While methodologically 
understated, at times to a frustrating extent, the book nevertheless 
implicitly signals the fresh insights and reinterpretative possibilities that 
await Canadian historians intrepid enough to venture beyond national 
heuristics and foreground global interrelationships.

The Empire Within is concisely written and neatly organized into two 
main parts. Part one focuses on the 1963-1968 period, and begins with 
an absorbing portrait of Montreal’s peculiar conditions of inequality in 
the postwar era. Here Montreal emerges as a city in which a wealthy 
Anglophone minority controlled  dominant economic, socio-cultural, 
and educational institutions, while a Francophone majority, living in the 
shadow of Mount Royal, experienced relative material hardship and limited 
social mobility on account their mother-tongue. Mills also highlights the 
city as one of growing cosmopolitanism and racial diversity, for while a 
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small Black community had resided in Montreal since the age of New 
France, the 1960s saw racist immigration restrictions eased and major 
influxes of migrants from Africa, the Middle East, and across the Americas. 
This demographic shift occurred precisely as an increasing number of 
Third World postsecondary students, particularly from the Caribbean, 
began arriving to study in Quebec’s rapidly expanding university system.

Having explored the social conditions that formed a backdrop for 
their reception, Mills turns to theoretical frameworks of anti-colonialism 
and Third World decolonization, which began to appear in Montreal 
from the early 1960s. He shows how theorists and intellectuals such as 
Jacques Berque, Albert Memmi, Aimé Césaire, C. L. R. James, Stokely 
Carmichael, and especially Frantz Fanon were enthusiastically taken up 
by progressive Montrealers from across the political left. In avant-garde 
cafes, leftist bookstores, post-secondary institutions, and working-class 
neighbourhoods, texts such as The Colonizer and the Colonized and The 
Wretched of the Earth were avidly read and discussed. By the mid-1960s, a 
broad-based consensus emerged across Montreal’s left that colonialism and 
imperialism were indispensable concepts for analyzing local conditions of 
oppression and inequality.

Such analyses conceptualized French Canadians as an alienated, 
exploited, colonized people deprived of political autonomy, and constructed 
Quebec as a colony of English Canadian and American capital and 
economic interests.  Although clearly sympathetic regarding the utility of 
anti-colonial analyses within left-wing struggles for social justice, Mills 
rigorously interrogates the contradictions of Third World, anti-colonial 
thought in the specific context of Quebec. What were the limitations of 
imagining Montreal as a colonized city when it functioned as an imperial 
metropole vis-à-vis regions such as the Caribbean? To what extent could 
European-descended colonizers of Aboriginal peoples, who lived in 
considerable affluence in global terms, plausibly claim that they were part 
of the same struggle against colonialism as Cubans or Algerians? Such 
questions constituted messy and unresolvable tensions.

Part Two of The Empire Within focuses on the 1968-1972 period, and 
shows in great detail how activists from across the breadth of Montreal’s left 
put anti-colonial ideas into action. Black power, women’s liberation, French 
language politics, the labour movement, and the Front de libération du 
Québec all receive sustained treatment, and Mills does a good job of showing 
how specific struggles and campaigns were infused by the language and 
concepts of decolonization. For example, Operation McGill Francaise saw a 
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wide range of Montreal leftists mobilize to demand that McGill University, 
as a prestigious symbol of Anglophone colonialism perched high on the 
slopes of Mount Royal, be transformed into a French language institution 
that would serve Quebecois interests. And the Sir George Williams Affair 
saw Black and Caribbean students and their allies occupy a computer 
laboratory at what is now Concordia University to challenge the institution’s 
colonially entrenched racism. Arguably, Mills’ greatest achievement in 
Part Two is to show the considerable extent to which activisms of race, 
gender, nationalism, labour and the far-left overlapped ideologically and 
entered alliances on an issue-by-issue basis, even while there were always 
points of tension. In a brief conclusive chapter, Mills recounts that by 
1972, decolonization frameworks had begun to lose their widespread 
appeal in Montreal, in part due to the increasing transparency of their 
contradictions, especially vis-à-vis Quebec’s colonization of Aboriginal 
peoples and Caribbean nations.

The Empire Within has received numerous accolades, all of them well 
deserved. The Queen’s University 2008 doctoral thesis on which the 
book is based won a Governor General’s Gold Medal and the Canadian 
Historical Association’s 2009 Eugene Forsey and John Bullen thesis 
prizes. In its published incarnation, The Empire Within then won the 2010 
Quebec Writers’ Federation’s First Book Prize, and was nominated for the 
Canadian Historical Association’s prestigious annual award for the best 
book in Canadian history, the Sir John A. MacDonald Prize. Adding 
to this reviewer’s sense of collegial awe and jealousy, Mills’ dissertation 
project has also occasioned the receipt of postdoctoral fellowships at both 
New York University and the University of Wisconsin at Madison, and 
immediately thereafter a tenure-track position at the University of Toronto 
Department of History. In other words, The Empire Within has created the 
kind of academic career platform for Mills that most graduate students 
can only dream of. However, none of this is to say that Mills’ research has 
resulted in a perfect monograph, and there are several areas in particular 
that must be singled out for criticism.

Unfortunately, book inconsistently shifts back and forth between terms 
and concepts, and frequently evades providing definitions. For instance, 
readers are informed that anti-colonial activism in Montreal constituted 
“a mass movement” in the singular (9). But soon it is stated “the various 
movements of Sixties Montreal shared a similar grammar of dissent” (10). 
Then readers learn that activists used Third World analyses to construct 
“a new language of dissent in Montreal” (11), at which point the term 
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“grammar of dissent” virtually disappears.  Next, Montreal activists are 
said to have been “nurtured through an engagement with a transnational 
language of dissent” (61). Without belabouring the point, a grammar and 
a language are not the same thing. And while terms such as “language 
of dissent” sound compelling, they are obtuse and unhelpful outside of 
a clear definition. Moreover, The Empire Within simply does not support 
the assertion that “Challenging Empire in Montreal … became a mass 
movement through which countless individuals came to see themselves as 
politically and historically consequential, providing a framework through 
which democracy was re-imagined …” (9). As Mills himself points out 
most of the time, anti-colonial ideas were used in similar and conflicting 
ways by Montreal’s interconnected but distinct social movements.

More problematic is that despite appearing in the book’s subtitle, the 
term postcolonial is rarely employed and never explained methodologically. 
Indeed, Mills almost exclusively uses the terms anti-colonial and anti-
imperial in the text, no doubt because these were used by 1960s activists 
themselves. But why introduce the term postcolonial at all without 
endeavouring to carefully explain, define, or consistently use it? To cynics 
and Machiavellian tacticians alike, it may appear as though this titular 
reference is a marketing ploy designed to associate the book with currently 
fashionable theory. The implication is crass: things postcolonial get assigned 
in cultural studies, appear on international bookshelves, and purchased on 
Amazon.com in a way that Canadiana simply does not.

But to give Mills the benefit of the doubt, this is not what I think he 
is up to. I would rather conceive of the postcolonial as an important if 
inarticulate aspect of what The Empire Within attempts to convey about 
radical activism in the 1960s. In an insightful discussion of Frantz Fanon, 
Mills stresses that Fanon was not only concerned with achieving formal 
political independence from Europe, which too often resulted in the 
redistribution of exploitation and inequality to an indigenous bourgeoisie. 
Indeed, Fanon was ultimately concerned with breaking away from the 
colonizers at the level of desire and cognition, and fostering new political 
subjectivities – to wit, he was concerned with postcolonial problematics. 
In contrast to statist Quebecois neo-nationalism with its emphasis on 
modernization and economic development, I think that Mills hints 
at a grass-roots sea of radicalism in Montreal embroiled in similarly 
postcolonial problematics of (again Mills is terminologically inconsistent) 
building a “counter-modernity” (58), a “counter-hegemonic challenge to 
Empire,” (11), and elaborating “different social imaginaries and alternative 
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rationalities” (3). Perhaps Mills’ opacity regarding the postcolonial stems 
from the fact that, as a gifted storyteller, he was loath to break-up the flow 
of a well-crafted narrative with extended methodological discussions. If 
so, the aesthetic benefits of this decision do not outweigh the costs.

The rest of my quibbles with the book are minor. Why was the rich 
content-analysis of Frantz Fanon not extended to other theorists that 
heavily influenced Montreal activists? Why does gay liberation receive 
only a couple of tacked-on references in the conclusion?  Why was so much 
minute detail provided on Montreal’s social history when Mills could have 
used this space to establish a comparative context for assessing what was 
similar and unique about the city? Why did he pull back from exploring 
the role of Montreal as a node for the transmission of Third World and 
Francophone ideas across North America?  I could go on, but the fact is 
that no book, especially not one derived from a doctoral dissertation, can 
accomplish everything. The best books tend to raise as many questions as 
they do answers. And without a doubt, The Empire Within’s many excellent 
qualities surpass any flaws.

Mills does a wonderful job of connecting the intellectual history 
of activisms to material geographies and concrete sites, namely 
particular neighbourhoods, streets, campuses and bookstores. Far from 
passive receptacles and transmitters of ideas, Mills highlights activist 
communications technologies and print materials as playing a highly 
active role in the social construction of reality. Indeed, he explores a vast 
number of journals, newspapers, books, manifestos and publishing houses 
as forces of political change in their own right. Mills very strikingly 
demonstrates that Montreal was a major centre of radical Black thought, 
a fact that has too often been ignored. And he shows how historians can 
be a politically invested without compromising the critical interrogation 
their subjects –how historians can be a present-minded without being 
presentist in analysis.

Somewhat ironically given its methodological opacity, I sincerely hope 
that The Empire Within signals a new way of doing Canadian history, one 
that foregrounds global contexts and transnational interrelationships. I 
hope that the book is at once the tip of an iceberg of graduate student 
research waiting to published, and destined to become a source of 
inspiration for work yet to be conceived.

Addendum – according to the WorldCat online catalogue, not a single 
university or public library in the city of Melbourne, where I am currently 
based, holds The Empire Within. Likewise, it is nowhere to be found across 
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the entire state of Victoria, despite the book’s publication by a leading North 
American university press and considerable importance. Unfortunately, 
such are the material difficulties facing students of Canadian studies in 
the Antipodes.
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