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Through the Lens: 

Public History and the Experiences of Japanese-

Canadians in Richmond, British Columbia 

 

Sammi Xenia Wong 

 

Currently, the Canadian public tends to selectively remember 

Japanese-Canadians’ roles in history. In many resources that people are 

able to access today, the deep contributions and existence of such a 

vibrant Japanese-Canadian community in the Vancouver area are often 

reduced to brief, impersonal mentions as “fishermen” or “internment 

victims”, thereby robbing them of any agency or diversity.1 In some of 

these instances, Japanese-Canadian communities are even completely 

removed from collective histories, as has been in the case of Richmond, 

British Columbia. Japanese-Canadians lives’ throughout history are 

largely glossed over, beginning with how first settlers came to the 

country in the nineteenth century, when various waves of immigrants 

came from Japan to Canada as temporary workers or permanent settlers.2 

The majority of these early immigrants ended up living and working on 

Vancouver Island or along the coast of the Lower Mainland and 

numbered 4,597 out of about 178,000 British Columbians at the turn of 

the twentieth century.3 Like many migrants and ethnic minority groups, 

Japanese-Canadians tended to concentrate settlement in specific 

enclaves like Richmond, BC, for the convenience of familiarity, 

                                                
1 Gulf of Georgia Cannery, http://gulfofgeorgiacannery.org/; 

“Culture and History,” Hello BC, http://www.hellobc.com/richmond/culture-

history.aspx; 

“Our History,” City of Richmond, last modified November 24, 2012, 

http://www.richmond.ca/discover/about/history.htm; 

“About Us,” City of Richmond Archives, last modified November 12, 2015, 

http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/about/about.htm 
2 Catherine Lang, O-Bon in Chimunesu: A Community Remembered, Arsenal 

Pulp Press, 1996: 9. 
3 Louis Fiset and Gail M. Nomura, Nikkei in the Pacific Northwest: Japanese 

Americans and Japanese Canadians in the Twentieth Century, University of 

Washington Press, 2005: 5; 

“Population, Urban and Rural, By Province and Territory (British Columbia),” 

Statistics Canada, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-

som/l01/cst01/demo62k-eng.htm 

http://gulfofgeorgiacannery.org/
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community, and as defensive measures against discrimination. 4 Even 

within Richmond—a small island city south of Vancouver—in the pre-

World War II era, Japanese-Canadians clustered in the fishing village of 

Steveston. In Steveston, they were either directly or indirectly employed 

in this industry as fishers, fishing materials producers, and cannery 

employees. The creation of the Gulf of Georgia Cannery in 1894 

cemented Japanese immigrants in Steveston through providing a 

permanent means of employment.5 Japanese settler participation also 

extended beyond just fishing. 6  Although Japanese-Canadians were 

alienated and subject to racial discrimination prior to WWII, when Japan 

fought alongside Nazi Germany against Canada and the Allies, Japanese 

settlers nonetheless maintained their lives in Richmond and left their 

mark on the geographical, political, and social development of the city. 

In the official government and institutional accounts of Richmond, there 

is no rooted and in-depth analysis of this piece of the city’s past.7 No 

major official site has devoted extensive sections or pages to exploring 

the history of Japanese-Canadian Richmondites. Although primary 

sources on this demographic group do exist, they are often mere 

“fragments”; images and documents are strewn about and sit there 

without much thought, context, or attention given to them. In spite of 

this, these “fragments,” particularly archived images, can be pieced 

together to thoroughly examine the experiences and lives of Japanese-

Canadians in pre-WWII Richmond to demonstrate the importance and 

presence of the Japanese community. 

 

 

 

                                                
4 Lang, 10. 
5 Gulf of Georgia Cannery, http://gulfofgeorgiacannery.org/; 

Mitsuo Yesaki and Harold and Kathy Steves, Steveston Cannery Row: an 

Illustrated History, Peninsula Publishing Company, 2005. 
6 Although all non-indigenous Canadians from all backgrounds are technically 

settlers to what is modern-day Canada, this essay will occasionally use the term 

“Japanese settlers” to broadly refer to all Japanese-Canadians, whether they are 

Canadian-born generational residents or first-generation immigrants. 
7 “Culture and History,” http://www.hellobc.com/richmond/culture-

history.aspx; 

“Our History,” http://www.richmond.ca/discover/about/history.htm; 

“About Us,” http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/about/about.htm 

http://gulfofgeorgiacannery.org/
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Approach 

This essay will first assess the inclusion (or lack thereof) of the 

Japanese-Canadian community in public history, as well as the 

significance of popular and public history. In some cases, the scraps of 

writing that exist about Japanese-Canadians in public history reveal a lot 

about the source type (for example, an official city website), the author, 

and the author’s values and agenda. Then, this essay will analyze the 

value of visual primary sources and what they can reveal about the 

histories of Japanese communities, families, and broader social currents 

in Steveston-Richmond. Visual primary sources offer both challenges 

and advantages that differ from those of written sources. Visual sources 

offer instantaneous images that writing might not be able to describe 

properly, but images also lack substantive descriptors and leave 

interpretation open to the viewer. By evaluating the pros and cons of 

images as sources, this essay will seek to maintain the legitimacy of 

online archived images as a tool for public education and history. Finally, 

this essay will look at some online archived images of Steveston-

Richmond from the digitized Richmond Archives and BC Archives. 

Through exploring photos and pairing them with popular historical 

context, this essay will look to rework Japanese-Canadians back into 

public consciousness. 

 

Popular Public History 

To start, a focus on online public history will serve to reveal the 

lack of information that exists on Japanese-Canadians in Richmond. 

Online sources, in general, are available for most people as internet 

connection has become more low-cost, publicly accessible, and 

commonplace, as have internet devices like smartphones and computers. 

The public history sources evaluated in this essay are deficient in 

mentions of Japanese-Canadians. While there are some detailed sections 

regarding other key players in the history of Richmond on the various 

websites, Japanese settlers are noticeably missing from these narratives, 

and the propagation of a non-inclusive history speaks to how the 

community and its authors envision the past. Writing history (public 

history in particular) comes with a degree of power and privilege. Here, 

this is the ability to present the unfolding of a city’s history as being 

attributed to certain people and not others. These histories effectively 
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erase the presence and agency of Japanese-Canadian families in the 

public mind. 

Narratives are important—as per Benedict Anderson’s 

“imagined communities”, the memory of history informs the identity of 

communities of all scales, from cities and provinces to nations and 

international organizations. What we forget is just as vital as what we 

remember, especially when history and identity are considered from a 

modern perspective several generations later.8 Like national myths and 

nation-building narratives, Japanese-Canadian histories could 

profoundly affect city-founding stories and where residents think their 

city rose from. How Japanese-Canadians are incorporated into 

contemporary and modern-day tales of community-building and city 

histories is important, because they reveal how Japanese Richmondites 

fit into the city as well as what information and knowledge may have 

lived on and been passed down to create current histories and memories. 

Remembering ethnic Japanese citizens as active members of Richmond 

with agency—rather than only as victims of WWII internment or simply 

omitting them altogether—can drive the city’s history in a new, well-

balanced, and fair direction.  

Hello BC is a provincial site dedicated to promoting tourism in 

British Columbia. A page on the site is dedicated to the City of 

Richmond’s profile, which gives a brief overview of Richmond’s 

beginnings and suggests landmarks for tourists to visit.9 The overview 

recognizes that Richmond’s past and ongoing development takes place 

on Musqueam land, where the island was transformed into an 

agricultural, fishing, and shipyard town since the 1870s after an influx 

of Japanese, Chinese, white, and non-Musqueam indigenous migrants. 

Although early Japanese-Canadians were doubtlessly essential to the 

development of Richmond, especially in Steveston, there is little 

recognition of them beyond the fact that they were “fishers”. And, while 

Japanese settlers have been relegated to this role, they were only one 

amongst other groups of fishermen. The language and tone used in the 

rest of the page seems to suggest that Japanese-Canadians, despite being 

a crucial part of Richmond since its infant years as a municipality, simply 

                                                
8 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 

Spread of Nationalism, Verso Books, 2006: 187-206. 
9 “Culture and History,” http://www.hellobc.com/richmond/culture-history.aspx 
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did not add to the “real development” of the city—that honour and 

recognition went to the engineers and city planners who masterminded 

the local bridges, roads, and airport. All other comments on Japanese 

civilians are regarding WWII-era internment. 

The spotlight on developers, engineers, and local governments 

can also be found in the City of Richmond’s official website.10 In the 

“Our History” section, the “early start” of Richmond, further glorified 

by referencing the city’s senior status to neighbouring Vancouver, is 

marketed as the result of non-Japanese modernizing forces and 

policies. 11  One expects the City’s website to be more detailed and 

personalized than a blurb written for a provincial tourism site, but this 

introductory page only has one single mention of Japanese presence in 

the city, and, again, this recognition is in relation to the fishing industry. 

This does acknowledge that Japanese fishermen were a part of the 

fisheries that assisted in the economic and infrastructural growth of 

Richmond. However, this static, one-dimensional representation of the 

Japanese community relegates them to the past (and a confined role in 

this past, too), and to functions exclusively as migrational and transient 

workers. It is also heavily gendered, referring only to “fishermen” and 

ignoring the families that lived and sometimes worked with them, thus 

overlooking the fact that Japanese-Canadians were part of familial settler 

units that made up a diverse, dynamic community. Granting that this 

gendering applied to settlers of all racial backgrounds, the erasure of 

Japanese families is disproportionately misrepresented, considering the 

fact that Japanese communities were usually built around the family 

since the dawn of Japanese immigration.12 

Although websites of this sort have limited space, and 

sweeping, introductory histories of the city are by no means the only 

                                                
10 “Our History,” http://www.richmond.ca/discover/about/history.htm 
11 Ibid. 
12 There is a historical precedent for this familial orientation. From picture 

brides to the push for the Canadian government to allow the wives and children 

of Japanese-Canadian men to immigrate as well, family was an important 

anchoring value for many Japanese-Canadians in the early history of British 

Columbia. 

See Michiko Midge Ayukawa, "Good Wives and Wise Mothers: Japanese 

Picture Brides in Early Twentieth-Century British Columbia," BC Studies: The 

British Columbian Quarterly 105/106 (1995): 103-118. 

Fiset and Nomura, 6-7. 
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representation of how Richmond necessarily thinks of Japanese-

Canadians’ contributions to the building of the city, they certainly offer 

insight on what and who is prioritized in selling Richmond’s history. 

Whether this move is a conscious one or not, in deciding what content 

goes into limited spaces, the authors have indicated that other groups are 

not significant enough to deserve coverage on their histories. Using such 

a lens, it becomes clear that—at least with regards to what the sites’ 

authors and organizations think people should know about the city—

Japanese-Canadians’ roles in history are only as fishermen and victims 

of WWII internment. 

These sites hold meaning because they are often the only 

channels through which people, both residents and non-residents, 

encounter Richmond’s history without going out of their way to do in-

depth research. This has an impact on the current (and future) status and 

memories of the Japanese community in Richmond. Currently, an 

inclusive and thorough history is what these sites lack, leaving much to 

be desired, and this omission could have profound implications for the 

community and the integrity of history. 

 

Visual Primary Sources 

Photos are best supplemented with textual sources in order to 

provide a more in-depth understanding of history, but that is sometimes 

a luxury. Sometimes, this is because an accompanying primary textual 

source was not produced. A handwritten letter or inscription behind a 

photo that may provide more context might not have been discovered or 

even written at all.  Other times, there simply is no way to get to a textual 

source, whether primary or secondary. Someone browsing on an open-

access archives website might only let a user view certain sources. Some 

textual sources are not made available to view online, or they may 

require access through an educational institution. Having said this, 

images are still very useful for visualizing history, as they restore a piece 

of history that may have otherwise been hidden from popular narratives. 

Pre-WWII histories of Japanese settlers are often overshadowed by the 

accounts of forced internment and relocation. While this history is 

undoubtedly important and understandably part of the public discourse, 

attention must also be paid to the lives of Japanese-Canadians who built 

the homes and communities that made up a part of Richmond. This is 

crucial to creating a more comprehensive “imagined community” that 
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remembers all aspects of Japanese-Canadian lives, not just the moments 

where they were victims of fear-mongering and racism.13 This involves 

considering primary source images and academic pieces spawned from 

research (these secondary sources are often lacking in popular public 

history)—pieced together, an inclusive and accurate history can be 

assembled. 

 Images pose challenges to viewers different from those of 

written primary sources. For example, due to contemporary technology, 

“staged” family photos that were sent to relatives or kept as a memento 

were often planned out carefully in advance of the photography session 

and might have been staged to portray a certain air or effect. The 

formality documented in such photos may not necessarily represent how 

family members interacted with one another, or even how they dressed 

and looked, on a day-to-day basis, though it may reveal what values 

families treasured and wished to portray. The costs associated meant that 

usually only those who could afford a professional photo would be 

represented in visual history through such sources. Candid photos may 

also include posed subjects, but they add to understandings of how 

people and communities were like. Candid pictures show everyday life 

in motion, which staged photos cannot capture. Still, staged photos are 

just as valuable to public history and community-building discourse as 

candid photos. 

 Regardless, there are also certain advantages to working with 

visual primary sources. Images place the viewer directly in that 

“snapshot” moment—there is no need for the guesswork that a solely 

textual source requires, as everything is presented right in the image. But 

this also presents a shortfall. Although useful for explicit visual cues 

(styles of clothing, what families looked like, and the backgrounds and 

settings of the photo), the history that can be extracted from photos is 

limited to only the immediate environment and whatever was captured 

by the camera in that moment. It would be hard to tell what everyday life 

was like for the people in the photos, or if the geographies of the rest of 

the community were similar. Still, images are helpful for deriving 

sentiments, trends, and social styles from the subjects in the shot. 

Furthermore, this essay primarily looks at images that are in 

online archives, which bring their own distinct benefits and drawbacks. 

                                                
13 Anderson, 187-206. 
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One disadvantage would be that, with the image scanned for online 

publishing, viewers only get to see a single, 2-dimensional photo. 

Messages, notes, and inscriptions written on the back of the photo would 

not be directly at hand for viewers to access unless the archive curator 

also thought to scan the backside or add an accompanying caption with 

the original text. Sometimes, these images may also be digitally 

enhanced before they are put onto an online archive. While this may add 

to ease of examination (enhancement might include brightness and 

contrast adjustments, cropping, and recolouring to “correct” fading), 

image enhancement also removes viewers from the immediate nature of 

the original photo. Despite this, online archives are very useful for those 

who cannot conveniently access a physical archive. As of late 2016, the 

City of Richmond’s Reference Room is only open Monday through 

Thursday from 9 in the morning to 4:30 in the afternoon, and visits are 

only possible after making an appointment with a city archivist. 14 

Academic researchers might not have an issue with this timeframe, but 

many other people may have trouble working in a weekday trip to the 

archives within those hours. Online access to these sources, which may 

have otherwise been impossible for this second group of people, works 

to better educate and increase the awareness of the public. Japanese-

Canadians histories become harder to ignore.  

 

Primary Sources 

As mentioned in above arguments, the little available 

information on Japanese settlers in the pre-WWII period are fragmented 

and decontextualized; Japanese history in Richmond can be pieced 

together and brought to the forefront via connecting virtually-archived 

photo sources with existing historical narratives. Here, I look to clarify 

several key questions. What contributions did Japanese-Canadians make 

to the geographical, social-cultural, economic, and political evolution of 

Richmond? Additionally, what was life like for them before the war? 

What were their experiences in Steveston-Richmond? 

                                                
14 “About Us,” http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/about/about.htm 
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Figure 1: Richmond Canneries, Japanese Repairing Nets 15 

 
Figure 2: "BC Canneries, Jap Boys Filling Cans" 16 

                                                
15 Frederick Dundas Todd, Richmond Canneries, Japanese Repairing Nets, 

1913, BC Archives, E-05068, digitized on BC Archives website: 

http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-japanese-repairing-nets 
16 Frederick Dundas Todd, "BC Canneries, Jap Boys Filling Cans"; Japanese 

Boys Hand Packing Tin Cans in Plant, Title on Print Surface, 1913, BC 

Archives, E-05040, digitized on BC Archives website: 

http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/bc-canneries-jap-boys-filling-cans-japanese-

boys-hand-packing-tin-cans-in-plant-title-on-print-surface 

http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-japanese-repairing-nets
http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/bc-canneries-jap-boys-filling-cans-japanese-boys-hand-packing-tin-cans-in-plant-title-on-print-surface
http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/bc-canneries-jap-boys-filling-cans-japanese-boys-hand-packing-tin-cans-in-plant-title-on-print-surface
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Figure 3: Richmond Canneries; Japanese Women with Babies ont 

Their Backs 17 

 
Figure 4: Richmond Canneries, Two Little Japanese Girls Play on the 

Wharf 18 

 

 

                                                
17 Frederick Dundas Todd, Richmond Canneries; Japanese Women with Babies 

ont Their Backs; Filling Cans, 1913, BC Archives, E-05041, digitized on BC 

Archives website: http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-

japanese-women-with-babies-ont-their-backs-filling-cans 
18 Frederick Dundas Todd, Richmond Canneries, Two Little Japanese Girls 

Play on the Wharf, 1913, BC Archives, E-05076, digitized on BC Archives 

website: http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-two-little-

japanese-girls-play-on-wharf 

http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-japanese-women-with-babies-ont-their-backs-filling-cans
http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-japanese-women-with-babies-ont-their-backs-filling-cans
http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-two-little-japanese-girls-play-on-wharf
http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/richmond-canneries-two-little-japanese-girls-play-on-wharf
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One emergent theme is the presence of Japanese-Canadians as 

economic contributors of a spirited and diverse community. Not only 

were fishers important to the thriving local fish industry, they were a part 

of larger, connected sectors. Some worked maintaining and repairing the 

boats, fishing equipment, and nets.19 In Figure 1, Japanese-Canadian 

men are repairing fishing nets for the Richmond Cannery. Many men had 

the opportunity to learn skills, like weaving and mechanical repair, from 

these non-fishing jobs, which allowed them to work in multiple sectors 

of the local economy. Some families eventually saved up enough income 

from this type of work to buy their own fishing boats. Although most 

boats were small in relation to company commercial ships, these family 

boats gave a degree of independence and agency to those who wished to 

turn to fishing to make a living. Others, usually women and boys, were 

employed by local canneries (Figures 2 and 3). 20  Women who had 

children for whom they had to care brought their babies into the 

canneries so that they could tend to their children while they worked.21 

Near the canneries and docks, young children would play with each other 

on the wharf when they did not have school.22 Figure 4 features two 

Japanese girls on the Steveston wharf. Both appear to be just below 

school age, and it is likely that their families were just out of the frame, 

enjoying time together on a day off, or even working in nearby facilities 

while the girls kept themselves entertained. 

The work that both male and female Japanese-Canadians did in 

the Steveston-Richmond was incredibly important for developing the 

local resource-based economy. Since these images are not widely 

circulated or easily accessible for many people, today’s public, as a 

whole, cannot include Japanese-Canadians in identity-building 

discourse. Ethnic Japanese civilians are thus not depicted as active 

players in the rise of Richmond. Instead, they are only acknowledged on 

tourism and public resource sites as footnotes, as subservient fishers who 

were whittled down to a microscopic, powerless enclave after their 

interment in WWII. In producing a history of the city, Richmondites 

                                                
19 Todd, Richmond Canneries, Japanese Repairing Nets. 
20 Todd, "BC Canneries, Jap Boys Filling Cans”; 

Todd, Richmond Canneries; Japanese Women with Babies ont Their Backs; 

Filling Cans  
21 Todd, Richmond Canneries; Japanese Women with Babies ont Their Backs 
22 Todd, Richmond Canneries, Two Little Japanese Girls Play on the Wharf. 
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have them left out, because visual records of individual lives and 

economic contributions have not been disseminated, thereby eliminating 

opportunities to depict the diversity of Japanese-Canadians within the 

local “imagined community.” 23 

Family networks and familial involvement in the economic 

operations of Steveston-Richmond were evidently a dynamic component 

of how the local Japanese community ran. Mothers brought their babies 

to work, which speaks volumes about familial and social structures 

within the community. In 1913, many Canadian mothers were expected 

to embody Victorian values and stay at home to bring up their children. 

In this case, Japanese-Canadian values allowed for some flexibility in 

gender roles for women. Many babies were “raised” in workplaces like 

canneries, often until they were able to go to school, and this was a 

departure from the strict Victorian-era separation between the private 

home and public work spheres. As well, since young boys also worked 

in canneries (presumably outside of school days, as children were 

encouraged to get an education), economic participation from the entire 

family must have been a necessity in order to keep the local fishing and 

canning industry alive. With this in mind, it stands that Japanese settlers 

were absolutely crucial to Richmond’s infrastructure and economy. 

The four above photos (Figures 1 to 4) were all taken by the 

same photographer, Frederick Dundas Todd, within a short span of time 

and are therefore best considered together. The nature of these 

photographs is rather candid: there is no explicit staging of the Japanese-

Canadian subjects. They are caught in what appears to be authentic, 

everyday moments. Aside from the two boys in the cannery who looked 

up and smiled at the camera as their picture was being taken, not very 

many of the other subjects even seemed to know that they were being 

photographed at all. Certainly, they did not seem to mind being in the 

picture, as some would have noticed a camera being set up and still 

remained in the frame. This set of non-orchestrated images could 

potentially be assessed as accurate, genuine representations of what work 

and play was like in the community. The social environment also did not 

simply revolve around individual family units. With a high concentration 

of Japanese-Canadians in the neighbourhood, a sense of togetherness and 

wider community can be detected from another photo of cannery 

                                                
23 Anderson, 187-206. 
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employees (mostly Japanese) and their families.24 Given the structure of 

work on boats, on wharves, and in canneries, these are people who would 

almost certainly have interacted with one another outside of this single 

instance, be it as coworkers or friends. 25  By 1913, it is clear that 

Japanese-Canadians were deeply rooted in Richmond and deserved a 

place in the city’s community narrative. 

 
Figure 5: Japanese Benevolent Society Hall 26 

 

Another theme from the online archives points to the Japanese-

Canadians’ integration into the rest of Richmond’s settler society. One 

notable photograph depicts a congregation in front of the Japanese 

Benevolent Society Hall (Figure 5).27 Based solely on this image without 

any context, Japanese-Canadians were not yet seen as social-cultural 

                                                
24 List of Families in Cannery-Owned Housing, 1936, Richmond Archives, File 

603-3, digitized on Richmond Archives website: 

https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/list-of-families-in-

cannery-owned-housing.jpg; 

Cannery Workers and Their Families at Vancouver Cannery, 1912, Richmond 

Archives, RCF 185, digitized on Richmond Archives website: 

https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/rcf-185.jpg 
25 Cannery Workers and Their Families at Vancouver Cannery. 
26 Japanese Benevolent Society Hall, ca. 1900, City of Richmond Archives, 

1977 21 15, digitized on City of Richmond Archives website: 

http://archives.richmond.ca/archives/InmagicImages/ImagesOld/1977-0021-

00015.jpg?width=1200&404=no-img.jpg 
27 Japanese Benevolent Society Hall. 

https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/list-of-families-in-cannery-owned-housing.jpg
https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/list-of-families-in-cannery-owned-housing.jpg
https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/rcf-185.jpg
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threats to the rest of settler Richmond. Instead, the Society’s existence 

paid homage to the internal community, pride, and fellowship. The 

Society worked alongside the rest of the city to build a collective 

imagined community based on the partnership of Japanese- and 

European-Canadians. Japanese presence added to the energy and 

vibrancy of Richmond. 

 
Figure 6: Japanese and Caucasians in Group Photo 28 

 

A second indicator of integration, however partial, is a photo of 

Japanese and European settlers together. 29  Unlike with previously 

examined images, this one was carefully staged, with all subjects 

positioned in formal poses. All are dressed in western-style clothing, the 

men in suits and the women in clean blouses and long skirts, and the 

subjects are staring directly at the camera with upright postures. The 

context of the photo is not mentioned on either the photo or the 

accompanying BC Archives site description. The shot was deliberately 

set up and the subjects posed for some purpose. Perhaps this required the 

Caucasian subjects to tolerate being around Japanese people. Equally 

                                                
28 Japanese and Caucasians in Group Photo, ca. 1880, BC Archives, C-07914, 

digitized on BC Archives website: http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/japanese-

and-caucasians-in-group-photo 
29 Japanese and Caucasians in Group Photo. 

http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/japanese-and-caucasians-in-group-photo
http://search.bcarchives.gov.bc.ca/japanese-and-caucasians-in-group-photo
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true could be that the subjects were business partners or friends, and this 

photo was commissioned to display in an office or to commemorate the 

moment. The absence of more information on the photo leaves it open to 

interpretation. Nevertheless, the Caucasian subjects do not appear to 

mind being in the same photo as Japanese-Canadians. 

Institutionally and culturally, Japanese-Canadians were also 

included in Richmond. There was a Japanese Hospital, where white 

doctors and nurses treated Japanese patients. A few were even given 

basic training and knowledge to help prevent sickness and care for ill 

family and friends back in their communities. 30  Japanese-Canadians 

were not simply left to fend for themselves in terms of community health 

and medical care. Moreover, education for children was non-segregated. 

In a kindergarten graduation photo from 1930, Japanese students sat 

alongside other children. 31  In this aspect, Japanese children did not 

appear to receive segregated educations—they attended the same schools 

and classes as children from non-Japanese backgrounds, and this would 

not have been the reality if the neighbourhood (or at least the provincial 

and federal governments) did not deem Japanese people as deserving the 

same resources and foundations as everyone else. Although racism was 

still very much pervasive in interwar British Columbia, Japanese-

Canadians were not explicitly segregated and targeted as a whole, and 

here, future Japanese-Canadians were given equal opportunities. 

 

Conclusion 

In brief, it is absolutely crucial to compare popular public 

narratives with more “hidden” pieces of history. What is disseminated 

by the authors of public history (municipal websites, for instance) holds 

great value, since these forms of media are how many people will 

                                                
30 The Steveston Japanese Hospital, Richmond Archives, 1978 14 10, digitized 

on Richmond Archives website: 

https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/1978-14-10.jpg?w=584; 

Japanese Hospital, ca. 1897, City of Richmond Archives, 1978 14 11, digitized 

on City of Richmond Archives website: 

http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/search/datasearch/Images.aspx?ID=1

504 
31 Steveston United Church, 1930, City of Richmond Archives, 1978 31 45, 

digitized on City of Richmond Archives website: 

http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/search/datasearch/Images.aspx?ID=1

951 

https://richmondarchives.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/1978-14-10.jpg?w=584
http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/search/datasearch/Images.aspx?ID=1504
http://www.richmond.ca/cityhall/archives/search/datasearch/Images.aspx?ID=1504
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encounter certain aspects of Richmond’s history for the first time. In 

writing history, some groups—in this case, pre-WWII Japanese-

Canadians—are left out. Primary image sources from online archives 

reveal an extensive history in Richmond. Images, though challenging to 

work with on their own, are valuable for providing new insights into 

Richmond’s history. Such sources humanize an entire community that, 

although still present in modern-day Richmond, has now largely been 

excluded from the “imagined community-building” through being 

erased from the early years of Richmond. The realities of Japanese-

Canadians were shaped by gendered, racialized, and political discourses 

from the onset of Japanese immigration in the late nineteenth century. In 

addition, a wide range of attitudes and social nuances worked to make 

the history in Richmond even more complex. Yet all Japanese-Canadians 

are considered to have been victims of irrational, racially-based WWII 

fear-mongering or cogs-in-the-machine fishermen. In this, Japanese 

voices are being spoken for—real-life citizens are treated as characters, 

not people who had a pivotal role in constructing the city’s rich history. 

With a huge Japanese community in Richmond in the twenty-

first century, it is unquestionably critical to change how history is told 

through incorporating all sources possible to avoid reducing the 

contributions and presence of a group to a lone mention. Reminding the 

public of the history that created the present-day community should be a 

given. History should also strive to create a consciousness around 

Japanese-Canadian lives for both Japanese and non-Japanese residents 

to resurface an often overshadowed and overlooked past. This is a matter 

of honesty, fairness, inclusion, justice, and integrity—a historical 

narrative missing a significant chunk of its past cannot be ethically called 

“history”, and with Japanese-Canadian history in Richmond, there is yet 

a long way to go. 
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“Oui Will Not Go”: Examining Competing Claims to 

Nationhood within the Province of Québec 

 

Carmen Watson 

 

The aim of this paper is not to delve into the political discourse 

surrounding Indigenous Rights in past and present-day Canada — such 

as examining land claim agreements, social inequality and racialized 

violence, or the constitutionality of Indigenous Rights under the Indian 

Act and the Constitution Act, 1982. The aim, instead, is to address the 

lack of scholarship that surrounds the tension between competing claims 

of nationhood, sometimes expressed as sovereignty movements, existing 

within the geographical boundaries of a specific region. The competing 

claims to nationhood explored in this essay are those of: the Québécois 

nationalist movement (the mouvement souverainiste, as it is often 

referred to in Québec); the Mohawk First Nation of Kanesatake, more 

widely known for their involvement in the Oka Crisis in 1990; and the 

response of James Bay Cree First Nation to the Québécois referendum 

of 1995. 1  While the three movements are based on specific 

configurations of nationalism, the Mohawk and Cree calls for autonomy 

and sovereignty clash with Québec’s own call for sovereignty, due to the 

territorial boundaries within which they take place. Though there is 

considerable discourse surrounding the concept of Québécois 

sovereignty, and questions of Indigenous self-governance and 

autonomy, again, there appears to be no discourse surrounding the 

interplay of the two topics. Herein lies a significant part of this essay’s 

main argument: It appears that when two nations attempt to affirm their 

respective collective identities — sometimes using substantially similar 

logic and definitions to justify and legitimize their claims to nationhood 

— within one set of territorial boundaries, there is an inevitable clash. 

What is often identifiable in the moment where competing movements 

clash, is the amplification of the respective nationalist movements in the 

face of the perceived threat that the other movement represents.  

 I argue that in the aftermath of the failed Meech Lake Accord, 

which was nearly universally viewed within Québec as a significant 

                                                
1 This author is responsible for all translations in this essay, unless noted 

otherwise. 
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setback for nationalist aspirations, there began to emerge a particular 

kind of nationalist discourse, specifically within Québec. In short, the 

intervention being made in this essay is that within Québec, there exists 

more than one claim to nationhood, which use fundamentally similar 

definitions of historical identities to establish the eventual calls to 

sovereignty. It is the emergence of separate visions of nationalism — one 

taking place in 1990 in Oka in the wake of a proposed development 

project, and one taking place in James Bay in response to the Québécois 

referendum in 1995 — that led to a significant tension between them and 

the Québécois vision of nationalism. The intervention being made in this 

essay was spurred by a collection of articles published in Le Devoir over 

the course of the Oka Crisis (July-September 1990), most of which 

pointed to what could be defined as a strained relationship between 

Québécois nationalism and Mohawk sovereignty. 2  Further research 

pointed to a similar situation, with Québécois nationalism and Cree 

sovereignty. I shall first explore the three individual claims to nationhood 

(Québécois, Mohawk and Cree), as well as the grounds on which they 

establish their common or collective identity. As a crucial aspect of their 

individual claims, I will then explore how each nation pursues the 

concept of sovereignty, exploring what is brought forward by each party 

as their motivation. It is after this that I will be able to establish the 

tensions that exist between them, as it will further prove the notion of 

competing claims to nationhood within the province of Québec.  

I must first establish Québec’s historical claim to nationhood, 

and the grounds upon which they establish their collective identity. For 

Québec, it is a matter of culture, of language, and of a shared struggle. It 

is often argued, within Québec, that the Québécois are their own people 

precisely because of this combination of factors, and because they have 

“fought” long and hard to establish the identity that they now possess.3 

It is based on this view, and this historical conceptualization of a distinct 

                                                
2 Le Devoir is known for its influence, and in terms of the respect it garners in 

Québec. With regards to its significance within Québec, it is similar to The 

New York Times in the United States or Le Monde in France. Cited from: Jean 

Charron and Frédérick Bastien, “Les parlementaires québécois et Le Devoir 

dans le monde des médias,” Communcations 29.2 (2012): 

https://communication.revues.org/2784?lang=en#text. 
3 Paul Gérin-Lajoie, “Deux visions opposées du Canada,” Le Devoir, July 26, 

1990. 

https://communication.revues.org/2784?lang=en#text
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society (société distincte) that the Québécois call for sovereignty as a 

nation. 

 It is important to understand the historical events that led to the 

creation of a a collective Québécois identity, and how this later affected 

their calls for secession from Canada. Sociologist Jacques Beauchemin 

dates the origins of this identity to 1760, in terms of establishing the 

seeds that would later flourish into the strong concept Québécois 

nationalism. This is because of the number of inhabitants with French 

roots (an estimated 60,000 to 75,000 inhabitants of New France), and the 

relatively smaller number of French-origin newcomers between 1608 

and 1760 (an estimated 10,000). 4  What began to formulate the 

Québécois identity, according to Beauchemin’s fellow sociologist 

Marcel Rioux, was the development of a homogenous New France and 

of the notion of the habitant canadien (essentially, the Canadian 

inhabitant).5  As such, La Conquête (the Conquest), near the end the 

Seven Years War (in 1760) essentially reinforced these seedlings of a 

collective identity. 6  Beauchemin cites Rioux, again, to affirm that a 

société distincte (distinct society) had begun to evolve since les premiers 

jours de la colonie (the colony’s first days), and whose identity would 

begin to position and define itself around the concept of la présence de 

l’autre (the presence of the other).7 The “others” in this situation were 

the British colonists, and later, white Anglophone Canadians. 

Establishing themselves in relation to Anglophone Canadians, there is a 

specific tension that continues to erupt at points. For instance, in an 

article published in Le Devoir, Québec accuses the federal government 

(specifically “Mulroney’s Conservative ministers of English-speaking 

Canada”) of “categorically refus[ing] to admit the possibility of Québec 

someday achieving sovereignty.” 8  The article verbalizes Québec’s 

                                                
4 Jacques Beauchemin, “L’identité franco-québécoise d’hier à aujourd’hui : la 

fin des vieilles certitudes,” Liberté 51.3 (2009): 20. 
5 Ibid.  
6 The Seven Years War, though fought throughout the world, was most relevant 

to the North American context. The French loss of the war meant that the 

British then regained control of what is now Canada. Thus, France now had no 

actual place in the Northern part of North America (they retained part of what 

is now Louisiana).  
7 Beauchemin, “L’identité franco-québécoise d’hier à aujourd’hui,” 21. 
8 Guy Taillefer, “Les conservateurs anglophones refusent de croire à la 

souveraineté du Québec”, Le Devoir, August 20, 1990.  
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frustration, explaining that in the aftermath of the failed Meech Lake 

Accord, Anglo Canada was blind to the Québecois rejection of 

federalism, comparing Canada’s actions to trying to piece together a 

broken vase.9 What is most significant about the timing of this article is 

that it was published during the Oka Crisis, suggesting that Québec could 

have seen its sovereignty and Québécois identity as under threat by 

multiple “others” — English-speaking Canada and the Mohawks of 

Kanesatake. This will be explored in depth in a later paragraph, as it is 

important to return to the historical construction of Québécois identity. 

 The developing Québécois identity (from the late 18th century 

onwards), as Jacques Beauchemin explains, continued to grow around 

and be shaped by defining forces. First, there was the Church and the 

clergy, which became “the agents of the homogenization and 

sacralization of Québécois society.” 10  The aspect of the Church is 

significant because of the juxtaposition of the British (English-speaking 

Canadians) and their Protestantism, versus the French-Canadians and 

their Catholicism. The clergy’s role extended beyond their uncontested 

positioning in terms of the parish’s authority, merging into aspects of 

everyday life, such as education. The Church and clergy’s strong role 

within the institutional structures of that era “contributed to the 

development of a strongly homogenized people.”11 Again referencing 

Rioux, Beauchemin contends that though illiteracy surged following the 

Conquest, society was “folklorized”, as is seen in “any colonized society 

characterized by the promotion of tradition, of family, and of religion.”12  

 A second defining force, in terms of what shaped the Québécois 

identity and helped it evolve, was social organization and its subsequent 

                                                
9 The Meech Lake Accord was the result of Québec not having formally moved 

to accept Pierre Trudeau’s repatriation of the Canadian constitution in 1981 and 

1982 (Constitution Act, 1982). The Accord was intended to have been signed 

by all ten provinces, and amongst other provisions, would have recognized 

Québec as being a société distincte, thus recognizing a strong and distinct 

collective identity. The Accord failed to gain approval from all ten provinces, 

and as such, was not passed. Newfoundland and Labrador did not submit it for 

vote in front of their provincial House of Assembly. Manitoba required 

unanimous consent of its Legislative Assembly, and failed to achieve this as the 

vote did not pass. This all unravelled in the summer of 1990, in the weeks 

preceding the eruption of the Oka Crisis. 
10 Beauchemin, “L’identité franco-québécoise d’hier à aujourd’hui,” 21. 
11 Ibid, 22. 
12 Ibid. 
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links to basic sociability and weaker regulatory institutions. Beauchemin 

relies on Fernand Dumont (another prominent Québécois sociologist) 

and the latter’s arguments to establish this. In short, Dumont posited that 

because “social organization” had been directly tied to the concept of 

basic sociability, in combination with the “relative weakness” of 

regulatory institutions, this gave way to (until 1840) unified discourse 

amongst the society’s largest social institutions. 13  This “certainly 

contributed to the development of a common identity,” or collective 

identity.14 Because of the geographic vastness of New France, regions 

were often highly rural and isolated. As such, Beauchemin highlights the 

significance of solidarity, and points to how French-Canadian society 

was often very much organized on a local basis. That is to say, they were 

based on family, on rank and on neighbours. I must add to this, in terms 

of emphasizing the personal nature of society at that time, in the sense 

that personal (social) relationships regularly mattered in terms of 

survival. Having a strong personal relationship with one’s neighbour 

could mean the difference between life and death, in an area where 

winters regularly drop in to the negative forties. When it came to the fur 

trade or business throughout what is now called Québec, this mattered 

greatly, as the “territory was immense” and the means of communication 

were underdeveloped.15  

 Furthermore, while the province of Québec did exist after la 

Conquête , from 1763-1791, it was later fractured and replaced with the 

creation of Upper and Lower Canada in 1791. The Quebec Act of 1774 

partially restored French civil law and reasserted certain aspects of the 

Catholic Church’s authority, following the French loss of the Seven 

Years War. The political setup meant to be brought forth by the Act was 

intended to promote the collaboration and consensus of the French-

speaking population within the new “political regime” (at the end of the 

Seven Years War).16 Beauchemin notes that the Act was often viewed as 

a “moral pact” between the “conquerers” (the British) and the 

“conquered” (the people of New France, or, French-Canadians). Herein 

lies a crucial aspect of the dynamic behind Québec’s claims to 

nationhood — the Québécois (French-Canadians at the time) viewed 

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid, 23. 
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themselves as a people that had been conquered, or in other words, a 

people that had a legitimate fear in terms of how this could affect the 

identity that had been established up until that point. For them, this could 

mean the loss of the French language, French-Canadian customs 

(specific styles of dress, of music, of art), French-Canadian culture (the 

links established earlier in terms of the Catholic Church’s influence on 

society and sociability), and in a very particular sense, the loss of the 

French-Canadian collective identity.  

 In 1791, Britain passed the Constitutional Act of 1791, which 

Beauchemin describes as having responded to bourgeois English 

merchants’ desires to “see the colony (Québec) governed by a legislative 

assembly.”17 This Act was what divided a vast territory in to Upper and 

Lower Canada, and as a consequence, splitting what had once been 

Québec. The following decades saw various levels of unrest and 

frustration, in both French-Canadian and Anglophone communities. 

Beauchemin explains that facing the fear of assimilation (into the 

Anglophone sphere of life), French-Canadians needed to determine the 

best way to resist such a crisis.18 It is in the midst of this issue that the 

Catholic Church reemerges as a strong institution, “fusing” together the 

notion of a nation and religion, with the “latter becoming guarantor to 

the former’s survival” and providing it with the “base of its identity, a 

sign of its singularity in an Anglo-Saxon and Protestant [North] 

America.”19 While it is not the purpose of this essay to explore the entire 

political history of Québec, it is important to have understood the 

historical aspects of a collective French-Canadian identity (later, the 

collective Québécois identity). This must be done in order to explore the 

future rigidity and ardent protectionist mentality behind the tension that 

arises from competing nationalist movements.  

 It is reasonable to posit that the historical instability and 

recurring threats to the survival of Québécois culture (i.e. loss of the 

French language in a largely Anglophone environment, loss of public 

representation in the legislature which could have affected political 

interests, loss of customs and traditions, loss of Catholicism in the wake 

of Anglo-Saxon Protestantism, etc.), could have contributed to a fervent 

                                                
17 Ibid, 24. 
18 Ibid, 25. 
19 Ibid, 25. 
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desire to protect the collective identity that had been established. The 

société distincte that had begun to emerge began to believe in the need 

to protect themselves from assimilation. Beauchemin argues that the 

French-Canadian identity was in part inspired by the fears surrounding 

its own possible loss, explaining that “collective survival” seemed to 

have to go through a “crystallization” of traits that aimed to “substantiate 

the collective identity.” 20  The “French-Canadian historical 

consciousness” thus encompassed these characteristics, considered 

“exclusive” to their community (collectivité), which essentially 

prompted the internal recognition  of one’s own sense of belonging in a 

collective sense. 21  Defining themselves as a people, as a société 

disctincte with their own historical consciousness (separate from they 

viewed as an encroaching “other”), their own language, culture and 

customs, the Québécois established themselves as a nation. Their belief 

in their status as a nation is crucial, for it is this pushes their calls for 

sovereignty — specifically secession from Canada. It is their own calls 

for sovereignty, and the associated political and geographical 

consequences, that then interplay with the calls for sovereignty made by 

the Mohawks of Kanesatake, and the Cree of James Bay. 

 Québecois calls for secession are part of the mouvement 

souverainiste (Québec’s separatist movement), which holds that as a 

nation, Québec maintains that same distinct cultural identity in 

comparison with English-speaking Canada. The relationship between 

Canada and Québec, according to the mouvement souverainiste, is one 

of a nation within a country, as well as one of a near colonized-colonizer 

dynamic. This has often given way to friction within Canadian politics, 

because of the implications of a potential rupture of Canadian federalism, 

and the prevalence of souverainiste discourse within the more recent 

political conversations over the status of Québec at a federal level. 

Sociologist Sylvie Lacombe explains that from an Anglo-Canadian point 

of view, the mouvement souverainiste is not simply Québec’s 

“affirmation nationale,” but rather an attempt at destroying Canada.22 

Lacombe further elaborates on the skewed view of secession, and 
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explains that there is a tendency to be fearful and mistrusting because of 

the belief that Québec would be plunged into anarchy and violence 

should they achieve full self-governance and autonomy.23 Because there 

are such strong ties between the mouvement souverainiste and the 

conceptualization of Québécois identity, opposition to it can be 

perceived as opposition to a large part of the Québécois identity itself. It 

should be understood that I am not implying that all Québécois identify 

with the mouvement souverainiste, and nor am I implying that all 

English-speaking Canadians intentionally minimize the concept of 

Québécois identity.  

 The purpose of describing the contentious relationship between 

English-speaking Canada and Québec is to establish the contrast between 

the Canada/Québec relationship, and later the respective 

Québec/Kanesatake Mohawks and Québec/James Bay Cree 

relationships, specifically in terms of their calls for sovereignty. In other 

words, Québec’s collective identity and status as a nation pushes them to 

seek a sovereignty that they do not wish to acknowledge in other peoples 

(or to put it more bluntly, nations) within what Québec sees as its own 

borders. A point of semi-agreement in recent decades, however, in terms 

of the definition of Québécois identity is the concept of the société 

distincte. 

 Referring again to the failed Meech Lake Accord, an article 

published on July 26, 1990 in Le Devoir criticizes the federal 

government’s approach to Québec’s status as a société distincte.24 The 

article describes the failed Accord as having pitted two different visions 

of Canada against each other, one of federalism (supported by the 

majority of English-speaking Canada) and one of a nation within a 

country (thus entailing special rights, supported by the majority of the 

Québécois). The article deems these two different visions to be 

irreconcilable because of the misinterpretation and lack of 

acknowledgement in terms of the rights associated with the status of 

Québec as a société distincte. While the author expresses a sort of 

reserved optimism in terms of the possibility of saving what he refers to 

as an “emotionally shipwrecked” marriage (a Canada with two opposing 
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visions), he provides little remedy to the situation. The article itself is not 

a revealing document, in the sense that it does not all of the sudden 

present a topic that had not been raised until that point. It does, however, 

relate to the tensions that would come to fruition, once again, with the 

election of Québec’s Parti Québécois in 1994.  

 With Québec’s election of the Parti Québécois, led by Jacques 

Parizeau, there were renewed calls for secession. The provincial 

government began to draft the necessary material, publicly introducing a 

bill which moved for a declaration of unilateral independence, in 

December 1994. They later introduced the Act Respecting the Future of 

Québec (Bill 1) in their National Assembly on September 7, 1995.25 

Following a contentious lead up to the referendum, during which both 

sides were convinced of a future victory. In the French record of the 

Hansard, the official records of Parliament, Jean Chrétien (the Prime 

Minister at the time) is shown to have believed the Non vote (the 

federalist vote) would prevail. His remarks pointed to the public 

perception of a strong federalist victory; Chrétien, using language he 

would later regret, predicted “… vous allez en manger une belle.”26 The 

English-language version of the Hansard diplomatically translates this as 

“… then you’ll really have to face the music.”27 Any Quebecer, however, 

would have understood this to mean something much more similar to 

“we’ll clean your clocks.” What is perhaps most significant about 

Chrétien’s remarks is that the referendum saw the Oui vote come within 

nearly one percent of winning. The referendum saw a participation rate 

of 93.52%, with 2,308,360 votes being cast for the Oui and 2,362,648 

votes being cast for the Non. In terms of percentages, the Oui captured 

49.42% of the overall accepted ballots, and the Non captured 50.58%.28 
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Though the referendum held in 1995 did not see a victorious separatist 

vote, it did prove that federalists had, until that point, underestimated just 

how seriously Québec sought secession; a simple one percent difference 

could have changed the course of Canadian and Québécois history. 

 Having dedicated a considerable amount of this essay to 

exploring the Québécois collective identity, nationalist movement, and 

calls for sovereignty, I must now introduce the concept of Mohawk self-

determination and Mohawk nationalism. I choose to specifically refer to 

the Mohawk First Nation of Kanesatake because of the significance of 

the Oka Crisis, which officially began in July 1990. I will establish the 

claims to nationhood that were made by the Mohawk First Nation of 

Kanesatake, drawing on the historical aspects of their collective identity 

relates to their claims as a nation in a post-colonial setting.  

 It should first be established that a fundamental principle of a 

collective identity, and its subsequent relationship with nationalism, is 

the concept of territorial boundaries. More specifically, it often becomes 

of a question of land title. Within the Canadian context, discourse 

surrounding the question of Aboriginal land claim agreements and land 

title has become more prevalent at both national and provincial levels. 

While this is indicative of progress in terms of the relationship between 

Canada and its Indigenous peoples in a post-colonial setting, the 

discourse does not necessarily take place without a clash of some sort, 

whether political or physical. At Oka, the clash was both political and 

physical, between representatives of the province of Québec’s political 

authority and the Mohawks of Kanetasake. Linda Pertusati, a scholar of 

Ethnic Studies, explains that in recent decades, the “ethno-political 

confrontations between Aboriginal peoples and the state” have been 

struggles over land rights and the control of natural resources.29 Oka was 

no exception. Pertusati adds that issues such as “self-government, 

economic self-determination, and treaty rights have been subsumed 

under that primary struggle,” and that “[m]aintaining and re-gaining a 

land base is paramount to the survival of Aboriginal peoples as 

nations.”30  

                                                
29Linda Pertusati, “The 1990 Mohawk-Oka Conflict: The Importance of 
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30 Ibid. 
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 A “sacred concept,” land is “rooted in a history and a sense of 

responsibility to that history.”31 There is thus a clear link between some 

of the Indigenous conceptualizations of nationhood and land. In terms of 

how this relates to the Oka Crisis, it is important to understand that for 

nearly 400 years, the Kanesatake Mohawks had asserted their ancestral 

rights to 154 square miles of land, which had been “expropriated for the 

use of the St. Sulpice religious settlement.”32 At the same time, continued 

“land expropriation” left the Kanesatake Mohawks a mere 3.6 square 

miles.33 In short, the Mohawks of Kanesatake were victim to significant 

repetitive decisions that eroded their autonomy and sovereignty as a 

nation, in the sense that the territory they argued to be theirs was often 

not agreed upon by the province of Québec. While the Kanesatake band 

Council formally approached the federal government in 1977 to establish 

their land claim, it was rejected in 1986, and as of 2010, has yet to be 

resolved within the context a formal federal agreement.34 

 What contributed to the tension that would later spark the Oka 

Crisis was that in 1990, was the town’s proposal to develop a large golf 

course and build roughly sixty luxury housing units, on Mohawk land. 

This would further have reduced the remaining Mohawk territory, 

specifically threatening 45 acres of sacred forested lands, referred to as 

“The Pines.”35 These sacred lands included traditional Mohawk burial 

grounds, and as such, the Mohawks of Kanesatake undertook what they 

viewed to be necessary measures to protect what remained of their 

territory. These measures began in March of 1990, with a Mohawk 

blockade of a “seasonally used, unpaved road” that led to the sacred 

forested area, a portion of which was set to be cut down in order to build 

the golf course and development project.36  The province of Québec 

responded nearly immediately, with a court ruling ordering the Mohawks 

to take down the blockade.  

 Refusing on the grounds that Canada and Québec had no 

jurisdiction over the sovereignty of the Mohawk Nation, the Mohawks 
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of Kanesatake argued that because the land in question was ancestral 

Mohawk territory, a legal injunction would in no way prevent them from 

defending their sacred land. In response, Québec deployed their 

provincial police force (the Sureté du Québec) in great numbers, to patrol 

the area. This then prompted members of the Mohawk Warrior Society 

from various communities to arrive. “Motivated by a sense of history,” 

they brought with them “cultural resources such as a knowledge of and 

responsibility to history,” evoked by older generations of Mohawks who 

could recall the past struggles that their nation had faced.37 Pertusati 

makes a point of explaining the link between history and culture, as she 

resolves that the “heart of culture is a history of shared events” and 

implies that the subsequent “sense of responsibility to history developed 

specifically from a knowledge base of past injustices and struggles.”38 I 

would argue that the Mohawks of Kanesatake perhaps saw a shift in their 

collective identity, influenced by their shared history, because of the 

risks associated with continued threats to their nationhood. In other 

words, being on the brink of losing yet more territory (this time, sacred 

burial grounds) the Mohawks of Kanesatake saw a sort of revitalized 

wave of nationalism. Without the Warriors, there most likely would not 

have been a standoff at Oka. 

 Having established the strong collective identity and sense of 

nationalism that helped spur calls for sovereignty, it is important to now 

examine the historical situation that saw Mohawk sovereignty challenge 

Québec’s — the Oka Crisis. What caused the situation to shift from 

standoff to full-blown crisis, was the death of Cpl. Marcel Lemay, from 

the Sureté du Québec (SQ), on July 11, 1990.39 On the morning of July 

11, as Pertusati explains it, over 100 SQ officers conducted a 

“paramilitary assault upon the 300 Mohawk men, women, and children 

protesters” at Oka. 40  During the “paramilitary assault,” Cpl. Marcel 

Lemay was fatally wounded by a bullet, with each side blaming the other 

as being responsible for the fatality.41 Following the clash between the 
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SQ and the Mohawk, the province sent in an additional 1,500 SQ officers 

(this represented just over a third of the province’s 4,000 officers) to 

surround Kanetasake. What is most interesting is that in the wake of this 

confrontation, it appeared to have elicited a specific kind of pan-

Indigeneity, specifically within the North American context. Pertusati 

refers to this sweeping “display of Aboriginal unity” as having included 

Aboriginal peoples from “all across Canada and the United States who 

had an[d] continue to experience similar land rights and nationhood 

issues.”42 Their show of support included protests and other blockades 

initialized by “Ojibwas from northern Ontario, Algonquins from western 

Quebec, Stlatl'imix from British Columbia, Micmacs from Nova Scotia, 

and Aboriginal peoples from Alberta and Manitoba.”43 Often referred to 

as the crise autochtone or the crise amérindienne (the Aboriginal Crisis) 

in Québécois media, there appeared to — for the first time — evolve a 

specific kind of discourse surrounding the various claims to nationhood 

within the geographic boundaries of Québec.44 This discourse would 

continue, and in 1995, the Cree of James Bay would themselves become 

more vocal participants in the challenging conversation.  

 One of the specific demands made by the Mohawk was the 

official recognition of the sovereignty of the Mohawk First Nation 

throughout the country, on behalf of both the federal and provincial 

governments, with a spokesperson arguing specifically for a separate 

judicial system.45  In terms of Oka, the Mohawks specifically sought to 

regain control over the land which they argued to be ancestral territory. 

Such status would have meant both political and economic control of the 

area, and most importantly, it would have signalled a federal and 

provincial recognition of the Mohawk collective identity, its links to 

land, and the acceptance of the Mohawk Nation. In response to not only 
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the Mohawk calls for sovereignty, but to the broader surge in Aboriginal 

unity, white Quebecers reacted largely with frustration and fear at both a 

regional level (in the communities surrounding Oka) and federal level.46  

 Identifying as a nation, the Mohawks at Oka began informal 

negotiations with Québec’s provincial government the day following 

Cpl. Lemay’s death, and articulated that they sought the “complete 

withdrawal of the SQ [from Kanehsatake and Kahnawake]”, and 

“[p]articipation by the federal government in discussions regarding the 

land dispute with the Mohawk nation on a nation-to-nation basis.”47 

They also sought the “a permanent agreement that the golf course 

wouldn’t expand [into The Pines],” and a “fair solution to the land claim 

issue” once the barricades were removed.48 While a tentative agreement 

was reached on July 15, it fell through the following day, once it was 

understood that Canadian Armed Forces were set the replace the SQ at 

Oka. In response to the growing tension, the Department of Indian 

Affairs announced that the federal government had plans to purchase the 

land originally intended to be developed as the golf course, with the goal 

of then turning it over to the Kanesatake Band Council. Pertusati 

explains that the Mohawks originally rejected this proposal based on the 

argument that “the land was theirs and that there would be no justice in 

using what was in effect Aboriginal money to buy Aboriginal land.”49 

Quoting a protester at the time, Pertusati writes that neither the provincial 

or federal governments understood that the land “was not for sale,” and 

as such, “how could Oka sell land and Ottawa buy land that wasn’t theirs 

to begin with?.”50 

 With significant political back and forth taking place between 

the federal and provincial governments, the situation appeared to have 

become one that neither government knew how to solve without fear of 

losing face. In a Le Devoir article published midway through the Crisis, 

the journalist explains that Canada had been “plunged into a profound 

crisis which involves all of the country’s Aboriginal groups and all levels 

of government,” and that Canada’s crise autochtone could be seen as a 
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complication or delay in terms of Québec’s future possibility of 

“redefining their status vis-à-vis Canada.”51 In terms of the involvement 

and support of the country’s Aboriginal groups, a similar Le Devoir 

article expresses that this support — Pertusati’s sweeping “display of 

Aboriginal unity” — is “thus a reflection of widespread, profound, and 

very serious discontent” amongst Canada’s Indigenous peoples.52 The 

writer of the second article refers to the failed Meech Lake Accord, 

synthesizing the failure as an Anglophone majority rejecting a 

francophone (Québécois) minority. The twist, as explained in the article, 

is that Québec (as the majority within the context of the crise autochtone) 

is now being rejected, in a sense, by a “now-visible and unsettling 

Aboriginal minority” seeking “national sovereignty.”53 

 Pertusati cites protesters and members of the Warrior Society 

to explain that for the Mohawks at Oka, it was never simply about the 

golf course — “it was a fight for Mohawk nationhood.”54 The erection 

of the barricades and blockades were an “assertion of [Mohawk] 

nationhood and the right to determine what happens to [Mohawk] land.” 

As such, the “attack” on the barricades was seen as an “attack” on 

Mohawk nationhood, and the denial of their “right to exist as a nation.”55 

As Pertusati herself notes, it is important to understand that while the 

Warrior movement did not represent the beliefs of all Mohawks, 

similarly to the souverainiste party not representing the beliefs of all the 

Québécois. 

 In short, the Oka Crisis drew to an official close on September 

26, 1990. What is most noticeable at the end of the Crisis is the way in 

which the Québécois and Mohawk views of the conclusion differ. Le 

Devoir reported on the morning of September 27 that the Warriors at 

Oka had “surrendered” or “given in” (“Les Warriors d’Oka se rendent”), 

insinuating a sort of victory in the process, and concluding that the crise 

amérindienne had come to an end, 78 days after the initial “siege” of The 
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Pines.56 The Mohawks, however, announced that their “surrender” had 

in fact been an “act of completion in that they had awakened the world 

community to the larger political issue concerning Mohawk nationhood 

as well as to the plight of all Aboriginal nations.” 57  While Québec 

believed the crise autochtone to be over, questions surrounding the 

sovereignty of Indigenous peoples would once again come to light, 

specifically during Québec’s referendum in 1995.  

 Having established the significance of collective identity, 

nationhood and territory, and their relation to Mohawk calls for 

sovereignty, it is important to now explore the second case of competing 

claims to nationhood within the province of Québec. This second case is 

that of the James Bay Cree, and is most identifiable at the time of 

Québec’s 1995 referendum. While tensions existed before the 1995 

Québécois referendum, there had no been direct clash between the 

concepts of two nations — that of Québec, and that of the Cree.58 In the 

following section, I will establish the clash between these two claims to 

nationhood, examining the process through which the Cree of James Bay 

identified themselves as an opposing nation as well as providing an 

explanation as to the methods undertaken in their assertion of 

nationhood. 

 What is most fascinating about the clash between the two 

respective claims to nationhood, are the methods undertaken by each 

nation. In this case, the Cree of James Bay undertook the same political 

actions to affirm their claims to nationhood — they too held a 

referendum, with similarly impressive participation. What is most 

noticeable in the case of the Cree, is the support garnered by the “We 

Won’t Go” vote, in comparison to the near-one-percent margin between 

the Oui and Non in the Québécois referendum. The significance of the 
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Cree referendum lies within their collective identity as a nation. That is 

to say, the Cree of James Bay identified as a nation on fundamentally 

similar grounds to the Québécois — they saw themselves as a people, 

with a common history, culture, and language that was distinct from the 

majority of their surrounding environments, and saw the surrounding 

populations as impeding the achievement of their national aspirations. 

This was quite well-expressed in the Cree referendum of 1995. 

 It is important to first identify the circumstances surrounding 

the clash, with regards to the question of the Québécois referendum of 

1995, in order to later examine the methods undertaken by the Cree to 

assert their nationhood. Even in the aftermath of the Non vote, questions 

continued to arise as to possible and hypothetical outcomes of a Oui vote, 

had it won. The most significant discourse surrounding the scenario of 

Québec’s secession — in terms of the issues of competing visions of 

nationalism within the province of Québec — involved the Cree of James 

Bay. In short, Québec argued that it would not see itself partitioned, 

should it successfully achieve secession. This was directly challenged by 

the Cree of James Bay, as they criticized the double standard that they 

viewed Québec as having enforced: while Québec could fight for 

recognition as a nation, and benefit from the associated political 

decisions (namely secession), they refused to acknowledge the nations 

that existed within their borders or grant them political autonomy. Grand 

Chief of the Grand Council of the Crees, Matthew Coon Come, 

addressed this question directly in 1995, writing that “[c]urrent political 

developments in Canada and Québec (…) gravely” threatened Cree 

rights.59 The “continuing threat posed by the sovereignist forces,” he 

argued, must be “addressed by the Crees.”60 Viewing the “sovereignist 

forces” of Québec as a “continuing threat,” Coon Come explained that a 

“unilateral declaration of independence by the government of Québec 

would undemocratically change or terminate” the relationship that the 

Cree had developed with the government, Parliament and people of 

Canada. 61  Furthermore, that same unilateral declaration would be 
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perceived by the Cree to be “an attack on [their] fundamental right as a 

people to determine [their] own political future.”62  

 In the weeks leading up to the Québécois referendum, Québec 

unveiled their “Declaration of Sovereignty,” a document which inflicted 

“deep injury” to what Coon Come refers to as the “original inhabitants” 

of the land (Eeyouch): the Cree. 63  In the document, Canada was 

described as having had two founding peoples, something which many 

Inuit and First Nations groups in Québec disputed. Coon Come explained 

that “this myth, this terrible lie of two founding peoples” was a 

historically inaccurate account of the region, and that collective Cree 

history “did not begin when the Europeans arrived in [their] land.”64 This 

represents an integral part of the questions of Cree collective identity, of 

nationhood, and, as a facet of nationhood, sovereignty. Québec’s 

declaration of sovereignty was seen as “shameful,” as the Cree perceived 

it to deny their existence, and as a means of diminishing their status and 

rights as a people. What was “proposed to be done to the Aboriginal 

peoples by the separatists would never be accepted by Québec if it were 

attempted by Canada” — or in other words, the Cree viewed Québec’s 

assertion of Québécois sovereignty (and the subsequent failure of 

recognizing Indigenous groups as autonomous and self-governing, 

specifically rejecting the idea of forced inclusion in a seceded Québec) 

to be highly hypocritical. Coon Come expressed frustration, and pointed 

to a lack of logic in terms of establishing nationhood: how could a people 

who claimed such rights deny those same rights to the Cree?65 

 Coon Come himself acknowledges and speaks of an 

understanding of the “aspirations of Quebecers” while also “fully 

respect[ing] their right to hold consultative referendums and determine 

their future.” 66  He further explains the Cree view on Québécois 

sovereignty, however, by writing that “this cannot, and will not, be done 

at the expense of [Cree] rights” because the Cree have the “self-same 

right to [their own] aspirations and to determine [their own] future.”67 

As such, Coon Come put the possibility of Cree participation in 
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Québec’s secession bluntly: “We won’t go.” 68  And in response to 

Québec’s referendum, the Cree held their own on October 24, 1995. 

With a participation rate of 77%, 96% of participants voted “We Won’t 

Go”, something which Coon Come describes as having been completely 

ignored by the souverainistes. The Cree were “no longer prepared to be 

treated like second-class people, with second-class rights,” with Coon 

Come arguing that they had “showed at Meech” and “showed at 

Charlottetown” that the “politics of exclusion and the politics of denial” 

were no longer acceptable.69 This meant that they would “no longer 

allow decisions to be made by others that [were theirs], and [only theirs] 

to make.” 70  The Cree saw their own referendum as a democratic 

expression of their will — they did not want to be a part of a seceded 

Québec, they would choose to stay in Canada. Coon Come described the 

Cree as being “committed to working together with the Québécois and 

other Canadians, to building a country that is responsive to all of [their] 

aspirations and priorities, and fully respectful of all [their] rights.”71 The 

Cree, he wrote, would not be “forcibly included into a sovereign 

Quebec,” and that their traditional territory (Eeyou Astchee) would not 

be “forcibly removed from Canada and included in a sovereign 

Québec.”72 

 Once again, the essential argument is that despite using a 

particular definition of nation status, namely one that was founded on 

distinct history, when the very same argument was advanced in a similar 

context by the Cree (who even had a land claim reflecting a unique 

cultural historical and legal status within Canada), the souverainistes 

refused to accept the Crees’ same use of that logic. The Cree argued that 

if Canada was divisible, then so was Québec.73 This interaction, between 

Québécois sovereignty and Cree sovereignty, saw the Cree become more 

vocal about the dangers faced by their established nation with regards to 

a similar movement having developed and occurring in the aftermath of 

the failed Meech Lake Accord. Results showed that in the Québécois 

                                                
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid, 82. 
70 Ibid 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Grand Council of the Crees. “We Rise Up!” episode 3, 1:22:54. Released in 

2013. http://www.gcc.ca/we-rise-up/.  

http://www.gcc.ca/we-rise-up/
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referendum of 1995, 95% of Aboriginal voters, amongst an estimated 

population of 62,000, supported the Non vote. 74  This overwhelming 

Indigenous rejection of Québécois sovereignty points to further tension 

in the dynamic of competing visions of nationalism. This same period, 

between 1987 and 1995 (and, truthfully, continues to this day), saw the 

emergence of discourse surrounding the identification and recognition of 

distinct societies within Canada, and as such, discourse surrounding 

competing visions of nationalism. 

 In conclusion, this essay addressed the lack of scholarship 

surrounding the tension between competing claims to nationhood 

existing with the geographical boundaries of a specific region — 

Québec. Having explored the Québécois nationalist movement, the 

Mohawk First Nation of Kanesatake (specifically within the Oka Crisis 

of 1990), and the response of the James Bay Cree First Nation within the 

context of the Québécois referendum of 1995, I established that all three 

movements were based on specific configurations of nationalism, and 

that they also shared a common logic in terms of viewing themselves as 

distinct groups or societies within a larger setting. It is within this larger 

setting, and in response to the perceived threat of assimilation, forced 

inclusion, or the fear in regards to a loss of significant parts of their 

respective cultural and historical identity that these nations began to 

mobilize and more fervently pursue the recognition of their status as 

nations. While all three of these nationalist movements had previously 

identified as sovereign nations in the past, it appears that it is only in the 

aftermath of the failed Meech Lake Accord that tensions arose as to the 

supremacy of nation-status amongst all three. In response to the failed 

Accord, Québec sought to protect their own interests as a nation — that 

is to say, the political failures of Meech Lake brought the question of 

recognizing Québec as a société distincte to the forefront, due to the 

Québécois nationalist movement’s fears of a power imbalance within the 

federal context. Seeking to protect their conceptualization of the société 

distincte, the sovereignty debate rapidly evolved. During that same 

period (1990), that is in the aftermath of Meech Lake, the Mohawks of 

Kanesatake drew on a similar historical conceptualization of nationhood, 

specifically with regards to their ancestral territory. They sought to 

                                                
74 Jill Wherrett, Aboriginal Peoples and the 1995 Quebec Referendum: A 

Survey of the Issues. [Ottawa, ON]: Political and Social Affairs Division, 1996. 
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establish themselves as a sovereign nation within Québec, in direct 

response to a perceived threat to their traditional collective identity and 

to their rights as a people. Similarly, the Cree of James Bay sought to 

protect their own interests as nation, directly in response to the 

Québécois referendum of 1995. Identifying as a nation, the Cree held 

their own referendum to address the possibility of forced secession, and 

argued that while Québec could assert its claims to nationhood and 

sovereignty, it could not logically refuse those same rights to the Cree. 

 Briefly put, the intervention made in this essay is that within 

Québec, there exist three notable claims to nationhood, all of which use 

fundamentally similar definitions of historical identities to establish their 

calls for sovereignty. It is within this context that they come to clash, as 

it becomes a question of territory and of geographic boundaries in 

relation to collective identities and nationhood. Having examined these 

three individual claims — the Québécois, the Mohawks of Kanesatake, 

and the Cree of James Bay — it is clear that within a post-colonial 

setting, where the concept of colonizer and colonized has perhaps been 

blurred or has shifted over time, there emerge passionate and deeply-held 

configurations of collective identities. More specifically, it is clear that 

the failure of the Meech Lake Accord brought about significant changes 

in the conceptualizations of Québécois and Indigenous (Kanesatake 

Mohawk and James Bay Cree) visions of nationalism, specifically due 

to the fact that all three groups perceived their collective identities, 

nations and subsequent rights as a people come under fire. What is most 

significant about the discourse surrounding these questions of competing 

nationalisms, is that it is ongoing. As such, it is the best interest of not 

only Québec, but the rest of the country to engage in it and seek balanced 

and appropriate solutions to these questions of nations within a nation. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE ATLAS | 2017 

43 

Bibliography 

 

Beauchemin, Jacques. “Nationalisme québécois et crise du lien social.”  

Cahiers de recherche sociologique 25 (1995) : 101-123.  

 

Canada. House of Commons Debates, September 20, 1995 (The Right  

Honourable Jean Chrétien). 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-

archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-

20/227OQ1F.html.  

 

Chalifoux, Éric. “Près de trois siècles de revendications territoriales.”  

Recherches amérindiennes au Québec 39.1-2 (2009) : 109-

113.  

 

Conradi, Alexa. “Uprising at Oka: A Place of Non-identification.”  

Canadian Journal of Communication 34.4 (2009): 547-566. 

 

Coon Come, Matthew. “Dishonourable Conduct: The Crown in Right  

of Canada and Québec, and the James Bay Cree.” 

Constitutional Forum 7.2-3 (1995): 79-85. 

 

Crépeau, François. “The Law of Quebec's Secession.” American  

Review of Canadian Studies 27.1 (1997): 27-50 

 

 Directeur Général des élections au Québec. “Référendums au Québec.”  

Accessed on December 10, 2016, 

http://www.electionsquebec.qc.ca/francais/tableaux/referendu

ms-quebec-8484.php.  

 

Dufour, Christian. “La société distincte.”  Philosophiques 19.2 (1992) :  

55-61.  

 

Gauthier, Gilles.  “L’argumentation sur la question nationale au  

Québec.”  Globe: revue internationale d’études québécoises 

9.1 (2006): 257-274. 

 

 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-20/227OQ1F.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-20/227OQ1F.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-20/227OQ1F.html
http://www.electionsquebec.qc.ca/francais/tableaux/referendums-quebec-8484.php
http://www.electionsquebec.qc.ca/francais/tableaux/referendums-quebec-8484.php


Carmen Watson | “Oui Will Not Go” 

 

44 

Grand Council of the Crees. “We Rise Up!” episode 3, 1:22:54.  

Released in 2013. http://www.gcc.ca/we-rise-up/. 

 

Hébert, Chantal with Jean Lapierre. The Morning After: The 1995  

Québec Referendum and the Day That Almost Was. Toronto, 

ON: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014. 

 

House of Commons Debates, September 20, 1995 (The Right  

Honourable Jean Chrétien). 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-

archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-

20/227OQ1E.html. 

 

Lacombe, Sylvie. “‘Le couteau sous la gorge’ ou la perception du  

souverainisme au Québec.” Recherches sociographiques 39.2-

3 (1998) : 271-290.  

 

“L’identité franco-québécoise d’hier à aujourd’hui : la fin des vieilles  

certitudes.” Liberté 51.3 (2009): 18-33. 

 

Le Devoir, July 1990 — October 1990. 

 

Le Devoir, October — November 1995. 

 

Maclure, Jocelyn. “Authenticités québécoises. Le Québec et la  

fragmentation contemporaine de l’identité.” Globe : revue 

internationale d’études québécoises, 1.1 (1998): 9-35. 

 

Nadeau, Richard. “Le virage souverainiste des Québécois, 1980-1990.”  

Recherches sociographiques 33.1 (1992) : 9-28.  

 

Pertusati, Linda. “The 1990 Mohawk-Oka Conflict: The Importance of  

Culture in Social Movement Mobilization.” Race, Gender & 

Class 3.3 (1996): 89-106. 

 

Powless, Ben.  “Le Québec et les Premières nations. Les deux  

souverainetés sont-elles réconciliables ?” Nouveaux cahiers du 

socialisme 15 (2016) : 207-208. 

http://www.gcc.ca/we-rise-up/
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-20/227OQ1E.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-20/227OQ1E.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/eppp-archive/100/201/301/hansard-f/35-1/227_95-09-20/227OQ1E.html


THE ATLAS | 2017 

45 

Rémillard, Gil. “Souveraineté et fédéralisme.” Les Cahiers de droit  

20.1 (1979) : 237-246. 

 

Salée, Daniel. “Espace public, identité et nation au Québec : mythes et  

méprises du discours souverainiste.” Cahiers de recherche 

sociologique 25 (1995) : 125-153. 

 

“Peuples autochtones et enjeux politiques.” Politiques et Sociétés 23.1  

(2004) : 3-7.  

 

Swain, Harry. Oka: A Political Crisis and Its Legacy. Vancouver, B.C.:  

Douglas & McIntyre, 2010.  

 

Tremblay, Jean-François. “L’autonomie gouvernementale autochtone,  

le droit et le politique, ou la difficulté d’établir des normes en 

la matière.” Politiques et Sociétés 19.2-3 (2000) : 133-151. 

 

Trudel, Pierre. “La crise d’oka de 1990 : retour sur les évènements du  

11 juillet.” Recherches amérindiennes au Québec 39.1 

(2009) : 129-135.  

 

Wherett, Jill. Aboriginal Peoples and the 1995 Quebec Referendum: A  

Survey of the Issues. [Ottawa, ON]: Political and Social 

Affairs Division, 1996. 

 



Helen Wagner | Repatriating Inuit Land and Life 

 

46 

Repatriating Inuit Land and Life:  

Unsettling the Eastern Arctic and  

the Creation of Nunavut 

 

Helen Wagner 

 

One day in the late 1960s John Amagoalik and a friend, both 

students at Iqaluit’s only high school, stood on the balcony overlooking 

the school’s gymnasium. Below them, the Legislative Assembly of the 

Northwest Territories was convened in the largest space available in 

Frobisher Bay—Inuksuk High School’s gym. The Assembly typically 

met in Yellowknife, the territory’s capital, but after 1957 it convened in 

Iqaluit for a session each year in order to be more accessible to the people 

of Canada’s eastern arctic. Inuit like Amagoalik had just recently gained 

the right to vote in the Territory’s elections, with the passing of the 

Northwest Territories Act in 1966.1  

Taking his eyes off the proceedings of the Assembly, Amagoalik 

turned to his friend and announced, “One day we are going to be there, 

to make our own decisions about our people and our land.” 

Only three decades later Amagoalik would be able to look out at 

a crowd of Iqaluit’s residents gathered in that same gymnasium and 

recount this moment for them, proudly. Moments after his speech, 

Amagoalik and other leaders of the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada, alongside 

officials  from the Qallunaat government of Canada would sign the 

Nunavut Accord, which, when ratified by the Inuit by vote on November 

fifth, 1992, marked the beginning of the end to the land claims process 

in the Eastern Arctic, or Nunatsiaq. 2  “We are just about there,” 

announced Northern Affairs Minister Tom Siddon, “Today Canada is 

here to say Yes to Nunavut.”3 

                                                
1 R. Quinn Duffy, “Relinquishing Authority,” in The Road to Nunavut: The 

Progress of the Eastern Arctic Inuit since the Second World War. (Montréal: 

McGill-Queen's University Press, 1988), 227. 
2 “Qallunaat” is an Inuktitut term meaning “outsider,” today it is used to refer 

to non-Inuit people and settlers, most commonly, those who are white. 
3 Jim Bell, “Today Canada is here to say Yes to Nunavut,” Nunatsiaq News, 

November 6, 1992, 

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/april0199/nvt90401_27.html 
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A survivor of what he terms the “High Arctic exile” of the 1950s, 

Amagoalik was steadily involved in politics in the region from 1971 

onwards, and is considered by many to be “the Father of Nunavut.”4 A 

year after signing the Nunavut Accord he was named chief commissioner 

of the Nunavut Implementation Commission (NIC), the organization 

which went on to oversee the arrangements for Nunavut's creation on 

April 1, 1999.5 Sixteen years after the territory was formed, Amagoalik 

remains involved in territorial politics, and still publishes a regular 

column in Nunavut’s leading newspaper, Nunatsiaq News, titled “My 

Little Corner of Canada.” 

 

Introduction 

The separation of Nunavut and the Northwest Territories, ratified 

in 1993 and completed on April 1st, 1999, was the result of the largest 

successful Indigenous land claims process in Canadian history. It 

represented the first major change to Canada’s political map since 1949, 

when Newfoundland joined the nation’s confederation. “Nunavut,” 

which means “Our Land” in Inuktitut, the language spoken by the Inuit 

people who comprise two-thirds of the territorial population, is more 

than a name; it is a bold claim of Indigenous sovereignty in a territory 

that belongs to a country still under colonial occupation. Over the course 

of three decades, from the formation of the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada, a 

coalition intended to represent the interests of all of Canada’s Inuit 

peoples, in 1970, until April of 1999, many Inuit people living in the 

Eastern Arctic worked to bring the creation of Nunavut to fruition 

through peaceful means. Amagoalik calls this process “the stretched out 

revolution,” one that due to its slow, plodding pace was not marked by 

                                                
4 Amagoalik’s “exile” is more commonly termed the High Arctic relocation, or 

the High Arctic removal. For the sake of brevity, I do not discuss the removal 

in this paper at any length, although it is discussed more thoroughly in The 

Road to Nunavut: The Progress of the Eastern Arctic Inuit since the Second 

World War, by R. Quinn Duffy, and Our Ice Is Vanishing/ Sikuvut 

Nunguliqtuq: A History of Inuit, Newcomers, and Climate Change, by Shelley 

Wright, both of which I cite in this paper.  
5 “People: John Amagoalik,” Library and Archives Canada, last modified May 

2, 2005, https://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/confederation/023001-4000.01-

e.html. 
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the kind of violent changes that typified such fundamental transitions of 

power throughout the twentieth century.6 

Considering the perspective of the people living in Nunavut at the 

time of the territory’s formation, can the creation of Nunavut be termed 

a decolonization? Certainly, the word “decolonization” does not appear 

in any of the official documents surrounding the land claim—no mention 

of decolonizing exists in the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement, or in the 

documents that the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada put forward leading up to 

the agreement.7 Indeed, any mention of the process of colonization or 

colonialism itself is conspicuously absent from the documents and 

legislation. In the years leading up to the creation of Nunavut, there were 

several mentions of decolonization in the editorials and opinion pieces 

published in Nunatsiaq News, and a few allusions to the more global 

trend of decolonization throughout the twentieth century. John 

Amagoalik himself made the majority of these mentions, but Claudy 

Lynch, and Rachel Attituq Qitsualik, other writers for the paper, also 

spoke of decolonization both generally and in reference to Nunavut’s 

creation. The term disappeared from the paper after the heyday of the 

territory’s creation, only to emerge again in 2004, when it cropped up in 

a debate around fishing rights in Nunavut’s offshore waters, wherein the 

need to decolonize Nunavut’s fisheries was voiced. The dialogue was 

sparked by the paper’s editor, Jim Bell, who accused Nunavut’s 

government of not demanding a great enough share in the revenue from 

the ninety-six-million-dollar industry based on its shoreline, revenue that 

could be essential to improving quality of life for many in the new 

territory.8  

After that, decolonization went unmentioned until 2014, when it 

emerged as something of a buzzword, and it remains so until  today. 

These recent mobilizations of decolonization, however, differ from the 

                                                
6 John Amagoalik, “My Little Corner of Canada: Bits and Pieces,” Nunatsiaq 

News, November 19, 1998, 

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/nunavut981130/corner.html. 
7 Agreement Between the Inuit of the Nunavut Settlement Area and Her 

Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, alternately the Nunavut Land Claims 

Agreement, (1993). 
8 Jim Bell, “Decolonizing Nunavut’s Fishery,” Nunatsiaq News, April 16, 

2004, 

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/40423/opinionEditorial/editorial.html. 
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earlier mentions in the paper, as they do not directly relate to the 

decolonization of land or resources. Instead, they use decolonization as 

a metaphor for positive changes and social programs that they believe 

are necessary for the ongoing success of society in Nunavut.  

In 2012, for the inaugural issue of Decolonization: Indigeneity, 

Education & Society, Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang published their 

treatise “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” an article which strongly 

critiqued uses of decolonization-as-metaphor like those found in 

Nunatsiaq News in recent years. They firmly argue: “decolonization 

brings about the repatriation of Indigenous land and life,” and that this is 

what is unsettling about decolonization. 9  “When metaphor invades 

decolonization, it kills the very possibility of decolonization; it recenters 

whiteness, it resettles theory, it extends innocence to the settler, it 

entertains a settler future.”10 How then, in terms of Tuck and Wang’s 

argument, can we consider decolonization in Nunavut? The situation of 

Nunavut is undeniably unique in the context of settler-colonialism in 

Canada. Nowhere else in the country is there a territory or province that 

was created as the result of a land claims process, in which Indigenous 

people make up most of the population, are represented in the majority 

of the government, and therefore have a significant degree of control 

over the land on which they live. Nowhere else do Indigenous people 

have so much discretion as to how the resources in their ancestral and 

unceded territory are used. What does it mean when decolonization is 

mobilized as metaphor in these contexts? Does it pose a threat to the 

ongoing sovereignty and self-determination of Indigenous peoples in 

Nunavut? Or, does this kind of metaphorical decolonization work to 

bring about the repatriation of Indigenous lives that forms the second 

part of Tuck and Wang’s definition of decolonization?  

In this paper, using articles taken from Nunatsiaq News’ archives 

from 1990 to the present day, along with one or two articles from other 

news outlets, I argue that while the fundamental decolonization of 

Nunavut resulted (and continues to result) from the repatriation of the 

land and resources of the Eastern Arctic, the allocation of government 

finances to decrease suicide rates, increase Inuit engagement in local 

                                                
9 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” 

Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 1 (2012), 1. 
10 Ibid. 3. 
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politics and the life of their communities, improve education and 

employment rates of Inuit people, and in so doing, to decrease the 

alienation of Inuit from society that has historically led to incarceration, 

represents a decolonization of Indigenous lives in the territory. Certainly, 

some mobilizations of decolonization as metaphor in the discourse of 

Nunatsiaq News do not further this repatriation and decolonization, and 

might, as Tuck and Wang caution, pose a threat to the genuine work of 

decolonization, but many such mobilizations of decolonization as 

metaphor in the paper do create room to advance decolonization. This is 

the result of the uniqueness of the history of colonization in the Canadian 

Arctic, which left much of the population of Indigenous peoples there 

intact in a way that the colonization of southern Canada and the United 

States did not, and the lower rates of settler migration to the region, both 

of which resulted in a strong Indigenous majority in Nunavut.  

In the first half of this paper, I detail the colonization of the 

eastern arctic, in order to lay the groundwork for discussing what is 

different about the history in the region. In the second half, I engage with 

Tuck and Wang in dialogue with the discussion of decolonization in 

Nunatsiaq News over the last few decades. In doing so I highlight not 

only what it is about Nunavut’s land claims process that differs from 

what might be possible in other Canadian contexts, but also what 

differentiates this decolonization from other decolonial processes around 

the world.  

 

A History of the Inuit of the Eastern Arctic From 1910-1999 

“The best policy we can adopt towards the Eskimos is to 

leave them alone. They are in a latitude where no-one will 

ever bother them.” – Arthur Meighen, at that time Leader of 

the Opposition, on June 30th, 1924 

 

“After almost two decades of hard work, concentration on 

the essential, willingness to take calculated risks, and refusal 

to take no for an answer, the Inuit of Nunavut have secured 

the Crown’s agreement to a package that provides the Inuit 

of Nunavut with both an impressive array of land rights and 

responsibilities in their ancestral homeland and a new 

Nunavut territory and government that will, on account of 

an overwhelming Inuit majority, provide Inuit with political 
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power in the contemporary legislative and administrative 

context of Canadian federalism.” – John Merritt, Legal 

Counsel to the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada, as published in the 

Canadian Parliamentary Review, in the Summer of 1993 

 

1910-1960: Bureaucracy Comes to the Eastern Arctic 

Colonization came late to the Inuit of the eastern arctic.11 Not 

until the latter years of the Second World War did the government of 

Canada begin to take a serious interest in the territory of the frozen north. 

Certainly, the effects of colonialism had been felt in the country’s north, 

from 1910 onwards. The Hudson’s Bay Company (henceforth HBC) had 

been trading for white fox pelts with the nomadic Inuit, and with them 

had arrived a steady stream of missionaries, explorers, and RCMP 

officers.12 And while the HBC’s presence in the region was far from 

benevolent, with RCMP officers reports to Ottawa condemning the 

“traders' practice of forcing Inuit to trap in areas where fur was plentiful 

but food was scarce,” appearing as early as 1927, their intrusion upon 

the Inuit’s way of life was minimal when compared with the violences 

that the Inuit’s indigenous neighbours to the south had suffered with the 

advance of Canadian territory.13 

Though called on by the opposition to do something about the 

burgeoning “Eskimo problem,” the government at the time largely 

shelved criticisms regarding the situation in the high north, until 1943, 

when American military personnel involved in the construction of the 

Crimson Route inquired as to “why the Canadian authorities were doing 

nothing about scabies, why they had done nothing to educate the Inuit, 

                                                
11 Note: I have used both “Eastern Arctic” and “eastern arctic” thus far in this 

paper. The difference is significant: eastern arctic denotes the geographical 

region, while Eastern Arctic refers to a political region within the Northwest 

Territories, differentiated from the Western Arctic, these two separate 

jurisdictions were the precursors for Mackenzie (the Western Arctic) and 

Nunassiak, later Nunatsiaq (the Eastern Arctic), the latter of which was the 

precursor of modern day Nunavut. Some quotations follow these conventions, 

while others do not. 
12 R. Quinn Duffy, “Reluctant Guardians,” in The Road to Nunavut: The 

Progress of the Eastern Arctic Inuit since the Second World War. (Montréal: 

McGill-Queen's University Press, 1988), 13. 
13 Ibid. 14. 
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and why they allowed traders to exploit them.” 14   In response, the 

government asked geographer J.L. Robinson to investigate these claims. 

In his report, Robinson asserted that some of the serious difficulties 

facing the Inuit were a lack of education and medical resources, the 

decrease in the size of the caribou population and the resulting challenges 

it posed for subsistence in the arctic, and the growing necessity to control 

the “contact between the native and the inevitably approaching 

civilization.”15 The conclusion of the Canadian government was that 

“the cultural system in the Arctic was not functioning well,” and that 

something about the Inuit’s way of life would have to change.16  

Roughly a decade later, in 1952, Prime Minister Louis St Laurent 

declared to Parliament that preceding governments had “administered 

the North in an almost continuous state of absence of mind,” and shortly 

thereafter his government convened a conference to discuss the “Eskimo 

problem,” inviting representatives of the HBC, members of the clergy, 

government officials, RCMP officers, and northern experts—almost 

everyone but the Inuit themselves.17 There was a growing anxiety about 

Canada’s sovereignty in the north, Inughuit from Greenland continued 

to hunt on Ellesmere island, and with an increased Canadian military 

presence in the arctic, the government was more aware of this than they 

had been in the past. The American military, caught up in the Cold War, 

had an increasing interest in both the Alaskan arctic and the Canadian; 

during the early 1950s, more American military personnel would inhabit 

the Canadian arctic than Canadians.18  

Two years later, a new government department was established: 

Northern Affairs and National Resources, tasked with protecting 

Canadian sovereignty in the arctic, and preparing the Inuit “to participate 

fully in the national life,” or to be conforming members of the voting 

Canadian public.19 Jean Lesage was made Minister of the department, 

                                                
14 Ibid. 15-16. 
15 Robinson, as cited in Duffy, “Reluctant Guardians,” 17. 
16 Duffy, “Reluctant Guardians,” 17. 
17 Shelley Wright, “Human Flagpoles,” in Our Ice Is Vanishing/ Sikuvut 

Nunguliqtuq: A History of Inuit, Newcomers, and Climate Change. (Montreal 

& Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014), 154. 
18 Ibid. 154. 
19 “Human Problems in the Canadian North,” government report, author not 

credited, as cited in Duffy, “Relinquishing Authority,” 199. 
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and his first decision was to establish an organization of Northern 

Service Officers, or NSOs, public servants who would take up residence 

in the Northwest Territories and live among the Inuit in order to “help 

them adapt to current conditions of life in the north.” 20  Though the 

intention was for these officers to become members of the community, 

educating and supporting the Inuit, a rigid bureaucracy quickly 

solidified, one that forced Inuit into permanent communities. Indeed, one 

commentator observes “that Canadian interest in the eastern Arctic had 

a typically colonial aspect: land and people were incorporated into a 

growing political entity without regard to the people's own wishes.”21 

Between 1954 and 1957 another change came to the region—the 

construction of the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line, which would 

stretch across the arctic and warn the American and Canadian militaries 

of missiles coming over the arctic from the USSR. 22  This brought 

another influx of southerners, mostly Canadians who would build the 

DEW Line, to the eastern arctic. Thinking back to J.L. Robinson’s 

concern about contact between the Inuit and the encroaching 

“civilization,” the NSOs and Northern Affairs determined that though 

the Inuit could seek employment constructing the DEW Line, outside of 

work, a strict policy of segregation was to be enforced, as Lesage put it: 

“so the normal life of the Eskimos shall not be disrupted.”23 By the 

sixties, however, the segregation had lapsed, especially in more 

established settlements like Iqaluit at Frobisher Bay. By 1960, Iqaluit 

was a mixed community, and for the first time in Canadian history, non-

Inuit comprised the majority of the population.24 Race-relations in the 

settlement were far from congenial. The segregation had served to hide 

some of the economic disparities between Inuit and Qallunaat in the 

settlements. Few Inuit could meet the requirements of rent in the 

Frobisher Bay area, and while white settlers and those Inuit who could 

                                                
20 Ibid. 200. 
21 Hugh Brody, The People's Land: Eskimos and Whites in the Eastern Arctic. 

(Markham: Penguin Books, 1975), 18 
22 John McCannon, “Contaminations: 1945-1991,” in A History of the Arctic: 

Nature, Exploration and Exploitation. (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 242-

243. 
23 Duffy, “Relinquishing Authority,” 202. 
24 Ibid. 204 
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find employment on the DEW Line lived in housing in the town, most 

Inuit who came to the region lived in tents on the outskirts of the 

settlement. 25  Socially, the two groups mingled little; racial 

discrimination was an integral part of the social environment of Iqaluit.26 

 

1960-1999: Political Activism and the Creation of Nunavut 

Throughout the sixties, with the influx of settlers and established 

grocery and liquor stores, alcohol consumption ravaged the communities 

in the north, and with increasing rates of alcohol consumption came a 

correlated increase in crime.27 In contrast with the public opinion of 

settlers in Canada’s south, Inuit were responsible for less than their share 

of offenses in the settlements. 28  The presence of alcohol in Inuit 

communities led to something of a self-reinforcing dilemma: it often 

caused the breakdown of the family units upon which Inuit social 

structure was founded, through the removal of children from the homes 

of alcoholic parents, and the respect that Inuit lost for elders or leaders 

who were publicly intoxicated. This breakdown resulted in the loss of 

traditional social control, which in turn, precipitated more substance 

abuse.29 In 1971, Health and Welfare linked alcohol consumption with 

roughly fifty percent of the accident and violence related deaths in the 

territory. A wave of community action against the sale of alcohol began 

in the region, and 15 communities in the Northwest Territories formed 

coalitions to restrict the sale of alcohol. These actions became the 

precursor for decentralized politics in the region.30 

In 1966 Simonie Michael, the first Inuk to ever be appointed to 

formal government in Canada, joined the Northwest Territories Council. 

That same year, the report of the Carrother’s Commission, convened to 

conduct an inquiry into politics across the breadth of the territory was 

released, recommending “development of a process of political 

maturation leading to full local autonomy within the territorial 

                                                
25 Ibid. 206 
26 Ibid. 208 
27 Ibid. 212-216. 
28 Ibid. 215. 
29 Duffy, “Relinquishing Authority,” 219, and Wright, “Human Flagpoles,” 

163-164. 
30 Duffy, “Relinquishing Authority,” 221.   
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government.”31 The decentralization of politics that would emerge from 

this period (and indeed, is still emerging) was unique to the region. Due 

to the difficulties of managing such disparate and distanced 

communities, Nunavut today has the most decentralized political 

structure in the nation, with almost all major decisions affecting rural 

communities being made at the local level.32 Evidence suggests that in 

the Territories more Inuit are involved in politics at the local level than 

at the territorial level; the Drury report of 1980 put forward that this was 

due to the similarities of politics at the local level to historical 

organizational structures of Inuit society, and the unfamiliarity of the 

“imported Southern models” of higher levels of administration.33 

As the 1970s saw Inuit become more involved in politics, there 

was also an increased desire among Inuit and settlers alike to put an end 

to the inequalities and the hardships that had become endemic to Inuit 

life over the last 30 years. In July of 1970, Inuit peoples from across 

Canada—from the Western and Eastern Arctic, northern Manitoba, 

Newfoundland and Labrador, and the Nunavik region of northern 

Québec—met at Coppermine to discuss mutual concerns. During this 

meeting the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada, or the ITC was formed, an 

organization that would “speak with a united voice on a host of issues 

concerning development of the North, education of their children and 

preservation of their culture.”34 In February of 1976, the organization 

presented the “Agreement-in-Principle as to the Settlement of Inuit Land 

Claims in the Northwest Territories and the Yukon Territory between the 

Government of Canada and the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada,” to Prime 

Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau’s government, which outlined the first 

request for the formation of Nunavut—Our Land, in Inuktitut. This 

Agreement-in-Principle asserted the need for a majority-Inuit territory 

and government, similar to the Northwest Territories and the Yukon, 

                                                
31 Ibid. 229. 
32 Ailsa Henderson, Nunavut: Rethinking political culture. (Vancouver: UBC 

Press, 2007), 108. 
33 C.M. Drury, Report of the Special Representative for Constitutional 
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except for the fact that it would functionally trilingual (with French, 

English, and Inuktitut used in public forums) and have a police force 

similar to that of a province like Québec or Ontario.35 The Inuit were 

putting forth a land claim,  

 

…asking for rights to approximately 750,000 square miles of 

land north of the tree-line and 800,000 square miles of 

ocean…Within this vast area the Inuit asked for outright 

control over 250,000 square miles on the basis that this was 

the absolute minimum that would enable them to preserve 

what was left of their culture, identity, and way of life and, at 

the same time, to integrate into Canadian society as equal 

participants. On the remainder of the land the Inuit asked for 

hunting, fishing, and trapping rights, a degree of control to 

protect both the environment and the wildlife of the north, and 

a 3 per cent share of the revenues from non-renewable 

resources.36 

 

Unfortunately, the ITC was eventually forced to realize that while 

many of the ideas in the Agreement-in-Principle were valuable 

foundations for their discussions with the government of Canada, the 

proposal was unworkable from a legal standpoint. In 1979, they 

released another document, entitled “Political Development in 

Nunavut,” with similar demands, which was shelved for much the 

same reason. Late in 1980, however, the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada 

finally hit its mark, publishing Parnagujuk “A Plan for Progress,” 

which revised the earlier proposals into a summary of Inuit 

philosophy, a set of principles on which they sought understanding 

with the Canadian government, and a list of implementation 

proposals for the formation of Nunavut. 37  On one thing the ITC 

remained firm, from the first Agreement-in-Principle to the end 

claims process: the Inuit public would not settle for a resolution to 

the land claim that did not result in the creation of a self-determining, 

majority Inuit territory. Parnagujuk would later form the basis for the 
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Nunavut Accord, passed in 1992, when 69% of eligible Inuit voters 

supported the settlement agreed upon by the ITC and Canada.38  

In June of 1993, the Parliament enacted two separate pieces 

of legislation: the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement Act, and the 

Nunavut Act, the first, ratifying the land claim settlement, and the 

second creating the Territory and Government of Nunavut.39 The 

Nunavut Act constituted a commitment to the creation of the new 

territory and the convening of its government on April 1, 1999. It also 

committed the government to an independent review process over the 

course of the creation of the territory, and the years shortly following 

Nunavut’s creation, to ensure accountability.40  

 

Argument: On the Mobilization of “Decolonization” in the 

History of Nunavut 

“When metaphor invades decolonization, it kills the very 

possibility of decolonization; it recenters whiteness, it 

resettles theory, it extends innocence to the settler, it 

entertains a settler future. Decolonize (a verb) and 

decolonization (a noun) cannot easily be grafted onto pre-

existing discourses/frameworks, even if they are critical, 

even if they are anti-racist, even if they are justice 

frameworks… When we write about decolonization we are 

not offering it as a metaphor; it is not an approximation of 

other experiences of oppression. Decolonization is not a 

swappable term for other things we want to do to improve 

our societies and our schools. Decolonization doesn’t have 

a synonym.” – Eve Tuck & K Wayne Yang, 

“Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” 2012. 

 

The creation of Nunavut was about self-determination and 

self-governance. The health care system is an important part 
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of self-determination and health care systems should reflect 

the values of the people they serve. In Nunavut, such a 

system should be embedded in a health care model that is 

grounded in Inuit ways of knowing and understanding 

wellness. Such models are a critical part of on-going self-

determination and decolonization for Indigenous 

communities throughout the Arctic and around the globe.” 

– Gwen Healey, “A Critical Look at Nunavut Health Care,” 

2015. 

 

Circulated in the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and 

Nunavik in arctic Quebec since 1973, Nunatsiaq News was read by 

around ten thousand people at the time of Nunavut’s creation as a 

territory, and has historically been published in both Inuktitut 

syllabics and English, with some content in French.41 Although in 

recent years the paper has become more formal in some cases, it has 

historically been a uniquely Inuit newspaper, in its informality, 

humour, literary style, and editorial tone. It is not uncommon to see 

fiction published beside news stories, or to see poetry published 

beside transcripts of oral history and teaching stories.  

In April of 1991, Nunatsiaq News ran an article heralding that 

a boundary dispute between the Inuit of the Eastern Arctic and the 

Dene of the Western Arctic, one that had “threatened to kill the dream 

of Nunavut,” had been successfully settled.42 Based on a report from 

the former Commissioner of the NWT, John Parker, which 

recommended the final division of the land claims settlements of the 

Inuit and various Dene-Métis groups, Siddon determined the line that 

would divide the Northwest Territories and Nunavut. Called the 

Parker Line, the border bisected the Thelon Game Sanctuary, a 

hunting ground used by both Inuit and Dene, and cut through 

Contwoyto Lake, a site of traditional importance to both peoples, 

leaving Fry Inlet a part of Dene territory, and the rest of the lake part 

                                                
41 Nunatsiaq News, “Frequently asked questions about Nunatsiaq News,” 

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/nunavut010930/faq-news.html 
42 Jim Bell “Siddon Accepts Boundary Compromise,” Nunatsiaq News, April 

26, 1991, http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/april0199/nvt90401_25.html 
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of Nunavut. A plebiscite would be held to determine the approval of 

the people of the Northwest Territories of the boundary.  

Over the next eight years, Nunatsiaq News became the paper 

of changing times in Canada’s north. On November sixth, 1922, the 

paper ran a jubilant article, titled: “Today, Canada is Here to Say Yes 

to Nunavut,” celebrating the signing of the Nunavut Accord. A year 

later, the paper documented Prime Minister Brian Mulroney’s visit 

to the territory to sign the Land Claims Agreement. Mulroney began 

his speech in Inuktitut: “‘Quviassuktunga tikigama nunavumut,’ 

(‘I’m happy that I’ve arrived in Nunavut.’)”43 Moments later, John 

Amagoalik, master of ceremonies for the event, welcomed Mulroney 

“to my little corner of Canada.” 44  Whether or not this was the 

moment that sparked Amagoalik’s desire to write a column of that 

name is unclear, however, from that day forward he pened a regular 

column in the paper titled “My Little Corner of Canada.” It was in 

this column that Amagoalik began discussing the creation of Nunavut 

as a form of decolonization.  

On March eighth, 1996, Amagoalik’s column was titled “The 

Last Colonial Czar.” In it, he described Stuart Hodgson, the final 

Commissioner of the NWT “who held real political power and 

exercised it” in Amagoalik’s view. Though he spoke wryly of 

Hodgson’s resistance of Indigenous political organizing at the local 

level, and his refusal to embrace “the natural process of 

decolonization [that] was to overtake…government in the 

North,”Amagoalik admired the old commissioner for “bringing 

government to the people,” whereas “commissioners before him 

were always happy to sit and work in Ottawa.” Amagoalik raised that 

the political history of the Canadian North can be defined as before 

or after Hodgson. Whether Hodgson believed in the land claims of 

Inuit people or not, politics prior to him excluded the Indigenous 

people of the region, and afterwards, the political machine was 
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inclusive of them.45 In this article Amagoalik clearly refered to the 

land claims settlement and the formation of Nunavut as a 

decolonization.  

June seventh, 1996, Amagoalik again referred to 

decolonization in the Canadian Arctic, this time, discussing the 

renaming of communities that had begun to take place in the last few 

years. “This is all part of the decolonization of the North,” he said, 

“looking at the map of Nunavut, one can see many places with names 

like Prince Charles Island, Melleville Peninsula, Cornwallis Island, 

King William Island… Surely, we can do better. I am not suggesting 

a wholesale change to place names, but we need to change a lot of 

them to make them more relevant to our people and our history.”46 

Here, again, shifts in the political map of Nunavut were a sign to 

Amagoalik that the region was becoming decolonized. Though this 

borders on metaphorical, the changes to the names of communities 

were occurring at a time of increased decentralization in Nunavut, 

and one at which local politics was beginning to hold more influence 

over things like the names of settlements and towns. 

On April twenty-third, 1998, another voice entered the 

discourse about decolonization in Nunavut. Claudy Lynch, in a 

column titled “For the Record: Exchanging One Master for 

Another?” wondered if what “happened in decolonizing Africa, Asia, 

Latin America and the Caribbean,” would happen in “[their] 

Canadian Arctic.” Though she was hopeful that the new territory 

would put the Inuit back in control of the arctic, she was concerned 

that businesses in the territory would perpetuate the “dependency of 

the Inuit on white capital, white workers, white know-how, white 

ownership and rip-offs.”47 Here, she raised a parallel between the 

newly conceived territory and international instances of 
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decolonization, and expressed anxiety that some of the same trends 

that appeared in the decolonization of countries elsewhere in the 

world would appear in the vacuum of power created by the exit of 

Canadian government services and welfare projects that would come 

with the creation of Nunavut.  

A few months later, Rachel Attituq Qitsualik mused about 

receiving congratulations from a Frenchman who had read about the 

formation of Nunavut in the French newspaper La Monde, and 

wished to congratulate her on their new acquisition of land. Qitsualik 

was at first thrilled, experiencing “this kind of childish glee at the 

recognition of Inuit culture, for recognition is the Holy Grail of all 

aboriginal peoples, that constant striving to be acknowledged as 

distinct and self-determining,” but later, she said that she was 

confronted with another feeling, one that “told [her] it was somehow 

bizarre that a person would think it necessary to congratulate Inuit on 

the acquisition of land. Land is not something that Inuit typically 

think of as subject to acquisition.”48 This related to a theme expressed 

in Tuck and Wang’s “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” they assert 

that “under settler regimes, land is recast as property and as a 

resource,” whereas, in Indigenous cultures, “our/their relationships 

to land comprise our/their epistemologies, ontologies, and 

cosmologies.”49 Qitsualik’s interlocutor perceived land as property 

to be acquired. To him, the Inuit were receiving again land that had 

been taken from them. But Qitsualik asserted “Nunavut has always 

existed…it was not owned by Inuit, but neither was it supposed to be 

subject to ownership by anyone else, for it is absurd in traditional 

Inuit thinking to mark off land or sea as personal property.”50 Inuit 

may have temporarily lost the ability to control their land, but the 

spiritual and cosmological connection they had to it never waned, 

Qitsualik clearly saw herself, a young Inuit woman, as inheritor to 

that claim. “Finally,” she said, “[we] have acquired for ourselves the 
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tools with which to reshape [our] environment.”51 What is this if it is 

not decolonization, the removal of settler control of the land? 

A month later, Amagoalik penned another column, referenced 

in the introduction to this paper. He refers to the land claims 

settlement as “the stretched out revolution”: 

 

Revolutions are usually sudden and violent. The spilling 

of human blood and the loss of lives are usually part of 

such events. Webster's Dictionary defines revolution as 

"a sudden, radical or complete change... a fundamental 

change in political organization; esp: the overthrow or 

the renunciation of one government or ruler and the 

substitution of another by the governed." 

 

The creation of Nunavut could easily fit this definition. 

But this revolution has not had the sudden and violent 

changes usually associated with such fundamental 

change. We have avoided them by stretching it out over 

30 years.52 

 

Here he echoed the comparison of Nunavut’s creation to the 

decolonization and revolutions of countries elsewhere in the world 

that was found in Lynch’s column. In doing so, Amagoalik placed 

Nunavut’s creation among revolutionary peers throughout the 

twentieth century, even as he differentiated it from the violence that 

he saw as common to those changes of power. He asserted the 

decolonial nature of this revolution, that it was a “fundamental 

change” and fit the definition of a “substitution of another 

[government] by the governed.” 

After this comparison of revolutions, decolonization went 

unmentioned by Nunatsiaq News until 2004. But it cropped up in a 

CBC radio broadcast on February 15th, 1999, introduced as “Getting 

Rid of ‘Colonialism’ in Nunavut.” The broadcast discussed the 

impacts of colonialism in Nunavut: high suicide rates, widespread 

poverty, and health crises. Curt Petrovich, the reporter, emphasized 
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that Nunavut’s new MLAs were planning to “rule with traditional 

Inuit values” upon their entry into the legislature on April first.53 

In 2004, Jim Bell, editor of Nunatsiaq News reopened the 

dialogue around decolonization in an article published on April 

sixteenth. “Nunavut needs a long-term strategy that will one day end 

the practice of selling Nunavut’s fishing rights to outside interests,” 

he asserted. The shrimp catch alone was worth about seventy-five 

million dollars a year, and “Nunavut [was] not getting even a fraction 

of the economic activity that it should be getting from this valuable 

resource.”54 This ties into Tuck and Wang’s discussion of just why it 

is that repatriating land (and water) matters in decolonization. “Land 

is already wealth,” they assert, “if we took away land, there would be 

little wealth left to redistribute.”55 The land itself was valuable, and 

the resources that came from owning it only compounded that wealth. 

Jim Bell stressed that the wealth of the waters and the fisheries in 

Nunavut should be directed back to the territory if its economy were 

to function well, and accused the Government of Nunavut of not 

having a concrete strategy for decolonizing the fisheries.56 This was 

the last concrete mention of the kind of decolonization-as-land-

repatriation that Tuck and Wang assert is genuine decolonization to 

be found in Nunatsiaq News’ Archives.  

In December of 2014, Sarah Rogers reported on the 

decolonization of research methods in scientific research in Nunavut. 

Gwen Healey had become the director of the Iqaluit-based 

Qaujigiartiit health research centre, and wanted to embrace 

“traditional Inuit knowledge” in her work there. Healey told Rogers: 

“stories are the data,” and while “trying to adapt that to an academic 
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model is difficult…it’s important.”57 This is a clear example of what 

Tuck and Wang are pushing back against. It is the metaphorization 

of decolonization by a settler researcher and healthcare provider, 

which absorbs, adopts and transposes decolonization in “yet another 

form of settler appropriation.”58 This kind of mobilization does not 

further decolonization, Tuck and Wang argue, in fact, it stymies it.  

But another kind of decolonization discourse appeared a year 

later, in writing by Gwen Healey herself. Rather than appropriating 

decolonization as a lens through which to do research in an academic 

context, Healey stressed the importance of creating a health care 

system that grew out of Inuit ideas of wellness. She asserted that such 

a model would be “a critical part of ongoing self-determination and 

decolonization.”59 Tuck and Wang do not only stress the idea of 

repatriating Indigenous land, they also mention the repatriation of 

Indigenous life.60 Though their emphasis on the repatriation land half 

of this equation leaves some ambiguity as to what the repatriation of 

Indigenous life looks like, I would put forward that it looks like 

Indigenous peoples having the ability to self-determine and self-

govern on their own land—the authority to create schools, health care 

programs, and community initiatives that are not beholden to settler 

ways of knowing or conventions. However, I would further suggest 

that the repatriation of Indigenous life is not possible without first the 

repatriation of Indigenous land. Nowhere else in Canada do 

Indigenous people have such an undisputable right to their ancestral 

territory, in a region where they comprise the majority of the 

population, and are represented in the majority of the government. 

Therefore I would argue that nowhere else under settler-colonialism 

in Canada is the repatriation of Indigenous life possible. In Nunavut 

it is a possibility, and other self-determining changes may also be 
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wrought. The Government of Nunavut is working to create an Arctic-

based Inuit-focused university, one that “give[s] pride of place to 

Inuit culture and the Inuit language and strives to become a 

‘decolonizing force.’” 61  This is a practical example of what 

decolonizing education can look like in a repatriated Indigenous 

territory. A suicide prevention program that centres Inuit conceptions 

of wellness, and that has a regional approach to suicide prevention 

was discussed at a conference in Puvirnituq this fall, another practical 

example of decolonizing health care in the region.62 Nunavut, then, 

is beginning to answer questions about what decolonization might 

look like if it were not “punctuated by metaphor.”63 

 

Conclusion 

The last fifty years have seen rapid decolonizing progress 

come to Nunavut, and this decolonization has been, in many ways, 

an actual decolonization: a repatriation of Inuit land and life. The 

process is still unfolding, and will continue to do so for many years. 

Indigenous people, many of them like John Amagoalik and Rachel 

Qitsualik, have been at the forefront of the effort to decolonize 

Nunavut, while still remaining a part of a settler colonial nation. 

While settlers still live and work in the territory repatriated to the 

Inuit through Canadian history’s largest land claims settlement, Inuit 

people make up the majority of the region’s population and 

government, and thereby have significant jurisdiction over the use of 

their land, and over the use of financial resources that contribute to 

their everyday lives. The use of decolonization-as-metaphor persists 

amongst settlers in the region, and may always persist wherever 

settlers go, but a practical, real decolonial process is occurring in 

Canada’s North at the same time. This is not a decolonization which 

                                                
61 Jim Bell, “Mirage no more: Inuit University in Nunavut Takes Shape,” 

Nunatsiaq News, June 9, 2015,  

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/stories/article/65674a_mirage_no_more_an_inui

t_university_in_nunavut_takes_shape/. 
62 Nunatsiaq News, “Nunavik’s Suicide Prevention Conference Imparts 

Healing, Self-Care,” October 26, 2016, 

http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/stories/article/65674nunaviks_suicide_preventio

n_conference_imparts_healing_self_care/ 
63 Tuck and Wang, “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” 35. 



Helen Wagner | Repatriating Inuit Land and Life 

 

66 

coexists with the deployment of decolonization-as-metaphor, but is 

one that supersedes it—the tide of decolonization in Nunavut is more 

powerful than settler appropriations of decolonization as discourse, 

and will continue to be so well into the future. 
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“No Future for You”: Youth Resistance in 

Early British Punk, 1975-79 

 

Alice Gorton 

 

“The New Wave,” wrote Pete Shelley of the Buzzcocks in 1978, 

“is not just about music. It is a challenge to Consider every thing [sic] 

you do, think, and feel.” The “New Wave” Shelley was talking about 

was British punk, a youth movement exemplified by changes in dress, 

lifestyle, and social practices that swept Britain in the mid-1970s. As 

groups of teenagers formed bands like The Sex Pistols, The Damned, 

Siouxsie and the Banshees and rose to pop culture prominence, young 

people all over Britain found meaning in the new movement. Punk was 

a response to traditional class divisions, which seemed to be intensifying 

in the mid-1970s, as well as a lack of meaningful economic and labour 

opportunities for young people. By examining the context from which 

this movement emerged, I argue that British punk was a grassroots 

movement that grew out of widespread disenfranchisement among 

working and middle-class young people, resulting in unique forms of 

resistance that were both hostile and constructive. At its core, early 

British punk was a product of young people’s ingenuity and agency. 

Although punk has often been remembered for its violence, delinquency, 

and association with drugs, the movement also served constructive ends 

for young people. Individuals within the movement situated youth 

alienation and disenfranchisement at the heart of punk’s message. They 

espoused strong anti-consumerist ideals, rejected traditional social and 

economic structures, and helped provide spaces in which young people 

could form social bonds with one another. As a result punk resonated 

with youths across the country struggling to come to terms with their 

estrangement from traditional British society and culture.  

 This paper focuses on punk as it manifested in Britain during 

the late 1970s. It is important to note, however, that the punk movement 

originated with groups in New York City, which arose in the mid-1970s 

and played primarily at venues in the city’s East Village. At the same 

time, as the movement grew in Britain, a number of punk subcultures 

formed contemporaneously in diverse regions around the world, linking 

countries as far apart as Japan, Spain, and Australia with scenes in New 
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York and Britain. Despite the punk movement’s origins in New York, 

international punk subcultures responded to the cultural and political 

contexts of the countries in which they emerged. This paper takes British 

punk as its primary focus because the movement there coincided with 

significant transformations in Britain’s postwar cultural climate, 

engendering widespread public condemnation and debate. In effect, the 

movement in Britain, as well as the response it garnered, provides a lens 

for understanding British society in the 1970s, a period recognized for 

its social, political, and economic turmoil.  

A variety of interested scholars, music critics, and fans have 

analyzed early British Punk. Some, like Jon Savage, have focused 

specifically on a single band, as in his seminal work England’s 

Dreaming, which charts the rise and fall of the Sex Pistols.1 Others have 

looked at the cultural roots of punk, examining its intellectual and artistic 

predecessors from Dadaism to anarchism and the Situationist 

International to the influence of fashion designer Vivienne Westwood.2 

Sociologists have attempted to unpack the semiotics and symbolism of 

the movement, reading meaning from its external and material 

expressions.3 In this paper I will attempt to position punk as a movement 

that was created by and for young people; in other words, I will examine 

punk from a history of childhood and youth perspective. Viewing the 

movement from this angle offers new insights on an important period of 

British history that was marked by youthful ingenuity, creativity, and 

resistance to traditional authoritarian structures. 

 The early punk movement was a fleeting moment in British 

history. Influenced by early groups from New York, between 1975 and 

1979, young people in London coalesced around SEX, a fetish shop run 

by Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren. One of the earliest 

British punk bands was The Sex Pistols, managed by McLaren and 

consisting of four boys in their late teen years. The Sex Pistols quickly 

gained a cult following and rose to local fame in London, encouraging 

                                                
1 Jon Savage, England’s Dreaming: Anarchy, Sex Pistols, Punk Rock, and 

Beyond (New York: St. Martin’s, 2001).  
2 Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century 

(Boston: Harvard University Press, 1990). 
3 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (New York: Methuen & Co., 

1979). 
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other young people to try their hand at making music. The media 

highlighted these early groups, their mere existence provoking a 

widespread denunciation of perceived moral decay and civil denigration 

of British society.4 Around the same time as the Sex Pistols appeared, a 

number of other young people created bands, and punk gained 

momentum not only as a particular musical fad, but also as a lifestyle 

that reacted against consumer culture, traditional British society, and 

lack of economic opportunities for young people. 

The mid-1970s punk movement emerged against the backdrop 

of Britain’s self-conscious economic and social decline. The immediate 

postwar period had been marked by relative affluence, with young 

people appreciating “an unusual period of economic stability.” 5 This 

affluence trickled down into the working classes with the expansion of 

the welfare state. For many adolescents in the 1970s, their memories of 

the postwar period were characterized by the “conspicuous 

consumption” of their parents’ generation, which was bolstered by the 

state and accepted as the norm, even in working class communities.6 The 

1970s, however, was a decade distinguished by an increasing awareness 

of Britain’s internal turmoil.7 By 1976, when the punk movement was 

gaining cultural capital, unemployment had jumped to over 15 million in 

a population of roughly 55 million. Youth under 24 years of age 

accounted for a great proportion of those unemployed, with men making 

up 36.1% and women 65.4%.8 As unemployment skyrocketed, young 

people began to see their personal experiences as political; as Lucy 

Robinson puts it, “Young people’s consciousness” of unemployment and 

limited opportunity “was something new and important.” 9  The punk 

movement thus emerged out of a growing awareness of and reaction to 

the economic and social milieu of Britain in the 1970s.  

                                                
4 Ronald Butt, “The Grubby Face of Mass Punk Promotion,” Times December 

9, 1976, 14. 
5 Lucy Robinson, Gay Men and the Left in Post-War Britain (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2007), 102. 
6 Ibid., 103. 
7 Kenneth O. Morgan, People’s Peace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2001), 395. 
8 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 103. 
9 Ibid.  
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 Young people in the nascent punk scene often cited their lack 

of economic opportunity and feelings of disenfranchisement as reasons 

for participating in the movement. In The Filth and The Fury, a 

documentary about The Sex Pistols, frontman John Lydon (better known 

as Johnny Rotten) remembers the spurious nature of his education in 

early adolescence. He felt as though he and his working-class 

schoolmates were being given a “shoddy, third-rate version of reality,” 

in order to ensure that they would “not be capable of questioning” the 

futures they “did not have.”10 Two other teenagers, Susan Ballion (later 

Siouxsie Sioux), and Vic Godard, provided their inability to find 

meaning in menial jobs as reasons for joining the movement. Ballion 

reports attending a “secretarial college for a few months,” but leaving at 

age 16, while Godard enrolled at Ealing Technical College in order “to 

get out of getting a job.”11 Overall, a sense of alienation from traditional 

labour practices and rigid class structures pervaded among youths in the 

emergent punk movement. 

Another factor precipitating the rise of British punk was a 

strong sense of discontent with the corporatism and consumerism that 

characterized popular culture in the late 60s and early 1970s. Punk was 

thus a reaction against the music industry, in which music critics writing 

for Rolling Stone had the power to turn bands into overnight, 

international stars.12 At the broader cultural level, Lydon remembers 

feeling resentment walking down the streets of London, seeing young 

people in their flares, “pretending that the world wasn’t really 

happening.” Lydon sets young people’s complacency against the 

ongoing garbage strikes of the mid-70s, remarking that others “must 

have missed that.”13 British punk, then, was a reaction to the alleged 

complacency and vapidity of youth culture in the late 1960s and early 

                                                
10 John Lydon, The Filth and the Fury, Documentary, directed by Julien 

Temple (2000; London: Film Four), DVD. 
11 Susan Ballion, “Siouxsie Sioux” in England’s Dreaming Tapes ed. Jon 

Savage (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 338; Vic Godard, 

“Vic Godard” in England’s Dreaming Tapes, 362.  
12 David Laing, One Chord Wonders: Power and Meaning in Punk Rock 

(Oakland: Open PM Press, 2015), 69. 
13 Julien Temple, The Filth and the Fury, Documentary. 
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1970s. The movement, as Pete Shelley put it, was about changing one’s 

“personal politics.”14   

 Discontent with traditional labour opportunities, 

unemployment and a lack of mobility, as well as resistance to 

mainstream culture informed early British punks. Young people’s 

disenfranchisement manifested in the movement in two fundamental 

ways. The most commonly remarked upon of the two was the emergent 

scene’s association with aggression, hostility, violence, and drug-use. 

Although the media often sensationalized these characteristics, they 

nonetheless represented a core component of the subculture. 15  Less 

commonly discussed, however, were the constructive and innovative 

means of resistance that formed the contours of the strongly anti-

consumerist, socially cohesive movement. 

 In general, 1970s media outlets centred on the violent and 

aggressive characteristics of the punk scene. 16  Being vitriolic and 

offensive was a key means of resistance, and the media took particular 

note of the behaviour “calculated to cause disgust and shock,” 

consistently reporting on the vandalism typically inflicted on any given 

venue after a punk show.17 Likewise, reporters documented knife-fights 

and “punch-outs” between punks and Teddy Boys, another subculture 

with roots going back to the 1950s. The Teddy Boys were generally older 

than the punks, and they adopted a pro-British, anti-immigrant, racist 

outlook.18 Often the media viewed punks as a serious civic problem, with 

one news anchor calling them a “bigger threat than Russian Communism 

or hyperinflation.” On the same program, a representative from 

Newcastle remarked that punk concerts were banned in his county 

because they attracted “mere children,” whereas adults “would likely see 

a strip show or a blue film instead.” Another correspondent decided that 

                                                
14 Pete Shelley “Plaything,” in Plaything (fanzine), edited by Pete Shelley. 

1976. 
15 John Lydon, The Filth and the Fury, Directed by Julien Temple.  
16 See, for instance, Clive Borrell and Kenneth Gosling, “Attacks on punk rock 

group outside public house,” Times, June 22, 1977 or “13 accused after 

clashes,” Times July 26, 1977.  
17 Ronald Butt, “The Grubby Face of Mass Punk Promotion,” Times, Dec 9, 

1976, 14; Michael Hatfield, “Safe Tory seat for life, barring accidents,” Times, 

Nov 17, 1977, 6. 
18 Hebdige, Subculture, 67. 
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“most of these groups would be vastly improved by sudden death.”19 

News reporters and tabloid writers in The Times, The Evening Standard, 

and The Daily Mirror all tracked punks with vehement interest and 

disgust, highlighting the violence and vandalism inherent in the 

movement. 20  Although these reports were often sensationalized, 

aggression was nonetheless a central form of impassioned and hostile 

resistance to mainstream culture that characterized the punk movement.  

 While violence and aggression informed punk identities, drug-

use was also ever-present and frequently remarked upon by the media. 

Indeed, John Simon Ritchie, or Sid Vicious, who died of a heroin 

overdose at age 21, is a reminder of the hostility and drug-use associated 

with some parts of the movement. At the same time, in broader circles 

less associated with industry and fame, drug-use appears less central. In 

an interview with a young punk girl on the street in 1977, the interviewer 

asks about her friends’ amphetamine-use. She responds casually, stating, 

“People use them every now and then if they want to,” but “they don’t 

use it that much.” 21  Sensationalized or not, drugs and alcohol were 

particularly visible forms of resistance to traditional culture. Often 

images of drugs, coupled with violence, aggression, and general 

delinquency, have marred the legacy of the movement, obscuring the 

creative forms of opposition that were equally if not more central to early 

British punk.  

 Although violence and drug-use were overt reactions to 

disenfranchisement and disillusionment, punks also invoked 

constructive means of resistance to challenge mainstream culture. 

Characterized by poverty, decay, and lack of opportunity, punks made 

these qualities central tenets of their image and identities. Even hostile 

forms of resistance like drugs and alcohol could become pertinent 

reminders of young people’s agency. As Savage puts it, “In becoming a 

nightmare, you could find your dreams.”22 These young people often 

turned their own disenfranchisement on its head, creating a space in 

                                                
19 Julien Temple, The Filth and the Fury, Documentary. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Unknown interviewee, “Punks on the Street in London in 1977 including 

Kings Road,” ITN Source. Film.  
22 Jon Savage, England’s Dreaming: Anarchy, Sex Pistols, Punk Rock, and 

Beyond (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2001), xiv. 
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which lack of opportunity and mobility was significant and highly 

visible. The movement resisted mainstream culture in ways that reflected 

the energy of working-class British youth. It brought young people 

together and promoted the accessibility of music and youth culture, while 

at the same time speaking back to the dominant culture, which positioned 

marginalized youth as economic and social problems. In many ways, 

punks made their own negligible social positions central to their cause, 

and as a result the movement attracted a wide following of likeminded 

young people.  

By emphasizing its own marginality, punk music drew upon the 

social, political, and economic contexts from which it emerged in order 

to resist and challenge a number of existing structures. Lyrics often 

demonstrate the ways in which punk bands transformed their 

disillusionment about labour opportunities and the future into productive 

forms of opposition. In a 1976 Times article, author Michael Church 

summarized an interview with a member of London’s Clash, who said 

that the band sings mostly about “career opportunities,” adding that “if 

there were jobs, we’d be singing about love and kisses.”23 Likewise 

many of The Sex Pistols’ hit songs incorporate young people’s 

disaffection with traditional labour practices into their lyrics. For 

instance, in “God Save the Queen,” a song which premiered on the 

evening of the 1977 Jubilee, the band tells listeners:  

 

“Don’t be told what you want 

Don’t be told what you need 

There’s no future, no future,  

No future for you.”24 

 

Punks made discontent and frustration with traditional culture and their 

lack of opportunity central to their movement, transforming negative 

emotions into constructive action. 

 As a form of youth resistance to mainstream culture, punk was 

characterized by its grassroots nature. It was a music movement that 

came from teenagers, as opposed to the entertainment industry. Popular 

bands in the early 1970s were seen as overwhelmingly commercialized 

                                                
23 Michael Church, “Catching up with punk,” The Times, Nov 29, 1977, 11. 
24 The Sex Pistols, “God Save the Queen,” vinyl, A&M, 1977. 
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and overrun by large record companies that were, as Mark Perry of punk 

fanzine Sniffin’ Glue wrote, “out to make more money.”25 Early punk 

record labels set out to make music production an accessible process, 

proving that one “only needed a few hundred pounds” to start a label and 

distribute music.26 Playing shows and forming bands was even easier. 

Many seminal bands were made up of teenagers who knew very little 

about music. One piece in the fanzine Sideburns depicted a rough sketch 

of three chord charts, with the words “Now Form a Band” written in 

sharpie below.27 This “three chord movement” meant that young people 

watching punk bands felt as though they could start their own groups and 

make music themselves in non-commercialized, Do-It-Yourself ways. 

As Jochen Eisentraut puts it, the “brevity and economy” of songs “along 

with the lack of concern for technique” made punk accessible to 

beginners.28 This is evident in a Sniffin’ Glue interview with Subway 

Sect’s Vic Godard. Discussing his bandmates, Godard says that Paul 

Myers, the bass player, had been playing for four months, and the 

drummer for two.29 When asked why he did not move around on stage, 

Myers said that if he moved, he would “miss all the notes” and “wouldn’t 

be able to play the bass.”30 In their song, The Medium was Tedium, The 

Desperate Bicycles put forth an overarching maxim of the movement: 

“It was easy, it was cheap, go and do it.” In light of these new forms of 

accessibility, “energy and passion” were more important than skill, and 

as a result punk resonated deeply with young people as a movement, as 

opposed to a commercial fad in the music industry.31  

 Likewise this Do-It-Yourself ideal influenced young people’s 

sartorial choices. Although the movement emerged around SEX, 

McClaren and Westwood’s London fetish shop, punk fashion was meant 

to be individualistic and self-styled. As in their lyrics, punks used dress 

to reclaim their own alienation by making poverty and decay central. In 

                                                
25 As quoted by David Laing, One Chord Wonders, 76. 
26 Laing, One Chord Wonders, 76. 
27 “Now Form a Band,” in Sideburns (fanzine), 1977, 2. 
28 Jochen Eisentraut, The Accessibility of Music: Participation, Reception, and 

Contact (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 92. 
29 Vic Godard, interview in Sniffin’ Glue (fanzine), Nov 1976, 6.  
30 Paul Myers, interview in Sniffin’ Glue (fanzine), Nov 1976, 6.  
31 Eisentraut, The Accessibility of Music, 93 
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his seminal study on the meaning of style, Dick Hebdige writes that 

punks “presented themselves as degenerate…perfectly representing the 

atrophied condition of Great Britain.”32 A Times article described punk 

style as consisting of “torn clothes cobbled together with safety pins,” 

though, as the author remarked, this original style was being “superseded 

by more bizarre ones concerning punk fans transpiercing [sic] their 

cheeks, Afghan zealot style, with those same safety pins.”33 Punk dress, 

like the Zoot Suit in 1940s American culture, challenged “middle-class 

ethics and expectations, carving out a distinct generational and ethnic 

identity.”34 British punks in general were white, working- and middle-

class teenagers, whereas in America those who donned the Zoot suit 

were “race rebels,” as Kelly puts it, with immigrants and black working 

class youth indicating their outsider status through particular dress codes. 

Punk dress in the late 1970s served a similar function as the Zoot suit did 

for marginalized groups in 1940s America, though in Britain it was white 

working-class youth who resisted the dominant culture by wearing 

clothes that were “the antithesis of fashion.”35 Through DIY dress and 

music, punk teenagers made direct political statements that helped young 

people find hope and resistance in their own disenfranchisement.  

 The punk movement also provided young people with a means 

to test and challenge gendered and sexual identities. Brian Cogan argues 

that the early punk movement remained “a boys club of sorts,” with 

women finding it difficult to secure record contracts.36 Most prominent 

bands from the period were made up of men. Even so, the movement 

helped young people confront dominant expectations of dress and 

gender, and many women remember finding liberation through the punk 

movement. Viv Albertine of the all-female Slits, which formed in 1976 

of teenaged girls as young as 14, remembers her experiences rethinking 

                                                
32 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (New York: Methuen & Co, 

1979), 87. 
33 Michael Church, “Catching up with punk,” Nov 29, 1976: 11.  
34 Robin Kelley “The Riddle of the Zoot: Malcolm Little and Black Cultural 

Politics During World War II,” in Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black 

Working Class (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 66. 
35 Jon Savage, England’s Dreaming, 68. 
36 Brian Cogan, “Typical Girls? Fuck Off, You Wanker! Re-Evaluating the 

Slits and Gender Relations in Early British Punk and Post-Punk” Women’s 

Studies 41 (2012): 125.  
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traditional culture. In an interview with Jon Savage, she said that “the 

whole thing was about looking at things from a fresh eye, and sexuality 

had to be looked at.”37 The Slits were “making a radical statement just 

by maintaining their identity and independence” as women in a 

masculine-centred, aggressive scene.38 Others, both male and female, 

found acceptance of their sexual identities in the punk movement. For 

instance, Bertie “Berlin” Marshall, who “left school at thirteen, cos [he] 

was being bullied for being a poof,” remembers joining the punk scene 

after leaving school and having a nervous breakdown.39 Rejected by 

mainstream culture, which was mired with ingrained and long-standing 

biases, young people could find social support in a movement that 

accepted and applauded their sexual identities.  

By exploring new avenues for gender expression, challenging 

consumerism and traditional British society, the punk movement formed 

a socially cohesive movement. Hebdige writes that “the expression of a 

highly structured, visible group identity” was the only quality inherited 

from the “parent culture,” or British society at large.40 As a group, punk 

youths celebrated the “collapse of traditional culture” but formed strong 

and visible bonds within their own ranks.41 For instance, reflecting on 

the period a decade later, Marshall contended that “in those days, if you 

saw someone dressed in a similar way to you, you’d say something.”42 

Local hangouts, pubs, and clothing stores often functioned as youth 

centres. Recalling his experiences growing up in the suburbs of London, 

Marshall noted that his town, Bromley, was very “oppressive” with “no 

place for young people to go, no youth centres.” The punk movement 

thus helped youths find new spaces where they could form bonds with 

one another, directly combatting their alienation and establishing hope 

in their group identities. As such, it was a powerful movement formed 

by and for young people.  

                                                
37 As quoted by Cogan in “Typical Girls? Fuck Off, You Wanker!,” 124. 
38 Ibid., 125. 
39 Bertie Marshall, “Berlin,” in Jon Savage eds., The England’s Dreaming 

Tapes, 349. 
40 Hebdige, Subculture, 79.  
41 Ibid.  
42 “Berlin,” in Jon Savage ed., England’s Dreaming Tapes, 350. 
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 A number of legacies resulted from the early British punk 

movement. Already in 1977, some of the “original” punks began to 

complain about the widespread popularity of the movement.43 The Times 

ran an article titled “Riding the new wave with punk chic,” which tracked 

the rise of punk couture and high fashion as it gained popularity across 

Europe. 44  Although the movement’s fashion was “rapidly 

commodified,” as Frank Cartledge puts it, this legacy provides a means 

of understanding the widespread popularity of the youth movement.45 

Punk resonated with adolescents and young adults in towns and cities far 

from London—in Sheffield, Manchester, Blackburn, and beyond. Many 

young people adopted new and diverse forms of dress, finding 

inspiration in local charity shops and jumble sales, but the media began 

to reproduce a static, “iconographic” image of the male punk, “with a 

large Mohawk, black doc martens, and safety pins.” 46 One enduring 

legacy has been this image of the “typical punk.” The movement 

branched off into various differing directions, appropriated by some as 

high fashion, transmuted into other forms of musical expression by 

others. Despite these divisions, young people still join the punk scene in 

an effort to resist mainstream culture. Girls in the 1990s reported turning 

to punk for in order to reject the mores of their “parents, peers, and school 

authorities,” to find support networks, and to express political opinions.47 

Although British punk was a fleeting historical moment, it resonated 

widely among young people all over the country and, eventually, around 

the world. Punk continues to attract teenagers and young adults for its 

anti-consumerist, anti-authoritarian, political, and supportive ideals.  

 In conclusion, British punk gained widespread cultural 

momentum as a movement by and for young people. Often 

acknowledged as a type of “youth culture” in passing, histories of the 

period have traditionally focused on bands, famous individuals, and the 

                                                
43 Pete Shelley “Plaything,” in Plaything (fanzine). 
44 Prudence Glynn, “Riding the new wave with punk chic,” Times, October 27, 

1977, 16. 
45 Frank Cartledge, “Distress to Impress?: Local Punk Fashion and Commodity 

Exchange,” in Punk Rock, So What?, ed. Roger Sabin (London: Routledge, 

1999), 125. 
46 Ibid., 147. 
47 Lauraine Leblanc, Pretty in Punk: Girls’ Gender Resistance in a Boys’ 

Subculture (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2000), 79. 
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symbolic meanings of resistance. In this paper I have attempted to show 

that early British punk was an important moment in Britain’s history that 

made young people’s disenfranchisement central, providing a means for 

youth to resist against the authoritarian social and economic structures 

of the “adult world.”  
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Ballet and the Modern: The Abstraction and  

Americanization of Ballet, 1929 to 1957 

 

Elizabeth Benoy 

 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the European Romantic 

style of ballet was incomprehensible to the modern audience. 

Extravagant backgrounds and gaudy costumes obscured the artistry and 

choreography to such a degree that la grande spectacle of the operatic 

ballet was inconsequential. As ballet migrated to the United States in the 

1920s, the Romantic tradition was considered little more than European 

decadence, and was completely alien to American audiences. As a result, 

the ballet genre developed to better match the cultural landscape of the 

United States, and especially of New York City. Black jazz, a genre 

native to the United States, had the most significant influence on 

classical ballet technique. The syncopation, the extension of movement 

to the maximum threshold of the human body, and the inversion of the 

classical technique came to define ballet in the United States as a new 

aesthetic, “neoclassical” ballet. Ballet also evolved in concert with 

American modernism, which meant that ballets became increasingly 

abstracted in an effort to embrace the anxiety of modern life. George 

Balanchine embodied this style, and produced the most iconic abstracted 

neoclassical ballets of the twentieth century, the most notable of which 

is Agon (1957). Furthermore, the inclusion of black dancers in 

Balanchine’s company, the New York City Ballet, contributed to the 

visible cultural transformation of ballet and its revival in America. 

Together, these influences produced a technique which was innovative, 

yet distinctly American in movement and content. Ballet emerged as a 

genre capable of representing modern American life on stage through 

these processes of abstraction and Americanization. 

 Historically, ballet was the entertainment of the aristocracy. 

Ballet had developed out of seventeenth-century French court dances, 

and, by the nineteenth century, most European monarchs were patrons to 

their own imperial companies. During this period, commonly referred to 

as the Romantic era, la ballet à grande spectacle was en vogue, as 

productions “resemble[d] nineteenth-century operas in their length, the 



Elizabeth Benoy | Ballet and the Modern 

83 

complexity of their narratives, and tendency towards visual spectacle.”1 

The purpose of ballet during the Romantic Period was to convey 

otherworldly narratives on stage. Imperial ballet productions were 

extremely intricate, with massive set pieces and huge numbers of dancers 

on stage creating the illusion that the stage was much bigger than it 

actually was.2 Costumes, especially, were immensely detailed. Female 

ballet dancers wore the tutu, which initially was made of soft, delicate 

tulle that fell to below knee, but was then shortened and stiffened to jut 

out from the hip parallel to the floor. Pointe technique, the practice of 

dancing on the tips of one’s toes, also developed during the nineteenth 

century, which made the ballerina look even more inhuman and 

otherworldly. Many of the roles that ballerinas performed, like the Sugar 

Plum Fairy in The Nutcracker, were supernatural by definition, and 

delicate “poses and simples steps on the tips of the toes conveyed a sense 

of lightness and ethereality in romantic works.” 3  As this technique 

developed during the nineteenth century, “padded, then stiffened and 

blocked ballet slippers permitted greater mobility.” 4 Ballerinas could 

jump and turn en pointe, greatly expanding their range of movement, 

which in turn broadened their range of expression. In any given ballet, 

the number of solo variations for the ballerina increased in order to show 

off her expanded range of movement, yet this made the plot almost 

incomprehensible. Raymonda, choreographed by Marius Petipa of the 

St. Petersburg Imperial Theatre in 1898, is the greatest example of this, 

but the plot is barely recognizable due to the sheer number of solo 

variations performed by the ballerina. 5  Complex plots, elaborate 

costumes, and the ethereality of the ballerina culminated in a genre 

produced for a European imperial audience.   

In contrast, the specific system of social stratification which had 

produced ballet in the first place was not present in the United States. 

There were no monarchs to pay patronage to ballet companies, and the 

genre suffered in popularity without an aristocratic audience. Classical 

                                                
1 Tim Scholl, From Petipa to Balanchine: Classical Revival and the 

Modernization of Ballet, (London: Routledge, 1994), 3.  
2 Scholl, From Petipa to Balanchine, 4.  
3 Scholl, From Petipa to Balanchine, 10.  
4 Scholl, From Petipa to Balanchine, 10.    
5 Scholl, From Petipa to Balanchine, 9.  
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ballet had been unceremoniously transplanted from the theatres of 

Europe to the United States. There was nothing familiar or American 

about ballet, and it was considered by American audiences to be little 

more than European decadence.6 For a nation with a mainstream culture 

based in austerity and “pioneerism,” it is no wonder that ballet held little 

cultural clout. The Romantic traditions of complexity in narrative, 

choreography, costumes, and background design, was simply not 

celebrated. As Sally Banes, author of Writing Dancing in the Age of 

Postmodernism, suggests, for ballet to survive in the United States, it 

would have to find “uniquely native subjects and techniques” which 

would be both familiar and innovative to match the American cultural 

landscape.7 Even though ballet was extremely conservative, the romantic 

tradition was tired, and ballet needed to modernize for the New World.  

 As the hub of American dance, New York City was the site at 

which ballet began to develop for the modern world. George 

Balanchine—the champion of American ballet—and his contemporaries 

were immensely influenced by the “iconic ‘Americanness’ of black 

vernacular of dancing.”8 Black jazz was athletic, cool, and a distinctly 

American approach to movement and expression. Ballet, especially the 

Russian tradition, was very slow and painfully conservative. Balanchine 

believed that for ballet to continue to develop in the United States it 

needed to adopt some of the movements seen in jazz styles performed by 

black dancers. Such movement included the syncopation and isolation of 

movement, the treatment of limbs as autonomous from one another, and 

the general expansion of movement to the maximum threshold of the 

human body.9 Furthermore, jazz dancers had a “cool demeanour” in their 

approach to movement, and this fascinated New York choreographers.10 

Balanchine believed that ballet “must be reconstructed for service in our 

twentieth century, speeded up, [and made to achieve] the snap and 

                                                
6 Sally Banes, “Sibling Rivalry: The New York City Ballet and Modern Dance” 

in Dance for a City: Fifty Years of the New York City Ballet, (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1999), 78. 
7 Banes, “Sibling Rivalry: The New York City Ballet and Modern Dance,” 78.  
8 Sally Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, (Middletown: 

Wesleyan University Press, 1994), 68.  
9 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 67.  
10 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 53. 
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brilliance propelled by syncopation [of] jazz.”11 Although Balanchine 

was strict in his adherence to the classical ballet vocabulary, his 

choreography put a spin on traditional steps. Feet were flexed when they 

should have been pointed, legs were turned in, and kicks were extended 

to include the movement of the hips and pelvis. Furthermore, the hands 

were re-oriented to show the palm. 12  In the nineteenth century, this 

would have been considered indecent, but “paw hands” became a 

defining feature of neoclassical technique.13 The extension of movement 

to the very limit of the body helped differentiate American ballet from 

the European tradition. The “speed, broken lines, off-centre weight 

placement, intertwining bodies, [and] syncopated accents” produced a 

technique which was unique to New York City and the United States.14 

American ballet was faster and more athletic, and movements native to 

jazz dancing offered an “equally attractive aesthetic that created contrast 

and variety when juxtaposed to the classical ballet lexicon.”15 Classical 

ballet technique had not changed. It had just been given a distinctly 

American twist by expanding to include a wider range of movement.  

The undisguised appropriation of black jazz dancing was 

revolutionary not only within the world of ballet, but within the cultural 

and political landscape of New York City. George Balanchine was the 

first mainstream choreographer to cast black dancers in his company, the 

New York City Ballet. In so doing, Balanchine challenged the 

assumption that black dancers had the “wrong bodies” for ballet. 16 

Balanchine’s goal was to have a company with equal black and white 

dancers, in an effort to truly represent the diversity of life in New York 

City. The presence of black dancers in the New York City Ballet 

indicated that more than just the content and structure of ballet was 

changing. The reflection of the city of New York within the company 

provided the native subjects and techniques which Sally Banes had 

referenced. Including black dancers meant that Balanchine’s ballets 

                                                
11 Lincoln Kirstein, Thirty Years: The New York City Ballet (New York: Knopf, 

1978), 244.  
12 Apollo. Chor, George Balanchine, Music by Igor Stravinsky, 1929.  
13 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 53. 
14 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 53.  
15 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 68.  
16 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 69.   
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could call into question racial anxieties that were extremely present in 

the United States. Unlike its Romantic predecessor which provided an 

escape from the reality of the world, neoclassical ballet strove to fully 

represent modern American life, racial tensions included.  

 As ballet began to adopt expressly American styles of 

movement, it also evolved in conversation with American modernism, 

the most powerful artistic and cultural movement in the United States in 

the early twentieth century. American modernism rejected traditional 

modes of artistic representation in favour of those which better 

encompassed the “often chaotic conditions of twentieth century 

existence.”17 For the modernists, nineteenth-century methods of artistic 

creation meant nothing in a modern world governed by industry and 

capitalism. Choreographers —like Balanchine—began to abandon 

narrative, and rather opted to abstract their work to match this cultural 

landscape.18 Complex stories were replaced either with very simplistic 

narratives, or none at all. Surrendering narrative was the best method to 

achieve meaningful representation in ballet. Instead of trying to tell a 

story or push a narrative on to the audience, the dancers danced for the 

sake of dance; they produced art that strove not for an understanding of 

plot, but for the realization of the genre. The purpose of ballet was no 

longer to tell a story, but to demonstrate the difficulty and the beauty of 

ballet as an athletic art. The ballerina, no longer hidden behind a façade 

of ethereality, danced for art in and of itself. This was immensely radical 

for a genre which, for nearly two hundred years, had been guided by 

story, character, and narrative.  

The early work of Balanchine is exemplary of this shift towards 

abstraction in the ballet genre. His piece Apollo (1928), with music by 

Igor Stravinsky, tells the story of Apollo, the god of music. Unlike its 

romantic predecessors, Apollo features very few characters. Only Apollo 

and the three Muses—Calliope, the muse of poetry; Terpsichore, the 

muse of dance; and Polyhymnia, the muse of music—are represented.19 

Furthermore, the plot is incredibly simple, especially in comparison to 

some of Petipa’s convoluted narrative endeavours. In addition, unlike 

                                                
17 Daniel Joseph Singal, "Towards a Definition of American Modernism," 

American Quarterly 39, no. 1 (1987): 8.   
18 Scholl, From Pepita to Balanchine, 4. 
19 Apollo, Chor, George Balanchine, Music by Igor Stravinsky, 1929.  
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classical Romantic ballets, Balanchine’s Apollo was significantly pared 

down in terms of costumes and backgrounds. Early modern ballets 

rejected the Romantic reliance on gaudy backdrops and costumes, in 

favour of more simplistic and practical settings. Performances of Apollo 

in the United States rarely included any backdrop whatsoever, instead 

using only a simple blue background. 20  Without the distractions of 

ostentatious costumes and backgrounds, the choreography and 

movement became the central focus of the ballet. However, because 

neoclassical ballet still operated within the classical framework, as a nod 

to the classical ballet blanc, every character in Apollo was dressed in 

white, with the muses dressed in plain leotards and short white skirts, 

and the titular Apollo in a white sash and tights. Apollo straddled the 

boundary between romantic and modern ballet. While it was scaled down 

relative to its classical predecessors, it was not yet abstract. The story 

and characters still drove the ballet forward, despite the simplicity and 

austerity of the narrative. Nevertheless, Apollo was a critical stepping 

stone towards the realization of modern ballet.   

Ballet continued to develop alongside American modernism 

throughout the 1940s and 1950s. Balanchine’s ballets abstracted further 

to completely dismiss any sort of recognizable narrative or characters. 

The rejection of classical modes of representation aligned his work with 

the American modernist movement, for: 

 

with their spare, stripped-down look, they seemed as 

abstract as a Mondrian painting, as functional as a 

skyscraper of Mies van der Rohe; they belonged to the 

universe of ‘Broadway Boogie-Woogie’ and the 

Seagram building.21 

 

By stripping the excess and leaving nothing but the music, choreography, 

and dancing, the ballets exhibited a sense of self-awareness characteristic 

of modernism in the post-World War II period. Balanchine’s work 

seemed to develop a “sensation of consciousness” as they created a 

                                                
20 Apollo, 1929.  
21 Lynn Garafola, and Eric Foner, Dance for a City: Fifty Years of the New 

York City Ballet (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 8. 
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character of their own through movement.22 Furthermore, Balanchine’s 

ballets featured significantly simplified costumes for both men and 

women, which were later called leotard ballets. Both men and women 

wore nothing but stylized practice leotards which negated traditional 

general roles within the ballet. Paring down the costumes to such a 

degree furthered the modernist project by clearing the performance of 

distraction and focusing on the movement and choreography. This was 

especially apparent in many of Balanchine’s pas de deux, for unlike 

traditional examples where the ballerina was the highlight and the man 

simply assisted her in turns or balances, Balanchine’s pas de deux 

allowed both dancers to demonstrate their artistry and athleticism. The 

modernist influence on ballet produced a genre in which the focus was 

the art form itself, not the story it tried to tell.  

 The most poignant example of neoclassical ballet is George 

Balanchine’s Agon, which debuted at Lincoln Centre on December 1, 

1957. Agon was the pinnacle of American ballet because it fully realized 

Balanchine’s neoclassical technique. The ballet was “aggressively 

lacking in conventional ballet allure,” yet the vocabulary of the dancers 

was classical.23 In an additional nod to classical technique, the ballet was 

framed by the seventeenth-century French court dances from which 

ballet originally emerged, the saraband, galliard, and bransle.24 Yet, the 

influence of jazz dancing that had struck such a cord with Balanchine is 

clearly evident in Agon. Dancers moved with turned-in legs and 

syncopated steps.25 Every movement was taken to the very limit of the 

human body, as seen in “the jutting hips, the legs that swing down like 

scythes, the paw hands, the prances, the big quick lunges, the flexed feet, 

the heel walks.”26 The influence of jazz vernacular put an American spin 

on the ballet. Every step was entrenched in classical ballet technique, but 

the movement was expanded or twisted. Agon not only extended the 

                                                
22 William R. Everdell, The First Moderns: Profiles in the Origins of 

Twentieth-century Thought, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 11.  
23 Nancy Reynolds, Repertory in Review: 40 Years of the New York City Ballet, 

(New York City: Dial Press, 1977), 182. 
24 Stephanie Jordan, "Agon: A Musical/Choreographic Analysis," Dance 

Research Journal 25, no. 2 (1993): 2.  
25 Agon, Chor. George Balanchine, Music by Igor Stravinsky, Lincoln Centre, 

New York City, NY, 1983.  
26 Banes, Writing Dancing in the Age of Postmodernism, 53.  
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movements to, and often beyond, their natural endings, but it also turned 

classical ballet technique on its head. This was most evident in the iconic 

pas de deux where “the classic movements [were] turned inside out,” as 

the woman’s attitude was forced beyond its natural ending and 

contorted.27 The pose was classical, but was exaggerated to the point of 

unrecognizability. 28  Traditional holding techniques were also turned 

upside down, as the man held the woman in a balance by her feet or 

ankles, rather than her waist or hand. When he did hold her hand, it was 

extremely unsteady. In fact, “the mutual tremor of an uncertain 

supported balance [was] so isolated musically it becomes a dance 

movement.”29 The dancers did not hide behind a façade of ethereality, 

but were extremely honest about the athleticism of the art. Yet, the 

dancers were cool and detached, like the city in which the ballet is was 

performed.  

Agon struck a cord with New York audiences because it strove 

to achieve a method of representation which better embodied the discord 

of modern life.30 Visibly, Agon was unlike any ballet ever performed. 

The original performance featured Diana Adams, a white ballerina and 

one of the most iconic members of New York City Ballet, and Arthur 

Mitchell, the first black man to perform in a mainstream ballet company. 

The increased diversity shown in Agon represented the realities of 

modern American life. Agon interacted with racial anxieties by featuring 

black and white dancers together on stage. In doing so, Agon furthered 

the modernist project to fully represent modern American life. 

Furthermore, in an “avant-garde austerity,” the ballet was reduced to its 

most basic components: only the dancers, the music, and the 

choreography remained. 31 The costumes were simplified to “black-and-

white practice uniforms, near nudity,” which allowed the audience to 

focus on the dancers and choreography as they were.32 This “reduction 

                                                
27 Edwin Denby, “Three Sides of Agon,” in Dance Writings and Poetry ed. 

Robert Cornfield (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 449.  
28 Agon, Chor. George Balanchine, Music by Igor Stravinsky, Lincoln Centre, 

New York City, NY, 1983. 
29 Denby, “Three Sides of Agon,” 457.  
30 Denby “Three Sides of Agon,” 446. 
31 Robert Garis, Following Balanchine, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1995), 118.  
32 Reynolds, Repertory in Review, 185.  
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of costume… ]projected] an abstraction and [confirmed] the absence of 

a narrative.”33 The dancers were not characters, and they were not trying 

to tell a story. Agon was just a dance. It was the bare bones of ballet, for:  

 

the essence of Agon is that it [was] a skeleton. Here… 

[was] what might happen if you took all the 

nineteenth-century ballets that ever were, put them 

into a machine and refined them down to nothing more 

than this tremendous capsule of dance and music. 34  

 

Like all of Balanchine’s leotard ballets, the “context of narrative which 

would have let the audience evade the eloquence of the form itself [was 

gone], and at last he arrived at the deep centre of his art.”35 Agon was the 

embodiment of art for art’s sake, and while it has been described as a 

“competition before the gods,” any literal meaning within the work 

ended there. 36 The dancers performed not to tell a story, but just to 

dance, and although there was no discernable narrative, the ballet did 

“have a character of its own.”37 Agon had a self-awareness characteristic 

of other modernist works, and the movement of the dancers was an 

expression of that character. It presented itself honestly with no pretense. 

The ballet was an exhibition of artistic athleticism which drew upon 

American dance in an effort to fully represent modern American life. The 

music itself suggested a kind of abstract understanding of life in New 

York City, as Stravinsky composed it “as a series of formal cells or 

blocks,” like a Mondrian grid.38 It nodded to the anxieties of modern 

American life, while celebrating its complexity and contained chaos. For 

an audience which understood culture through a framework of austerity, 

Agon provided an expression of those cultural markers in an innovative 

and innately American way. Where the Romantic ballet tradition had 

                                                
33 Charles M. Joseph “The Making of Agon” in Dance for a City: Fifty Years of 

the New York City, 72. 
34 Reynolds, Repertory in Review, 186. 
35 Garis, Following Balanchine, 48.  
36 Arlene Croce, “The Spelling of Agon,” New Yorker, July 12, 1993, 85.  
37 Reynolds, Repertory in Review, 183. 
38 Stephanie Jordan, "Agon: A Musical/Choreographic Analysis," Dance 

Research Journal, 1. 
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failed to adequately reflect American life back to the audience, abstract 

neoclassical ballets filled that artistic void. Balanchine’s Agon is the 

clearest example of ballet’s departure from the nineteenth century 

romantic narrative style.   

 The movement of ballet to the United States marked a turning 

point for a tired but deeply conservative genre. The Romantic tradition 

of la ballet à grande spectacle had become inconsequential to modern 

audiences because it failed to effectively speak to modern life. This 

failure was especially spectacular in the United States, where a distinct 

cultural framework based on austerity meant that extravagant ballets 

were antithetical to the American taste. For ballet to resonate on the 

American stage, it had to reflect elements of American life and culture 

to the audience. Choreographers, like George Balanchine, were 

immensely inspired by dance genres native to the United States, and 

especially black jazz. Balanchine broadened the range of movement 

available to the dancer by incorporating jazz movements, while staying 

true to the classical ballet lexicon. The neoclassical technique was 

extremely innovative without undermining the integrity of the genre. 

Movement was simply extended to maximize the capability of the 

dancer. Ballet also developed in conversation with American 

modernism, as ballets were increasingly abstracted in order to present 

themselves honestly. The dancers let their dancing speak for itself, which 

in turn allowed the ballets to develop a character of their own. George 

Balanchine’s Agon was the pinnacle of this genre, as it had a clear 

command of the neo-classical technique and was clearly abstract. The 

self-awareness of this innately modernist production reflected the 

character of New York City itself. Ballet became a method through 

which dancers and choreographers could represent the anxieties of 

modern life in New York City with a genre which had become no less 

American than jazz. The abstraction of ballet and development of the 

neoclassical technique produced an art form capable of representing the 

realities of modern American life in a way that the Romantic tradition 

had failed to do, in the process modernizing ballet.   
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Women of Hope: Zainichi Writers in Postwar Japan 

 

Joelle Lee 

 

Introduction 

The treatment of Zainichi Koreans (ethnic Koreans residing in 

Japan) has received little attention internationally, and is an issue that 

has yet to be officially addressed by the Japanese government. The social 

and political barriers that still exist to this day continue to deny Zainichi 

of the same political rights, levels of education, and quality of life as 

Japanese citizens, and this significant disparity is exposed in the popular 

literature of Zainichi. The anthropological gaze comprises all forms of 

writing, including the mundane, because stories of ordinary life are often 

related to broader, complex social events, which David Barton believes 

“shed light on wider processes of social and cultural change.”1 This 

anthropological fascination with the mundane is precisely what led me 

to the works of three female Zainichi writers active in the 1970s and 

1980s.  In the literary works of these three influential writers, Kim 

Ch’ang-saeng, Chong Ch’u-Wol and Yi Yang-ji, I uncovered themes of 

a woman’s sacrifice, hope and love that were imperative to 

understanding the deeply-rooted and long-standing effects of Zainichi 

disenfranchisement and oppression in Japan. Through an analysis of 

their short works, I will use show how these mundane stories of hope and 

suffering contest Japanese hegemony and subvert Japan’s desire for 

cultural assimilation.2 

Part 1: Placing Zainichi authors in context 

The enormous labour demands of the 1920s caused by Japan’s 

unremitting march towards modernization and territorial expansion, 

spurred on the biggest wave of migration of ethnic Koreans to Japan.3 

                                                
1  David Barton and Uta Papen, The Anthropology of Writing, (New York: 

Bloomsbury Publishing, 2010), 10. 
2 Cultural assimilation in Japan is a complex issue for the Zainichi community. 

One aspect is called naturalizing, meaning that Zainichi Koreans surrender  

their Korean nationality for a Japanese one, most likely adopting a Japanese 

name and discarding their Korean heritage while they are in Japan. 
3 By this time, Korea had already been colonized by Japan for more than a 

decade. Colonization began in 1910 and lasted until 1945. 
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According to South Korean sociologist John Lie, these migrants 

occupied the lowest level in the urban labor market along with 

Burakumin (a Japanese outcast group) and Okinawans.4 By 1945, it is 

estimated that as many as 2 million Zainichi resided in Japan working as 

laborers in the construction and mining industries. Migrant workers 

settled in Korean ghettoes, or buraku, like the well-known Korean 

neighborhood of Ikaino in Osaka.5 These enclaves, well-insulated from 

the rest of Japanese society, maintained their own distinct language, 

clothing, and food culture. In buraku, one could shop at Korean food 

markets, eat at Korean restaurants, and even pay a visit to Korean 

shamans and doctors. 

However, after Japan’s language assimilation policies were 

introduced in the 1930s, preserving Korean cultural heritage became 

more difficult. For writers, the existence of these policies meant that an 

increased number of texts were written in Japanese rather than in Korean.  

Japanese studies scholar Elise Foxworth categorizes Zainichi writers of 

this period as the First Generation, a label which includes prominent 

male authors such as Kim Sa Ryang and Kim Tal Su, whose works 

highlight colonialism, American imperialism, the Korean War, and the 

unification and recovery of Korean identity.6 Significantly, the literature 

produced at this time placed a heavier emphasis on life and politics in 

Korea than later writing.  

After World War 2, Japan’s once-mighty military was 

dismantled and its vast colonial empire crumbled. As a result, the 

nation’s economy and education system experienced drastic 

restructuring in the late 1940s and 1950s.7 During this time, the Japanese 

government’s instinctive reaction was to protect the vulnerable 

“Japanese” national identity by reasserting Japanese cultural dominance. 

Policy shifted towards the disempowerment and cultural assimilation of 

ethnic Koreans living in Japan, manifesting in contradictory ways. At the 

                                                
4 John Lie, Zainichi (Koreans in Japan), (Berkeley, California:  

University of California Press, 2008), 4. 
5 Ibid., 5.  
6 Elise Foxworth, “A Tribute to the Japanese Literature of Korean  

Writers in Japan,” New Voices: A Journal for Emerging Scholars of  

Japanese Studies in Australia and New Zealand 1 (2006): 46. 
7 Lie, Zainichi (Koreans in Japan), 38. 
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end of World War 2, Zainichi were stripped of their suffrage and fired 

from government jobs on the grounds that they were no longer 

considered Japanese nationals. At the same time, efforts to culturally 

assimilate these non-Japanese were implemented. In 1948, the Japanese 

government rejected the creation of Korean ethnic schools. They 

justified their actions on the grounds that Zainichi were intended to be 

dutiful members of Japanese society and thus must be educated in the 

Japanese language. Zainichi, denied of the rights and cultural freedoms 

of Japanese citizens, were alienated from the body politic, reinforcing 

the status of Japanese as the superior group during this politically 

unstable time.8  

According to Nayoung Aimee Kwon, at this time when imperial 

borders were in flux, imperial expansion and technology forced both 

former colony and metropole closer together.9 Zainichi authors such as 

Yi Hoe Sung, Kim Ha Gyong and Yi Yang Ji emerged amidst growing 

public demand for Zainichi fiction in postwar Japan from people of both 

Korean and Japanese descent.  Kwon uses the term “colonial kitsch” to 

explain this fetishization of “exotic” objects produced by the colonies.10 

Ironically, these fetishized works of literature produced by Japan’s 

former colonial subjects consciously or unconsciously condemn the very 

Japanese people who consume them. For example, the works of Second 

Generation writers of the 1950s to 1970s focused on the social ills of 

poverty, unemployment, racism, domestic violence, alienation, and 

feelings of identity fragmentation associated with colonial and post-

colonial projects of disenfranchisement and racism that many Zainichi 

faced during this era.11 We ? will be focusing exclusively on this group 

of writers since their literature is readily available in English.  

The 1990s was a period of renaissance for Zainichi writers who 

were born, raised and continued to live in Japan as permanent resident 

aliens. According to Lisa Yoneyama, “The early twentieth century 

proletarian writers’ transnational networks in East Asia and the dominant 

leftist concerns of the postwar Japanese literary establishment have 

                                                
8 Lie, Zainichi (Koreans in Japan), 37. 
9 Barton and Papen The Anthropology of Writing, 425. 
10 Ibid., 437. 
11 Foxworth, “A Tribute to the Japanese Literature of Korean  

Writers in Japan,” 47. 
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fostered readerships for Korean writer’s Marxist critiques of the 

Japanese colonial system.”12 Women novelists, critics, columnists, and 

journal editors began to emerge, and the works of these later generations, 

who have gained visibility in a variety of genres, were scathing criticisms 

of Japan’s colonial and postcolonial policies through the culture industry. 

Part 2: Introduction and analysis of Zainichi literature 

The works of several influential Zainichi female authors of the 

1970s and 1980s illustrate similar accounts of the economic hardship and 

ostracism endured in Japan by those of Korean descent in the informal 

workplace, the factory or the home. Their works explore the lives of 

ordinary Zainichi women who struggle with the “irreconcilable demands 

placed on [them] as Korean daughter, sister, wife, and mother” all the 

while striving to construct their own identities beyond their given roles.13 

Kim Ch’ang-saeng, Chong Ch’u-Wol and Yi Yang-ji are just some of 

the Zainichi Koreans who have created new ways of looking at 

imperialist Japan from the perspective of half-insiders half-outsiders.14 I 

will exclusively focus on the works of these female writers because 

firstly, I find that the female perspective in literature is too often 

overlooked in Japan, and secondly, I believe that their characters' tales 

of sacrifice, hope and love are significant to understanding the wider 

context of Japanese-Korean relations.  

The first story we will consider is Kim Ch’ang-saeng’s 1988 

novella ““Akai Mi”” (Crimson Fruit), a story which follows On-nyo, a 

                                                
12 Lisa Yoneyama, 2000. “Reading against the bourgeois and national  

bodies: transcultural body-politics in Yu Miri’s textual representations.”  

In Koreans in Japan: Critical voices from the margin, Sonia Ryang, eds,  

(New York: Routeledge, 2000), 103. 
13 Catherine Ryu, “Crimson Fruit” in Into the Light: An Anthology of Literature  

by Koreans in Japan. Melissa L. Wender, eds. (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i  

Press, 2011), 142. 
14 Kim Ch’ang-saeng’s works are relatively obscure within the literary 

establishment, but she is regarded as a expressive voice of Ikaino, the heartland 

of the Korean community in Japan. Chong Ch’u-wŏl was first published in 

1971, making her the first bona fide Zainichi Korean woman writer of 

literature. She enjoyed local success within Osaka.  Yi Yang-ji was the first 

female Zainichi author to win the prestigious Akutagawa Prize for Literature in 

1989 for her critically acclaimed novel Yuhi. 
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single mother toiling at a coffee shop in Japan and raising her young 

daughter Chi-na. Earlier in her marriage, On-nyo is both physically and 

sexually violated by her husband, but she has since divorced him.  Her 

daughter, a witness to the assault, often disappears into an imaginary 

world in order to cope with the traumatic memories of domestic violence. 

The story alternates between the experience of On-nyo’s current life, the 

memories of her childhood in Japan in a poor Korean household with 

parents who fought constantly, her experiences living with her cold ex-

husband, and interactions with a mother-in-law who sacrifices her own 

happiness for her son and who was abandoned by her own husband.  

When On-nyo’s coworkers bitterly complain about the lack of 

job security as a waitress, a customer heatedly retorts, “Security? I don’t 

think any of the Chōsen folks around here even know the word.”15 This 

suggests that there is a problematic underlying assumption that poverty 

is synonymous with Zainichi in Japan. This prejudice is consistent with 

the idea of Japan’s hegemony, a non-physical form of domination 

produced and reproduced by means such as deception, forced 

assimilation and social reproduction. When people make unfounded 

assumptions about Zainichi, their attitudes can actually reinforce 

inequalities and oppression.  

Kim’s fictionalized account of domestic violence and troubled 

marriages reflects the realities faced by many Zainichi women. In my  

analysis, we can utilize the Marxist concept of social reproduction, the 

idea that social inequality could be transmitted from one generation to 

the next through certain structures and activities that reproduce 

inequality.16 Living and marrying within isolated segments of Japanese 

society with no prospects of upward mobility, an endless cycle of abuse, 

abandonment and poverty is reproduced for marginalized women. 

However, Kim does offer a glimpse of hope at the end, when we see that 

On-nyo finally burns the pictures of her former husband, symbolically 

discarding of her traumatic memories and choosing to escape the cycle 

                                                
15 Refers to ethnic Koreans; Kim Ch’ang-saeng, “Crimson Fruit,” trans.  

Catherine Ryu in Into the Light: An Anthology of Literature by Koreans in Japan,  

Melissa L. Wender, eds. (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2011), 145. 
16 Christopher B. Doob, Social inequality and social stratification in US 

Society, (New York: Routledge, 2015), 10. 
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of debilitating relationships and poverty. A better future life for On-nyo 

and her daughter is left to the reader’s own hope and imagination. 

The second set of stories we will review is Chong Ch’u-Wol’s 

1974 work, “Waga aisuru Chōsen no onnatachi” (The Korean Women I 

Love). By the early 1970s, nearly three-quarters of Zainichi were 

Japanese-born. 17  The rapid economic growth of postwar Japan also 

improved the living standards for many Zainichi. On the other hand, 

housing discrimination and participation in Japan’s education system 

still presented a challenge to the integration of Zainichi into Japanese 

society.18 This gap between the Zainichi standard of living, especially 

for marginalized women, and the rest of the nation is stark in “Waga 

aisuru Chōsen no onnatachi”. Chong’s stories portray the anxious and 

uncertain worries of motherhood and of raising children in Ikaino-ku, the 

Korean neighborhood in Osaka. In the story’s introduction, Chong states 

that prior to becoming a mother, she herself strongly felt that she was 

“only a woman-in-training.”19 In the foreword, Chong alludes to the 

essence of Ikaino women when she writes: 

 

Supposing that 10,000 of those people are women who have 

been connected with reincarnation through their own flesh, 

those days of the 10,000 of me are filled with the unrewarded 

love that is maternal love, with the actions willed by maternal 

love… For women, the home is like the head of a Korean folk 

dancer. A head that tosses back and forth furiously and spins 

around. The ribbon flowing from the headdress like beams of 

light. The craziness and ecstasy of the ribbon can purify, make 

more beautiful, bring a feeling of rightness to, women’s hips, 

which never break the rhythm of daily work, making them like 

feet planted firmly on the continent..20  

  

Her introduction evokes an image of home as a place of healing, 

but also as a place of incessant busyness. Chong links parts of the body 

                                                
17 Lie, Zainichi (Koreans in Japan), 32. 
18 Lie, Zainichi (Koreans in Japan), 34. 
19 Chong Ch’u-Wol’s, “The Korean Woman I Love,” trans. Melissa L. Wender 

in Into the Light, 114.  
20 Ibid., 114-115.  
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associated with motherhood (the hips and belly) not only to positive 

feelings of healing and love, but also to the unending burden of a 

mother’s duty. Her subsequent stories, a collection of different fictional 

women’s tales, touch upon the joys and trials of motherhood, mothers’ 

connection to the earth through their ability to produce life, and the 

physical pains of their obligations to family. 

The first story is the tale of Nyo-hwa, a forty-two year-old 

mother of two sons, and the wife to an abusive husband. During the day, 

he works diligently making lapel pins from  the hazardous pin press on 

the first floor of their small house, but at night, he drinks heavily and 

occasionally beats her. “But Nyo-hwa was not silent,” Chong writes. 

“Nyo-hwa believed that to return his hits and screams was an expression 

of her love.”21 While some may argue that these are cases of female 

submission to traditional gender roles established by the 

Japanese/Korean patriarchy, that belief carries with it problematic 

assumptions. As Joan W. Scott argues, “subjects do have agency. They 

are not unified, autonomous individuals exercising free will, but rather 

subjects whose agency is created through situations and statuses 

conferred on them.”22 Chong’s writing suggests that Zainichi women are 

not to be understood as simply targets of violence, but as active agents 

fighting back against domestic abuse and symbolically, refusing to 

accept the social inequity and poverty caused by discrimination against 

their Korean heritage in Japanese society.  

Another story is of Chun-ja, a fifty year old widow who glues 

soles onto sandals in order to support her middle-aged son. The sandal 

sole-making gives her severe blisters and the ventilation fans of the 

factory next door blow in toxic adhesive fumes which she breathes in. 

Much like Ok-Hŭi, Chun-ja’s grown son is her pride and joy. As a horse 

race bookie, her son “has the world—a factory worker, all sorts of men 

in business for themselves, such as the manager of a business dealing in 

paper recycling—wrapped around his little finger.” Her son wastes the 

money he earns by purchasing alcohol. “In the silent streets, while 

everyone sleeps, her son walks along reciting poetry. ‘Fuck it, fuck it, 

                                                
21 Chong Ch’u-Wol’s, “The Korean Woman I Love,” 115-116. 
22 Joan W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience Source,” Critical Inquiry 17.4  

(1991): 793. 
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fuck it’.” 23  Chong is being ironic here as Chun-ja’s son is an 

irredeemable moocher addicted to horse racing and alcohol. Here, Chong 

plays with the idea that for Zainichi women, maternal love is often 

unrewarded. The optimism with which Chun-ja regards her son despite 

all his shortcomings and her perseverance is a testament to the ideal 

values, beauty and strength of a mother’s hope for her children. For all 

the women in Chong’s stories, it’s not words or affection, but 

backbreaking labour to serve and fulfil her son that becomes the ultimate 

symbol of a mother’s love. This is in stark contrast to how Japan uses the 

notion of the physical body and its connection to family to justify 

dominance over the Korean body.  Ryang writes, “Culturally—and more 

controversially speaking, ‘racially’—Japan’s empire centers on East 

Asian Confucian heritage.”24 For Japan, this perceived shared heritage 

validated its policy and promotion of Naissen ittai (one body of Japan 

and Korea). Strongly related to Naissen ittai was the analogy of East Asia 

as family, with Japan functioning as the big brother figure to Korea. Lee 

refers to this dialogue as “imperial Japan’s double discourse of 

assimilation that constructed an illusion of . . . the bodily connection of 

Korea to metropolitan Japan.”25 With Japan leading the way towards 

modernization and Korea following in its older brother’s footsteps to 

achieve similar success, Japan uses its superior brotherly status to justify 

its colonialization and its harsh treatment of its Korean subjects. This is 

an interesting contrast because the Zainichi mother’s oppressive bodily 

sacrifice for her son is symbolizes the hope and empowerment for  the 

Zainichi motherbut the Japanese narrative of familial relations between 

Japan and Korea is used to justify that same oppression of Zainichi.    

Furthermore, I believe that Zainichi writers’ “representations of 

the colonized” embody the ironies and contradictions of violent imperial 

encounters.26 These stories of Ikaino-ku women toiling for the sake of a 

                                                
23 Chong Ch’u-Wol’s, “The Korean Woman I Love,” 120. 
24 Sonia Ryang, Koreans in Japan: Critical voices from the margin, (New  

York: Routledge, 2000), 2. 
25 Namhee Lee, ‘”The Construction of Minjung,” in The Making of Minjung:  

Democracy and the Politics of Representation in South Korea. (Ithaca: Cornell  

University Press, 2007), 39.  
26 Nayoung Aimee Kwon, “Colonial modernity and the conundrum of  

representation: Korean literature in the Japanese empire,” Postcolonial Studies 

13.4 (2010): 423. 
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better future for their families capture the contradictory essence of the 

Zainichi woman’s struggle. In Waga aisuru Chōsen no onnatachi, 

Zainichi women must sacrifice themselves in these dangerous and 

undesirable jobs because they lack basic skills and money, a condition 

made possible through the history of Japanese colonialization. These 

characters must sacrifice their own happiness, health and livelihood in 

order for their children to escape poverty and succeed in life.  

 While some of these women have made the choice to stay in 

Japan for the sake of their families, others left for Korea in search of a 

place to belong, a country where their ethnic status did not invite unequal 

treatment and a place where they and their heritage could be accepted. 

However, some Zainichi who escape Japan and arrive in Korea often 

found they could not truly fit into this foreign country nor into the 

country from which they left. This confusion of hybrid identities is 

something that Yi Yang-ji addresses in her 1985 novel “Koku” (also 

readable as Toki meaning “Time”). Yi Yang-ji is one of the first 

prominent female Zainichi writers to receive critical acclaim for her 

literary works. She is a politically active author who highlights issues of 

ethnic identity in her writing, the exclusion from Japanese citizenship 

being something she personally experienced while in living in Japan. She 

has journeyed to Korea to study Korean language, music and dance, and 

these motifs have since become central aspects of her stories.  

In “Koku”, her protagonist Sumi is a Zainichi who travels to 

Korea to study Korean language, history, music, and dance. She 

struggles daily and deeply with the lack of routine in this new country, 

which she feels has an “unbearably loud noise of people chattering with 

each other in Korean” and longs for “Japan’s soft, moist air.”27 She 

suffers the barriers of language learning as a Japanese-speaking Korean 

in a school with other Japanese-Koreans. Sumi is the owner of a 

Kayagŭm (a Korean board zither with 12 silk strings, similar to the 

Japanese koto). One of the strings on the instrument unfortunately 

breaks, triggering in her a surge of overwhelming catharsis. After she 

violently cuts away the rest of the strings on the Korean instrument, she 

laments that the Kayagŭm looks “like a naked woman… A woman hung 

upside down—her mouth gaping open unattractively, a strand of her hair 

                                                
27 Yi Yang-ji, “‘Koku’,” trans. Ann Sherif, in Into the Light, 138.  
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hanging down.” 28  The last portion of the story describes Sumi’s 

troubling dream where she, a person of tenuous hybrid heritage, agonizes 

over the history of the divided Koreas. “Japanese imperialism controlled 

Korea for thirty-six years,” Sumi says. “And now this peninsula is 

divided into two nations. [From] 1910, 1945, 1950, 1965, and 198–. 

What do you think?”29  

Yi Yang-ji’s language of the female body is quite different from 

the symbol of motherhood and beauty that Chong uses. The expression 

of the Kayagŭm as a disfigured woman’s body acts as a metaphor for the 

victimized Zainichi body, tormented by feelings of alienation from the 

place she thinks of as home—Japan—and this foreign new land she feels 

little connection with. In the last line, Yi seems to be addressing the 

reader directly, questioning why history has made Zainichi suffer so.  

 

Conclusion 

At the heart of these stories we have discussed, themes of love 

and hope coexist with experiences of poverty and human suffering, 

which are contributed to by a violent history of Japanese imperialism. 

Zainichi women in these fictional works subvert Japan’s policy of 

cultural assimilation through the presentation of the non-Japanese body, 

a perverse contradiction to the mainstream Japanese identity. Describing 

the expulsion of new life through childbirth and the raising of a “non-

Japanese” child during motherhood, or using images of the laboring 

female Zainichi body are ways in which Zainichi can resist assimilation 

and uphold their hybrid identities.  The struggle for identity in Kim 

Ch’ang-saeng’s tale, the trials of motherhood in Chong’s work, and the 

feelings of alienation Sumi feels in Koku are as much reflections of 

Zainichi women as they are critiques of the Japanese social system which 

oppress them.  These stories are important to writers because they are 

products of the authors’ own experiences of ostracization and pain while 

living in Japan and their stories are reminders to readers of the damaging 

impact of Japan’s thirty-five year colonialization. It is through this 

expression of pain and suffering that these authors hope to impart a little 

hope for onto every reader who can relate to their stories. 

 

                                                
28 Yi Yang-ji, “‘Koku’,” 135. 
29 Ibid., 141. 
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Joseph Chamberlain’s Final Campaign: Representing 

the Increasingly Enfranchised Edwardian Working 

Class in a Fight against Unfair Free Trade 

 

Andrew Gong 

 

Shortly after Queen Victoria’s death, the Times foreshadowed 

that 

 

we [Britain] find ourselves somewhat less secure of our position 

than we could desire and somewhat less abreast of the problems 

of the age than we ought to be considering the initial advantages 

we secured… we have to open what might be called a new 

chapter. 1  

 

Such anxious foreshadowing centered on an increasingly economically 

competitive world, where German and American manufactured and 

agricultural goods would displace and supersede British factories and 

farmland in both quality and pricing. As a result, coupled with Germany 

and America’s refusal to reciprocate free trade with Britain, Britain 

increasingly depended on foreign imports, running unsustainable trade 

deficits, as British factories ended production. Consequently, between 

1884 and 1905, trade with Germany reversed from a surplus of £1.25 

million to a deficit of £21.5 million by 1905.2 With America, trade deficit 

doubled from £54 million in the 1880s to £100 million in 1901. 3 

Moreover, American and German economic might breeds imperial might 

as both countries increasingly asserted their right to rule the world while 

the tenuous peace between British colonists and natives was increasingly 

challenged from India to Canada. In short, the juggernaut of Victorian 

pre-eminence was replaced with a juggernaut of Edwardian anxiety. All 

it would take would be a single jolt for the insecurities to erupt into the 

first and original backlash against globalization.  

                                                
1 The Times, as cited in Roy Hattersley, The Edwardians (London: Abacus, 

2004):15. 
2 “Mr. Chamberlain in Birmingham,” The Times, January 6th, 1906, 15.    
3 Edmund Rogers, “The United States and the Fiscal Debate in Britain, 1873-

1913,” The Historical Journal 50:3 (2007): 596.  
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 The jolt came under the leadership of Joseph Chamberlain, the 

Colonial Secretary harboring Prime Ministerial ambitions, during the 

Boer War, a war between Afrikaners and the British Empire for control 

over South Africa. Despite Britain emerging victorious, the war 

enervated an insecure nation:  On the imperial front, the war symbolized 

the end of Britain’s ability to show her might with the unquestioned 

loyalty of its colonies; at home, the war bankrupted a nation already 

running unsustainable trade deficits and economic decline. In short, the 

Boer War made clear Britain’s days of preeminence were numbered.  

Countering Britain’s decline, Chamberlain launched “as direct 

and provocative as the [95] Theses which Luther nailed”: Tariff 

Reforms.4 In essence, the Tariff Reform would implement tariffs for 

imports coming into Britain and create a tariff-free imperial trading bloc 

within Britain’s Empire. In doing so, Chamberlain questioned the 

seemingly inexorable implementation of Richard Cobden’s free trade 

vision, a textbook vision of free trade put in practice. Put differently, it 

alleged to have been the cause of Edwardian decline and insecurity, free 

trade was over. Evaluating the impact of free trade to understand the 

campaign against global free trade, we will examine how free trade 

impacted Britain’s economy and imperial unity. In turn, we will see how 

Chamberlain used the insecurities created by free trade to convince the 

British public to revolt against free trade while also re-invigorating a 

sense of imperial unity. Appealing to the British public, Chamberlain 

argued free trade was the cause of Britain’s declining industries (and 

British jobs) and the working class’ stagnating real wages. Appealing to 

patriotism, Chamberlain further engendered passion by arguing Tariff 

Reforms would strengthen imperial unity. As a result, Chamberlain’s 

Tariff Reforms highlight his prescience in sensing the incompatibility 

between unconstrained free trade and an increasingly enfranchised 

egalitarian society with echoes of his arguments resurfacing a century 

later during Britain’s exit from the European Union. In short, the 

inexorable path towards global free trade would be paused.  

 

 

                                                
4 An unnamed supporter as cited in Frans Coetzee, For Party or Country: 

Nationalism and the Dilemmas of popular conservatism in Edwardian England 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 45.  



THE ATLAS | 2017 

108 

A Changing Macroeconomic Backdrop: Free Trade’s Impact on 

Jobs and Wages  

Britain’s free trade policy’s impact on industries is most evident 

in the growing GDP divergence within Edwardian and Victorian Britain. 

Nicholas Crafts’ research on regional GDP differences best shows the 

growing divergence between industrial manufacturing regions and 

London, the hub of invisible service exports (e.g. financial services). 

According to Crafts, if Britain’s average GDP per person is given a base 

value of 100 across time, London’s base value grew from 147 to 166 

between 1875 and 1911; however other areas declined by as much as 15  

to 85 during the same era, a fall in GDP per capita.5 Moreover, all regions 

(except Scotland and London) were below the average national GDP by 

1911, signifying huge growth divergence where British growth was 

almost completely driven by London, offsetting the economic decline in 

industrial and agricultural regions. Significantly, Britain’s economy was 

(ostensibly) growing, allowing Britain to sustain high trade deficits and 

for the Liberals to claim free trade brings prosperity. But, in reality, the 

divergence indicates the majority of Britain was not directly 

experiencing the GDP growth trickling down (as per the GDP growth 

divergence figures above) into the industrial and agricultural regions 

because Britain no longer had a comparative advantage in manufacturing 

and agriculture in the world market, exacerbated by the lack of fair free 

trade reciprocity with Germany and America.  For Britain, its growth and 

comparative advantage was in the invisible service export sector 

primarily based in London as evidenced by London’s dramatic growth. 

In other words, Britain should be focusing in growing its service sector. 

But, Chamberlain ignored natural market forces of comparative 

advantage; rather he focused on the interests of the ‘losers’ of free trade, 

calling for protection for industries Britain no longer had a comparative 

advantage in to protect jobs.  

For Chamberlain, the growth in the invisible service sector did 

not matter, especially since the City, a metonymy for London’s financial 

services, was dominated by Liberals. The service sector employed the 

upper middle class; hence, it was not the increasingly enfranchised 

                                                
5 Nicholas Crafts, “Regional GDP in Britain, 1871-1911: Some Estimates,” 

Scottish Journal of Political Economy 52:1 (2005): 59; See Appendix Figure 1 

for a detailed breakdown on the GDP per person divergence. 
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working class, the losers of free trade working in the manufacturing 

sector, Chamberlain was appealing to. As a result, ignoring the natural 

market forces of comparative advantage, Chamberlain’s campaign 

speeches ignored the invisible service export growth and lambasted 

British industrial decline, allowing Chamberlain to better connect with 

most Britons and increase the exigency of tariff reform. Across Britain, 

Chamberlain decried the disappearance of British industries caused by 

foreign competition. For example, in Greenok, once the world’s largest 

producer of refined sugar, Chamberlain denounced: “Sugar has gone; 

silk has gone; iron is threatened; wool is threatened; cotton will go” 

before asking members of the crowd if they were content to see even 

more industries forced out of business by foreigners. 6  In Liverpool, 

Chamberlain claimed tariffs protect Liverpool’s shipping sector while in 

Prescott he claimed tariffs protect the watchmaking sector from 

American firms, which already inundated the British markets with 

cheaper watches. 7  Highlighting the lack of reciprocity, in the same 

speech, Chamberlain further lamented that British watches were 

subjected to a 45% tariff when they were exported whereas Britain did 

not levy any import tariffs on watches. In the plate-glass sector, which 

once employed 20,000 Britons, Chamberlain claimed the entire British 

plate- glass sector was going extinct because of British plate-glass were 

levied at 60% (when exported elsewhere) while German imports in 

Britain entered tariff free. 8  Finally, among numerous examples of 

Britain’s industrial decline, Chamberlain cited the decline of 

Manchester’s wire-work sector, which,   25 years ago, produced more 

wires than the entire Germany; however, by 1903, Germany produced 

more wires than the entire Britain combined. 9  In short, foreign 

competition and free trade were to be blamed, for, as Chamberlain puts 

it, “the murder” of Britain’s industrial sector.10 Put differently, tariffs 

were imperative to counteract foreign competition. Otherwise, as 

Chamberlain argued, the average Briton “does not have the opportunity 

                                                
6 Chamberlain, as cited in Travis Crosby, Joseph Chamberlain: A Most Radical 

Imperialist (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2011): 171.  
7 Joseph Chamberlain Speech “The Question of Employment” 1903. Page 156 
8 Ibid.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Joseph Chamberlain, as cited in, Roger Ward, The Chamberlains, (Oxford: 

Fonthill Media Limited, 2015): 56. 
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to sell his own labour” as industries continue to disappear. 11  The 

otherwise somber Times newspaper sarcastically reported Chamberlain 

warning Britons to learn German to have a job, a reference to Germany 

now dominating Britain in goods.12 Crucially, Chamberlain’s speeches 

were efficacious in drawing the support of the crowd because he voiced 

the interests of the working class squeezed by the structural changes in 

an increasingly service-oriented British economy.  Equally important, 

with the Liberals focused on appealing to businessmen and Labour still 

forming its party, Chamberlain was the sole influential voice (despite not 

holding any cabinet positions at the time) representing the marginalized 

working class on the national  stage. In essence, rather than focusing on 

re-training and re-educating the working class to better match and adapt 

to a service-oriented economy, Chamberlain fought against the market, 

taking a more populist approach: implement tariff barriers to protect 

British industries and, in turn, British jobs. But, unemployment and the 

industrial decline were not the only macro-economic issue:  For those 

who still had a job, real wage was stagnating.   

Real wage measures wage by the amount of goods it buys. Put 

differently, it measures purchasing power where nominal wage is 

divided by the price level. Hence, real wage increases by either 

increasing nominal wages or decreasing price levels. Crucially, the 

stagnant real wages of Edwardian Britain imply stagnant or declining 

living standards made evident by urban poverty rates. Ian Gazeley and 

Andrew Newell’s study on Edwardian poverty rates estimates poverty 

rate at 23% for urban households.13 But, within the urban working class, 

poverty rates surged above 60% in the period.14 Though neither Liberals 

nor Chamberlain denied increasing poverty rates or stagnating/declining 

real wages, both had differing solutions to increasing real wage: Liberals 

wanted to increase real wages by decreasing price levels while 

Chamberlain wanted to increase nominal wages. But, as we will see, 

neither proposal would have brought sustained increases in living 

standards, highlighting the changing structure of the Edwardian 

                                                
11 Chamberlain, as cited in “Mr. Chamberlain On Tariff Reform,” The Times, 

May 18th, 1905, 11.  
12 “Mr. Chamberlain and the Elections,” The Times, (January 22 1906):3. 
13 Ian Gazeley and Andrew Newell, “Poverty in Edwardian Britain,” The 

Economic History Review 64:1 (2011): 69.  
14 Ibid.  
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economy.  

The crucial underpinning of the Liberal’s policy towards free 

trade was arguing price levels would fall. The Liberals argued Britain no 

longer had a comparative advantage in producing agriculture. In turn, 

food can be produced by others at a lower cost, translating to lower cost 

for British consumers. With lower prices, real wages would, 

theoretically, increase. Based on Marianne Ward and John Devereux 

study on historical British incomes, food prices did drop. 15 In 1878, 

Britain’s food price was 50% more than America’s; however, by 1905, 

British food prices were 10% below America’s, a 60% fall in relative 

prices.16 Although measured in relative prices, the figures still show 

British food prices were lower than elsewhere. Importantly, the study 

attributes Britain’s initial higher price level as stemming from Britain’s 

disadvantage in producing food and higher transportation costs. Outside 

of food prices, there was also a general decline in price levels for other 

consumption goods as we saw earlier (e.g. American watches inundating 

the British market). 17 Hence, the Liberals were right in attributing lower 

prices to free trade. But was the fall in price levels due to free trade and 

was this a sustainable policy to enhance living standards?  

By many accounts, Chamberlain conceded a tariff increases 

food prices. For example, Chamberlain conceded price of foreign meat 

would increase by 5% as a result. 18  On a separate occasion, when 

questioned on higher food prices, he claimed showing a loaf of bread “no 

one has ever been able to show me how ¼ extra on a loaf of bread…could 

possibly starve this nation”, which suggests him acknowledging higher 

prices but downplaying the significance of higher prices. 19 

Paradoxically, Chamberlain also concurrently disagreed prices would be 

higher under tariff reform. First, Chamberlain argued if the colonies 

started producing more agriculture under his tariff free trading bloc, food 

                                                
15 Marianne Ward and John Deverux, “Measuring British Decline: Direct 

versus Long Span Income Measures,” The Journal of Economic History 63.3 

(2003).   
16 Ibid., 832.  
17 Ibid., 835; See Appendix Chart 2.  
18 Adam Klug, “Why Chamberlain Failed and Bismarck Succeeded: The 

Political Economy of Tariffs in British and German Elections,” European 

Review of Economic History 5:2 (2001):222.  
19 Chamberlain, as cited in “Mr. Chamberlain on Tariff Reform,” The Times, 

May 18th 1905, 11. 
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prices would fall because production cost decreases when farms produce 

a greater quantity.20 Second, Chamberlain argued the decline in food 

price Edwardians witnessed stemmed from lower transportation cost; not 

free trade. Credence can be given to this view because transportation 

costs decreased by 1.5% per year between 1852 -1858 through 1908-

1923 (30 years is a decrease of 50% if we compounded the rate).21 In 

fact, Ward and Deverux argued food prices fell “due to price level 

convergence for traded goods due to the reduction in transportation 

costs.” 22   Most importantly, however, Chamberlain’s main argument 

surrounding real wage stemmed from his belief that real wage generally 

increases when nominal wage increases; not when price levels fall. 23  

Chamberlain took an antiquated mercantilistic view towards 

economics: Only an increase in exports drives up wages and hence real 

wage. In fact, decreasing net exports decrease wages because of wealth 

leaving Britain and less exports force British companies to cut wages to 

remain competitive. Expanding on his mercantile view, Chamberlain, in 

Newcastle, argued British real wages grew fastest historically when there 

were protectionist policies.24 Empirically, Chamberlain argued, in 1872 

British real wage was 28% higher than America’s; however, British real 

wages were 5% lower than America’s by 1905. 25  This trend was 

described by a tariff reformer as “the English way of levelling down… 

[and] the American way of levelling up” through tariff policies. 26 

Crucially, Chamberlain, along with tariff reformers, drew on a fallacious 

argument of implying correlation proves causation by claiming real wage 

growth occurred in America because of protectionist barriers driving up 

net exports. 27  Chamberlain further argued protective barriers allow 

British firms to grow both domestically and internationally; this, 

                                                
20 Nahid Aslanbeiguiduke and Oakes Guy, “The British Tariff Reform 

Controversy and the Genesis of Pigour’s Wealth and Welfare,1903-12,” 

History of Political Economy 47:1 (2015): 31.  
21 Marianne Ward and John Deverux, op.cit. 836. 
22 Ibid., 836. 
23 H.J Pettifer as cited in Edmund Rogers, op.cit.608.  
24 “Mr. Chamberlain, as he Observed Yesterday,” The Times, (October 21 

1903): 9.  
25 Marianne Ward and John Deverux, op.cit. 840. 
26 H. Pettifer, as cited in Edmund Rogers, op.cit.608.  
27 “Mr. Chamberlain, as he Observed Yesterday,” The Times, (October 21 

1903): 9.  
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supposedly, enhances profitability, resulting in higher nominal wages. 

As an example, Chamberlain cited American employers paying higher 

wages because of higher profitability. 28  Importantly, the untenable 

assumptions and economic theories did not matter to the average Briton, 

who simply wanted higher wages and jobs. Unlike the Liberals’ more 

counter-intuitive way of arguing lower food price increases real wage 

despite a stagnant nominal wage, average Britons were more likely to 

agree with Chamberlain: An increase in nominal wage is an increase in 

my wage. Put differently, it is hard to convince a person that they are 

better off when their nominal wage is not higher. Although protecting 

domestic industries may save some jobs, we will see how it does not 

actually increase real wages.   

In truth, neither the Liberals nor Chamberlain would have 

increased real wages through their respective policies. The stagnating 

real wage was caused by lower productivity in British industries, which 

further pivoted the British economy towards the service sector. C.K 

Harley’s economic study surrounding productivity compared British 

productivity growth with America’s and Germany’s. 29 Harley claims 

Britain’s industrial inefficiencies stemmed from Britain initially having 

a more skilled labor force than America; in turn, this decreased the need 

to adopt machines in Britain. As a result, German and American 

companies adopted machines before British companies, giving them an 

efficiency and cost advantage over British companies. By 1905, the 

difference in adoption led to a gaping productivity gap: The average 

British worker produced 40% less than American workers. 30 

Importantly, what was not grasped by either the Liberals or Chamberlain 

is that real wage grows only from productivity growth in the long run.31 

In fact, this economic theory of productivity and real wages explains why 

Britain’s wages stagnated relative to American and German real wages 

because American and German productivity grew faster because of their 

                                                
28 Joseph Chamberlain “How the Policy Affects Working Men” St George’s 

Hall Speech  (page 100 speech collection) 
29 C.K. Harley , “Skilled Labour and the Choice of Technique in Edwardian 

Industry,”391-414 in Explorations in Economic History  11.4  (1974). 
30 Marianne Ward and John Deverux, op.cit. 842. 
31 This was an economic model that was not researched until 1956 which 

became known as Solow’s Model, which states real wage grows at the rate of 

productivity growth over decades. This model is generally accepted and is 

supported by empirical evidence.  
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earlier adoption of machines which British manufactures resisted. Put 

differently, even if Chamberlain had his way with protectionist policies, 

real wage would not have grown sustainably without adopting newer 

technologies, along with the fact that inefficiencies in the production 

process makes British goods more expensive on the world market. On 

the other hand, the Liberals were not ‘right’ either: There is a lower 

bound limit to price levels (i.e.$0.), which sets a limit as to how much 

real wage can increase by lowering price levels. 

In summary, the increase in foreign competition did cause many 

of Britain’s industrial sectors to lose their competitive edge and 

comparative advantage. At the same time, inequality increased with the 

service sector prospering from free trade. As a result, empirical data does 

show a significant amount of jobs in manufacturing were lost and real 

wages stagnated outside London. However, rather than adapting to 

economic changes by re-training workers to better meet the demands of 

the labor market and adopt newer technologies, Chamberlain fought and 

opposed the juggernaut of economic changes. To Chamberlain, Britain’s 

economic malaise could be solved by turning inwards, rejecting foreign 

imports to re-develop Britain’s own manufacturing and agriculture 

sector, which, in turn, creates both jobs and higher wages. Crucially, 

Chamberlain’s arguments appealed to the majority of the British public 

because they were easy to understand and attractive to displaced 

workers. In further signs of success, Chamberlain's party won the 1904 

by-elections with help from funding from domestic firms. 32  Perhaps  

most importantly, Chamberlain gave voice and interest to the working 

class, which otherwise had no palatable alternatives: a Liberal party 

appealing to businessmen who benefited  from free trade and a Labour 

party still finding its place in British politics. In essence, free trade took 

the brunt of the blame for Britain’s undisputed empirical economic 

malaise and Brexit from free trade was proposed by Chamberlain to 

counter the stagnation.  

 

An Economic Question becomes Imperial and Patriotic Question  

The question of international competition naturally becomes an 

imperial question as it involved foreign policy. Ironically, it was Adam 

Smith providing the foundations of creating a colonial preference 

                                                
32 Roger Ward, The Chamberlains, (Oxford: Fonthill Media Limited, 2015): 58. 
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system.  Marc Palen’s study on Adam Smith’s influence on Empire 

building argued it was Adam Smith’s proposal in creating an imperial 

federation assembly for policy making that became the (false) basis for 

Chamberlain to claim Adam Smith favored a colonial preference system. 
33 In turn, Chamberlain agitated for the need of colonial preference by 

framing colonial preference into a patriotic question of the unity of the 

Empire.   

As Chamberlain puts it the main issue “is the great problem of 

a United Empire…that if we do not solve it disaster is certain”. 34 This 

‘problem’ was the weakening unity of the Empire, made apparent after 

the aforementioned Boer War.  With the economic rise of Germany and 

America, the Empire was increasingly viewed by imperial rulers and 

Chamberlain as a bulwark against their imperial domination.  But, with 

the geo-political need for Empire stronger than ever, unity was 

weakening with a stronger self-identity developing from Canada to 

India.35 More than self-identity, the economic importance of Empire was 

also decreasing. For example, a tariff reformer warned Canada was the 

“first step towards the disintegration of the Empire” were Canada and 

America were to have free trade between them given the growing trade 

between Canada and America.36 The economic importance of Empire 

was further challenged with the aforementioned increase of German and 

American goods in Britain, highlighting a greater dependency on non-

empire colonies for goods. In short, the need for Empire was at its 

greatest when “the jingoism of the 1890s was stifled.”37 

With the ebbing unity and growing imperial insecurities, 

Chamberlain argued an imperial preference system would “draw closer 

our internal relations” in reinvigorating the Empire.38 In Chamberlain’s 

vision, a revived Empire would parallel the United States, where states 

(colonies) would each specialize in a certain area and trade with each 

                                                
33 March-William Palen, “Adam Smith as Advocate of Empire,c 1870-1932,” 

The Historical Journal 57:1 (2014).  
34 Chamberlain, as cited in Andrew Thompson, “Tariff Reform: An Imperial 

Strategy, 1901-1913.” The Historical Journal 40:4 (1997): 1038.  
35 See Ibid,. 1038. 
36 Unnamed tariff reformer, as cited in Edmund Rogers, op.cit.603. 
37 Roger Ward, The Chamberlains, (United Kingdom: Fonthill Media Limited, 

2015): 52.  
38 Chamberlain, as cited in “Mr. Chamberlain and Preferential Duties,” The 

Economist (May 24 1902): 812.  
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other and Britain. Importantly, Chamberlain did ironically envision 

comparative advantage within the Empire to the consternation of many 

colonial interest groups because he wanted the British Isles be the 

manufacturing hub. 39  By creating a close knit trading bloc, imperial 

unity would be strengthened because of the mutual dependence on each 

other; thereby creating a “self-sustaining and self-sufficient” Empire 

able to counter-act against other foreign powers. 40  Importantly, self-

sufficiency discourages colonies and Britain to be trading with outsiders 

since they can source the goods from each other at a cheaper cost without 

tariffs. 41  Put differently, as the Economist aptly summarized: 

“[Chamberlain] prefers to trade with our own children” because his 

policy is “conceived [only] in the interest of the Empire” instead of 

Britain’s wider interest. 42  

As a result, Chamberlain became well regarded within the 

Empire but poorly regarded elsewhere and by the Liberal Party, which 

depended on businessmen trading with all economies. 43 For example, 

the Times reported the President of the Board of Trade in Canada, had 

“unbounded confidence” in Chamberlain’s policy while the Premier of 

Canada was noted to have also approved the policy with support. 44 

Outside the Empire, the Financial Times reported the American 

government was “scolding” Chamberlain for proposing a “foolish” 

proposal.45 In Germany, the Times reported the Germans media reacted 

as if   “it [Germany] had a vested right to pin us to a policy which enables 

her to cut into [British] markets.” 46 Perhaps what the American and 

German response signifies is an understanding from them that the days 

of unfair fair free trade was over and stood to lose.  At the same time, 

many colonial powers greeted tariff reforms with approval.  Although 

the working class public did not have an attachment or stake with the 

                                                
39 “Canadian Manufacturers and Mr. Chamberlain’s Proposals,” The Economist 

(October 17 1907): 1756.  
40 Chamberlain, as cited in Ronald Hyam, Britain’s Imperial Century, 1815-

1914, A Study of Empire and Expansion (New York,NY: Palgrave Macmillan): 

250.  
41 Nahid Aslanbeiguiduke and Oakes Guy, op.cit.30.  
42 “Mr Chamberlain's New Policy,” The Economist, May 30th, 1903, 956.  
43 Nahid Aslanbeiguiduke and Oakes Guy, op.cit.30. 
44 “Mr. Chamberlain’s Birmingham Speech,” The Times, May 18th, 1903, 5.  
45 “Mr. Chamberlain’s Tariff Policy,” The Financial Times, July 13th, 1903, 3.  
46 “The Echoes of Mr. Chamberlain’s Speech,” The Times, May 21st, 1903, 9.  
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Empire, the public’s approval cheers from speeches can be interpreted as 

approval for tariffs. More importantly, by elevating the issue of tariff 

reforms into an imperial question, it would allow the issue to gain greater 

prominence amongst the upper-middle class and elites, classes which 

had a stake in the Empire, as an existentialist question of Empire.  At the 

same time, the patriotism engendered by calling for a revival of Empire 

further allowed him to attract greater media attention. But, judging by 

transcripts of his speeches, Chamberlain was still overall more focused 

on the domestic economic impacts of tariffs as it was probably more 

politically efficacious   in attracting support.  

 

Conclusion and the Success of Chamberlain  

In all, gaining popular support from the populace, Chamberlain 

exploited economic insecurities and framed tariff reform around 

increasing employment and real wages. Moreover, appealing to 

patriotism, he exploited imperial insecurities by further framing the 

debate around strengthening the unity of the Empire to gain further 

colonial support and elevate the exigency of tariff reform.  

But, for his campaigning, the 1906 Election resulted in 400 

Liberals elected 47  while Chamberlain’s Unionists had just 157 

members, a sound rejection of tariffs.48 However, it would be narrow-

minded for us to judge the 1906 Election as evidence of failure. As Adam 

Klug’s research on Edwardian Britain suggests, the political inequality 

in Britain allowed the Liberals to win because the losers of free trade, 

the working class, were not fully enfranchised while the winners were.49  

Hence, this brings us into the greatest success of Chamberlain: 

he was prescient in recognizing that Edwardian free trade was 

incompatible in an increasingly enfranchised society because free trade 

has its losers too. Sadly, Chamberlain would not live to implement his 

vision because, shortly after taking over the Unionist Party, he suffered 

a fateful stroke on his 70th birthday, forcing him into retirement at the 

zenith (he never held any ‘Great Offices of the State’) of his career in 

1906. But, with his retirement, the once inexorable juggernaut of free 

                                                
47 Huw Clayton, “How Not to Run a Political Campaign: The Failures of the 

Unionist Free Traders,” Parliamentary History 30:2 (2011): 173.  
48 David Dutton, “Unionist Politics and the Aftermath of the General Election 

of 1906,” The Historical Journal 22:4 (1979): 862. 
49 Adam Klug, op.cit. 
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trade reached its zenith too: no societies since Edwardian Britain ever 

adopted free trade to the extent of the Edwardians, a testament to the 

influence and vision of Chamberlain, as politicians from both sides 

begun retracting from a Cobdenite vision of free trade. Whether or not 

protective barriers best mitigate the displacement of workers caused by 

free trade continues to be debated but, at the very least, Chamberlain was 

well-intentioned, reminding us of the need to connect economics with 

humanity.  A blind adherence to neo-liberal economic principles can 

cause a mirage reality of well-being, a mirage Chamberlain sought to 

capture, only ‘failing’ because the electorate was not fully enfranchised, 

yet.  
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Chart 1 

 
Source: Nicholas Crafts, “Regional GDP in Britain, 1871-1911:  

Some Estimates,” Scottish Journal of Political Economy 52.1  

(2005):59 
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Direct versus Long Span Income Measures,” The Journal of Economic 
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In Defence of the Realm: The Land Reform Agenda of  

Tiberius Gracchus 

 

Peter Bennett-Koufie 

 

Introduction 

It has previously been asserted that stark increases in income 

inequality as well as the economic disenfranchisement of many in the 

lower classes provided fertile ground for the rise of populist politicians 

in late second century BC Rome. 1  Two of the most famous Roman 

politicians of this era are the brothers Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus. 

Scholars have disagreed for centuries over whether the two brothers 

should be classed as genuine social reformers or mere demagogues. 

Plutarch favourably referred to Tiberius as a man who was driven to 

action by the calls of the poor masses. Furthermore, Plutarch was also 

critical of those who ascribed demagogic motivations to Gaius. 2 

Admittedly, his evidence in this regard with respect to Gaius—a 

reference to a dream in which his then deceased brother Tiberius 

appeared to him—is tenuous to say the least.3 Appian, meanwhile, did 

not necessarily view Tiberius as a demagogue, but still termed him a man 

hungry for personal glory. If true, this casts into doubt his image as a 

genuine social reformer.4  Appian did, however, emphasize that Tiberius 

was driven by what he perceived to be demographic decline in the 

Roman countryside and its attendant effects on the republic’s military 

strength.5 Accordingly, from Appian’s perspective at least, Tiberius was 

no social reformer. With regards to Gaius, Appian makes no suggestions 

in Civil Wars that he was a demagogue. On the other hand, some more 

relatively recent works have not shied away from terming the Gracchi 

demagogues.6 The question then stands: were these men who sought 

                                                
1 Mary T. Boatwright, Daniel J. Gargola, and Richard J.A. Talbert, The 

Romans: From Village to Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 

153. 
2 Plutarch, Life of Ti. Gracchus 8; Plutarch, Life of C. Gracchus 1. 
3 Plutarch, Life of C. Gracchus 1. 
4 Appian, Civil Wars 1.9 
5 Ibid. 
6 Kristina Milnor, “Women in Roman Historiography,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Roman Historians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 



THE ATLAS | 2017 

125 

power off the backs of the masses, men who acted in the perceived 

interest of the state, mere populists, seekers of social reform as an end in 

and of itself, or some combination of the above?   

 Resolving this question requires examining the context in 

which these two men rose to power and the motivations behind their 

reformist agendas. For reasons of brevity, an examination of the political 

careers of both brothers, though, is beyond this paper’s scope and so this 

paper only surveys the reform agenda of Tiberius Gracchus. Due to the 

many linkages between the two brothers’ careers, in a sense Gaius 

continued from where his deceased brother had left off. identifying the 

nature of the spark that lit Tiberius’ career will shed light on the initial 

motives of what was a two-part political journey.7 To that end, this essay 

will survey the conditions which precipitated Tiberius’ rise to power 

before examining the motivations for his land reform bill before finally 

examining the nature and implementation of the law itself. Gracchan 

land reform was an exercise in redistribution, with the goal being to 

reduce the land holdings of the Roman economic elite and apportion the 

expropriated land to the poor peasantry. Overall, this paper will show 

that Tiberius Gracchus was driven by the desire to reverse perceived 

population decline, and by doing so shore up Roman military manpower, 

rather than the goal of social reform as an ultimate end. 

 

The Economic Consequences of Roman Expansion 

Between 509 BC and the middle of the second century BC, 

Rome gradually expanded from a city state on the Italian peninsula to a 

Mediterranean power with dominion over much of North Africa, Iberia, 

the Italian Peninsula, and Greece. At the close of each successful 

campaign, the spoils of war, in the form of confiscated land and material 

treasure, came under Roman control in abundant quantities.8 Most of this 

new wealth found its way into the hands of the elite who sometimes 

                                                
2009), 276; W.E. Heitland, A Short History of the Roman Republic 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013 (Reprint)), 266.  
7 Gaius acceded to the office of tribune of the plebeians in 123 BC, ten years 

after Tiberius died in an attempt to hold on to that very office. Gaius aimed to 

continue his brother’s legacy and avenge those responsible for Tiberius’ 

untimely demise. 
8 Michael Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” in The Oxford History of the 

Roman World eds. John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, and Oswyn Murray 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 40.  
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chose to spend a portion of their newly acquired riches on public works, 

such as the grand construction projects which linked the temples of the 

Largo Argentina into a single complex or the epic sanctuary of 

Aesculapius built at Fregellae.9 The lion’s share of this wealth, however, 

was invested in large tracts of rich farmland on the Italian peninsula on 

which large estates known as latifundia were constructed. 10  These 

estates, staffed by the many slaves acquired by Rome as prizes of war, 

featured one of market gardens, olive groves, or vineyards. 11  As an 

alternative to latifundia, the moneyed could also enter the transhumance 

sector, which required extensive amounts of land in order to be 

economically feasible.12  

Land, of course, was the main investment vehicle of elites.13 

This was probably due to their perception that trade and commerce were 

beneath them and also the fact that land was probably the only safe long 

term investment in antiquity.14 The latter point is contested by Roselaar, 

who contends that ager publicus (publicly held land) was an insecure 

form of investment and cites the lack of evidence of security of tenure as 

evidence in this regard.15 Roselaar, however, commits the error of taking 

absence of evidence as evidence of absence. It should be remembered 

that only a very partial record of contemporary Roman sources survives 

and so to cite an absence of evidence when the surviving evidence does 

not itself deliver a full account is a method of reasoning that leaves much 

to be desired.  

Were the elites’ land acquisitions observed across the Italian 

peninsula or closer to Rome? The evidence points to the latter. The elites 

most likely invested in land close to Rome in areas such as Campania, 

Etruria, and parts of Sabinum. 16  The focus on a single agricultural 

commodity in the respective latifundium, as did the economics of 

                                                
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid; Saskia T. Roselaar, Public Land in the Roman Republic: A Social and 

Economic History of Ager Publicus in Italy, 396-89 BC (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010), 146. 
11 Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” 40. 
12 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 150; Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” 40. 
13 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 150. 
14 Cristopher S. Mackay, The Breakdown of the Roman Republic (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009), 31. 
15 Roselaar, Public Land, 149, 94. 
16 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 150 
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transhumance, necessarily required proximity to a market of sufficient 

size (in this case Rome).17  

Over time, the search for higher profits drove a search for more 

tracts of land. This inevitably led to elite predation of the land holdings 

of the lower classes. In some cases peasants were lucky enough to 

receive reasonable buyout offers, whereas in others the rich simply 

seized such land outright.18 So what enabled the moneyed to act in such 

a manner? Most Roman soldiers at the time were small scale farmers. 

Their extended absence whilst away on campaign (it was not uncommon 

to be away for four to six years at a time) deprived their families of the 

manpower required to eke out a living on their meagre land allotments.19 

Without adequate manpower, these families found it nigh impossible to 

compete with the larger and more efficient slave-run latifundia.20 In such 

situations, many peasants chose to surrender their land, give up their 

right to common land, and migrate to colonies in Italy or to Rome itself.21 

Colonies had traditionally been set up to secure a military foothold in the 

area in question.22 With the completion of Italy’s pacification by the 

second century BC, there was little impetus for new colonies and as such, 

colonisation ceased in 173 BC.23 From then on, Rome was the only 

emigration destination for landless peasants. One might ask why the 

landless did not flock to existing colonies. It has already been established 

that the elites were most active in the areas surrounding Rome.24 Thus, 

the peasants losing their land would have been in the city’s vicinity. 

Rome was therefore within reach for the de-landed. The newly landless 

might have been willing to travel further to new colonies where they 

would presumably have faced less economic competition, however, 

given the cessation of colonisation, Rome was left as the most reasonable 

option. It is reasonable to suggest that many remained in the countryside 

as they could not afford the journey to Rome. Such people were thus 

condemned to destitution. 

                                                
17 Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” 40. 
18 Ibid.; Appian, Civil Wars 1.7-8; Mackay, Breakdown, 32. 
19 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 150. 
20 Mackay, Breakdown, 32. 
21 Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” 41. 
22 Appian, Civil Wars 1.7-8. 
23 Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” 41; Roselaar, Public Land, 150. 
24 Ibid. 
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The Population Question 

 According to Appian, emigration from the Italian countryside 

to Rome led to a precipitous decline in the former’s population - 

something Plutarch also alluded to in his description of a decline in 

number of the landed peasantry. 25  Rome’s military recruits were 

conscripted from the countryside, as the constitution of city dwellers was 

thought to have left them unprepared for the rigours of war.26 It has thus 

been asserted that Tiberius viewed the land shortage for the peasants as 

an issue of national security, as flight to Rome reduced the number of 

men that could be called upon to serve in times of war.27 Many scholars 

have argued then that Tiberius sought to increase the number of 

landholders to increase the pool of men available for conscription.28  

 There is a body of scholarship that contests the idea of Roman 

population decline during the mid- to late second century BC. Roselaar, 

for instance, argues that there was a population boom in Italy, rather than 

a decline, and that the growth in numbers of landless peasantry was due 

to the availability of land being incommensurate with the level of 

population growth occurring at the time.29 Surviving censures figures 

show a slow rise in population over time from approximately 280,000 

adult male citizens in 189 BC to roughly 310,000 in 136 BC—3 years 

before Tiberius’ tribuneship.30  Roselaar further argues that the end of 

colonisation in Italy after 173 BC meant that there was no new land to 

meet this population growth.31 Moreover, some significant pre-existing 

acreage had become waterlogged over time with its marshy nature, 

precluding farming.32 This points to decline in the overall amount of 

arable land available. Population growth occurring on a fixed and/or 

reduced amount of land would naturally lead to a decreased per capita 

                                                
25 Appian, Civil Wars 1.8; Plutarch, Life of Ti. Gracchus 8. 
26 Mackay, Breakdown, 67. 
27 Boatwright et al., Village to Empire, 157. 
28 Mackay, Breakdown, 38. 
29 Roselaar, Public Land, 147. 
30 Saskia Hin, “Population,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Roman 

Republic 2nd ed. Ed. Harriet Flower (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

2014), 151. 
31 Roselaar, Public Land, 150-53. 
32 Geoffrey Rickman, The Corn Supply of Ancient Rome, (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1980), 36. 
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land distribution. The rise in the number of landless and meagrely landed 

peasants, according to Roselaar, was thus due to population growth not 

being matched by a growing availability of land, in addition to the land 

acquisitions by the elite.33 

 Up until the Marian reforms, one was required to be in the 5th 

census class (adsidui) or higher to be eligible for military service.34 The 

proletarii, those comprising the lowest property class, had traditionally 

been undercounted by censors.35 This may have been due to a sense that 

extended effort recording the proletarii was not worth their while as the 

proletarii, in any case, did not meet the property qualification and were 

therefore excluded from military service.36 It has been therefore argued 

that there could have been a significant growth of the proletarii that was 

not observed on the surviving census figures. 37  Additionally, some 

outside the proletarii evaded the censors because they wished to escape 

military service.38 For the above reasons, any doubt about the reality of 

the census figures must be grounded in the suspicion that the surviving 

figures are lower than they should be rather than the other way around. 

If the censors undercounted the population, then the per capita land 

distribution was smaller still. Since land was the basis of wealth for most 

Romans, a shrinking per capita land distribution is indicative of 

shrinking per capita wealth, which in turn would mean that less people 

met the wealth requirement for military service. If, for example, the head 

of an adsidui family died and divided his land amongst his children in 

his will, then each child would have far less land than the members of 

                                                
33 Luuk De Ligt, “Roman Manpower, Resources and the Proletarianization of 

the Roman Army in the Second Century BC,” in The Impact of the Roman 

Army (200 BC – AD 476) Economic, Social, Political, Religious and Cultural 

Aspects eds. Lukas de Blois & Elio Lo Cascio, (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 5-6; idem, 

Peasants, Citizens and Soldiers: Studies in the Demographic History of Roman 

Italy 255 BC-AD 100 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 168-

171; Roselaar, Public Land, 147-153. 
34 The Marian reforms removed the wealth qualification for service in the army. 
35 De Ligt, “Roman Manpower,” 5-6. 
36 The proletarii could serve as rowers, however, and so this point is open to 

debate. For further detail, see Nathan Rosenstein, Rome and the Mediterranean 

290 to 146 BC: The Imperial Republic, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 2012), 95. 
37 De Ligt, “Roman Manpower,” 5-6.. 
38 De Ligt, Peasants, Citizens and Soldiers: Studies in the Demographic 

History of Roman Italy 255 BC-AD 100, 171-2. 
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the immediate preceding generation had held. It is reasonable to suggest 

that many adsidui fell into the ranks of the proletarii, thereby reducing 

the pool of available manpower. Thus, paradoxically, though Rome’s 

population rose, the numbers of those eligible for military service 

declined. 

 Some, however, cite the census figures in support of the claim 

that Tiberius was not actually attempting to halt a perceived population 

decline.39 If this is true then we would have to turn to the other likely 

motive: the desire for social reform. Could Tiberius have been spurred 

into action by the lower living standards of the rural masses? Before 

becoming tribune, he had travelled through Etruria en route to military 

service in Spain.40 He probably did come into contact with, or at least 

bore witness to, significant numbers of indigent peasantry. The issue 

here is whether Tiberius was struck more by the sorry state of the 

peasantry or the situation’s implications vis-à-vis military manpower. 

Gaius would later write that it was his brother’s observations of a 

sparsely populated Etruria dotted with slave-run latifundia that initially 

spurred his drive to action. 41  That they were brothers, and hence 

presumably shared a significant degree of information with each other, 

adds a degree of trustworthiness to Gaius’ claims. In the final analysis, 

the evidence leans more heavily towards the view that Tiberius was 

concerned more with increasing military manpower rather than the desire 

to lift people out of poverty. 

 

Land Reform 

 The bill Tiberius brought before the plebeian assembly placed 

a limit of 500 iugera (roughly 120 hectares) on the size of all holdings 

of public land.42 Those found to be in possession of land over this limit 

would lose this excess land and see it redistributed to the landless.43 

Interestingly enough, the law was not novel in aspiration, but rather, was 

                                                
39 Ibid. 
40 De Ligt, “Roman Manpower,” 5-6. 
41 Plutarch, Life of Ti. Gracchus 8.7. 
42 Mary T. Boatwright, Daniel J. Gargola, Richard J.A. Talbert, A Brief History 

of the Romans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 92-93; Crawford, 41. 
43 Crawford, “Early Rome and Italy,” 41. 
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an iteration of a previous law, the Lex Licinia Sextia of 367-66 BC, 

which had stipulated the same limit of 500 iugera.44 

 The law’s enforcement fell to a triumvirate (commission of 

three).  The triumvirs were to apportion land to as much of the poor 

peasantry as they deemed feasible. Furthermore, they could exercise 

their powers virtually anywhere on the Italian peninsula, -the law itself 

being limited in application to the Italian peninsula. 45  To prevent 

redistributed land from returning to the rich, clear title was withheld 

thereby preventing resale.46 The members of the initial commission were 

Tiberius himself, his brother Gaius, and his father-in-law Appius 

Claudius Pulcher.47 Appian suggests that Tiberius’ decision to initially 

restrict membership on the commission to family members was due to a 

popular fear that if he and his family did not take the lead, the law would 

not be enforced.48 

 Perhaps to assuage the obvious hostility this law would 

engender, compensatory and concessionary provisions were included in 

the original proposed bill. Those with over 500 iugera were allowed to 

place up to 250 iugera in the name of each of their children, with no 

limits placed on the number of children that might benefit. Thus, those 

with more than 500 iugera were allowed to get around this limit by 

vesting additional land in the names of their children.49 The bill also 

stipulated that those who would lose land in excess of the mandated limit 

would be financially compensated for this loss of land.50 According to 

Plutarch, these provisions were removed from the bill’s final version so 

as to increase the amount of land available for redistribution—much to 

the chagrin of the wealthy no doubt.51 Plutarch also claimed that this 

                                                
44 Plutarch, Life of Ti. Gracchus 8; Lomas suggests that a limit of 500 iugera is 

suspiciously large for the 4th Century Rome and is possibly the result of 

Roman historians reconstructing a past based on the events of 133 BC – 

Kathryn Lomas, Roman Italy 338 BC – AD 200: A Sourcebook, (London: UCL 

Press, 1996), 69. 
45 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 92-3; idem, Village to Empire, 157. 
46 Mackay, Breakdown, 39. 
47 Ibid., 44. 
48 Appian, Civil Wars 1.13. 
49 Alvin H. Bernstein, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus: Tradition and Apostasy 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978), 131-5. 
50 Plutarch, Life of Ti. Gracchus 9. 
51 Ibid. 
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move was a response to senatorial attempts to frustrate the bill’s passage 

through attempts to influence another plebeian tribune by name of 

Marcus Octavius.52 Octavius repeatedly used his veto to prevent the 

bill’s reading in the plebeian assembly and he was only stopped when 

Tiberius convened a vote to remove him from office, arguing that he was 

not working in the interests of those he ostensibly served.53  This is 

noteworthy because it would suggest that Tiberius had the interests of 

the people at heart. However, such a public line of reasoning was 

probably the most pragmatic route for Tiberius to take to get rid of 

Octavius, and it should not be taken as an indication that Tiberius was 

working mainly for the interests of the poor.  

 Making more land available for redistribution would obviously 

have been well received within the ranks of the poor masses, and it is 

therefore possible that this move was an attempt to gain even more 

popularity amongst the ranks of the lower classes. However, such a move 

also represents boldness on Tiberius’ part. This concession had initially 

been included in a bid to assuage hostility to the bill from the landed 

elite, and its removal suggests that Tiberius became less fearful of such 

hostility. He may have been emboldened by support from P. Mucius 

Scaevola (consul in 133) and might have hoped that Scaevola would 

favourably guide the law’s discussion in the senate, as the other consul 

for the year was away in Sicily dealing with a slave revolt.54  

 Perhaps to Tiberius’ surprise, there was, however, strong 

senatorial opposition to his proposed law. Some scholars have argued 

that this was borne out of a desire to protect senatorial land holdings, 

whilst others have also suggested that senatorial opposition was 

motivated by fear that the law would make Tiberius exceedingly popular. 

Tiberius submitted the law to the plebeian assembly without first 

consulting the senate. 55  Opponents had a range of arguments: from 

assertions that the law would hurt the very people in charge of governing 

the republic, thus weakening the prosperity and peace of mind of the very 

men the republic relied on for wise leadership; to claims that its 

retroactive components were unfair, since the land in question had often 
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53 Mackay, Breakdown, 41-3. 
54 Ibid., 38. 
55 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 93. 
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been held for decades and had received heavy investment in the time it 

had been under elite control.56  

 After the law’s passage, senators showed their disdain for the 

law by only voting the triumvirate a paltry budget.57 At around the same 

time, the king of Pergamum, whose will bequeathed his kingdom to 

Rome, passed away. The senate had traditionally overseen foreign policy 

matters, but Tiberius sought to undercut the senate by asking to plebeian 

assembly to vote on using Pergamum’s wealth to fund the triumvirate.58 

He put a bill before the plebeian assembly proposing that the inheritance 

from the Pergamum treasury be used to provide the recipients of land 

with the money to start their farming operations. The law also prohibited 

senatorial deliberation about the inheritance, though the senate, as per 

custom, ought to have discussed the implications of taking such a 

momentous move which would entail the establishment of an entirely 

new province.59  

 Though there was clearly a lot of hostility directed towards the 

triumvirate, it remained active even after Tiberius’ death: the triumvirate 

following his passing was composed of Fulvius Flaccus, Papirus Carbo, 

and Gaius Gracchus. Those who knew themselves to be in violation of 

the law frustrated the commissioners by withholding information about 

their estates. This issue was solved by a successful proposal to reward 

informers who provided evidence against those in violation of the law, 

resulting in a large number of uncomfortable legal cases for flouters, 

many of whom were forced to give up their excess land holdings.60  

 The commission would not be active for long though. Various 

Italian communities on the peninsula came to detest Gracchan land 

redistribution, as it sometimes entailed a loss of land on their part. In 129, 

disaffected Italians appealed to Scipio Aemilianus, who felt obliged to 

defend their interests given their wartime service. He successfully argued 

that its activity interfered with the rights of allied communities.61 He 

further argued that the commission could not adjudicate cases because it 

                                                
56 Mackay, Breakdown, 40-41. 
57 Boatwright et al., Brief History, 94. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Mackay, Breakdown, 45. 
60 Appian, Civil Wars 1.18. 
61 Harriet I. Flower, Roman Republics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
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did not have the confidence of the litigants, and thus legal matters 

relating to the law should be sent to the courts. The senate assigned 

Tuditunus, one of the consuls for 129, responsibility for overseeing these 

cases. He in turn, in search for a way out of this responsibility, undertook 

a campaign against the Illyrians, thereby leaving the situation in limbo.62 

The law’s detractors took advantage of this opportunity to successfully 

push for the law’s repeal.  

 The two surviving censuses immediately following 133 BC 

show that there was an increase of approximately 90,000 in registered 

citizens between 131 and 125 BC (from 310,000 to 400,000).63 Some 

scholars have argued that this rise was a result of numerous attempts by 

many of the landless to be registered so that they could participate in 

Tiberius’ scheme.64 This would help to explain a population jump of 30 

per cent in six years. Further indications of the scheme’s success arise 

from the fact that it was halted in 129, and yet its effects were still being 

felt four years later. Ultimately, however, the law’s success was to be 

short-lived. In a period of fifteen years after the death of Gaius, the law 

in its entirety was gradually repealed. Titles were given to those who had 

benefited from the law, thus allowing redistributed land to be sold, and 

the process of elite acquisition of land from the peasantry resumed.65 

 There is some debate over whether the law’s intended 

beneficiaries were Rome’s peasant communities or members of the 

wider Italian community, however, the evidence appears to lean in the 

former’s direction. According to both Appian and Plutarch, Tiberius was 

concerned with perceived population decline in all of Italy and not 

simply Rome alone.66 Nevertheless, fragments of an amendment to the 

law dating from 111 BC reveal that the only beneficiaries up to that point, 

and beneficiaries from thereon after, were Roman citizens.67 Moreover, 

years later, Tiberius’ brother Gaius was driven in part by a desire to 

ameliorate tensions in the wider Italian community arising from a lack 

of inclusion under the law. Freeman has argued that Gaius sought to gain 

citizenship for Italians in order to buy them off, so to speak, as the 
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triumvirate’s actions were not benefitting Italians in any way, shape, or 

form.68  

 The initial draft of the land reform bill did include a provision 

for the distribution of land to Italian allies, however, this section of the 

bill received a less-than-welcome reception at the contio (public debate) 

before the vote on the bill. Eager to ensure the bill’s passage in the 

plebeian council, Tiberius expunged this clause from the final version 

put before the plebeian council.69 Furthermore, the only reference to 

Italians in the final version of the law concerns the privatisation of land 

given in exchange to Romans and their Italian allies during colonial 

settlement.70 

 

Conclusion 

 This paper has asserted that Tiberius Gracchus’ land reform 

agenda was spurred by a desire to arrest and reverse a perceived decline 

in the numbers of those eligible for military service. The census figures, 

as shown, throw doubt on the existence of the situation Tiberius sought 

to remedy. It was Tiberius’ travels through Etruria that gave him a first-

hand view of the situation on the ground.71 What this tells us is that the 

data can sometimes be misleading and a degree of personal investigation 

is often needed to understand the nuances of a particular situation. 

Wielders of political power should not be content to be furnished with 

fact and figures, but rather must be willing to investigate matters for 

themselves.   
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Performing Auctoritas: The Spaces of Political Spectacle 

in Colonial Cosa 

 

Charles Connor Kelly 

 

 

 
Fig. 1. The forum of Cosa during its fifth phase, looking west, 

restored. Note the way in which the comitium and curia are framed. 

From: Frank E. Brown. Cosa: The Making of a Roman Town. The 

University of Michigan Press, 1980. 
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Fig. 2. Restored plan of Cosa’s forum. From: Frank E. Brown. Cosa: The 

Making of a Roman Town. The University of Michigan Press, 1980. 

 

Rome’s rise from a small city, virtually indistinguishable from 

any other in central Italy, to the capital of an extensive Mediterranean 

empire is one of the great marvels of history. Unlike other classical 

empires, the Romans were slow to annex extensive territories and subject 

them to direct control—Rome initially sought hegemony as a means of 

guaranteeing self-defence and security. Until 90 B.C., the Italian 

peninsula was a politically complex mosaic of autonomous states loosely 

allied with Rome, yet throughout this patchwork of alliances lay strategic 
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Roman bastions—a result of Rome’s programme of colonization.1 Rome 

was able to command a high degree of loyalty from these communities 

in comparison to Latin allies who had a tendency to act opportunistically 

in times of crisis.2 The fealty of Rome’s colonies was achieved through 

the powerful social implications of deliberate architectural and urban 

planning, which allowed Rome to manipulate the interests and desires of 

its colonists. This constructed process created impetus and promoted 

Roman identity, which had significant implications for the built-

environment of Roman colonies. By utilizing the archaeological 

evidence from the colony of Cosa, this paper will highlight the way in 

which the town’s forum framed everyday life by offering a space for 

programmed action. 3  Cosa’s status as a representative of colonial 

architecture, as will be shown later, renders it a microcosm for the power 

relationships, ideology, and homogeneity of the Roman Empire. 

 

Methodology 

My analysis of early Republican colonization relies on 

methodologies devised by modern architectural and urban design 

theorists who have built on Michel Foucault’s effort to deconstruct 

power structures. Their research has successfully argued that there is a 

strong link between architecture and systems of power4—a bond that was 

understood in the classical period and remains relevant to our 

understanding of the ways in which colonists constructed their identities 

and interacted with the built environment that surrounded them. This 

essay will employ Kim Dovey’s definition of power as the ability “to 

define and control circumstances and events so that one can influence 

                                                
1 Kathryn Lomas, “Italy During the Roman Republic, 338-31 B.C.,” in The 

Cambridge Companion to the Roman Republic, ed. Harriet I. Flower 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 207. 
2 John F. Lazenby, “Rome and Carthage,” in The Cambridge Companion to the  

Roman Republic, ed. Harriet I. Flower (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2004), 234.   
3 A forum was a public square in a Roman municipium, or any civitas, reserved 

primarily for the vending of goods. In addition to its standard function as a 

marketplace, a forum was a gathering place of great social significance, and 

often the scene of diverse activities, including political discussions and debates, 

rendezvous, meetings, et cetera. 
4 Power derives from the Latin potere, “to be able,” meaning the capacity to 

achieve some end.   
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things to go in the direction of one’s interests.” 5  His conception of 

constructed power replaces the idea of the “human being” as an “agent,” 

with an appreciation that these colonists were subjects enmeshed and 

constructed in discourse. 6  This essay will augment the discourse by 

elucidating the ways in which certain physical structures built in the 

colony of Cosa reinforced Rome’s ability to harness the capacities of its 

colonists and ensure their long-term loyalty.  

Rome’s desire for colonial obedience sprang from the 

overarching ideological structure of Roman colonialism. The keystone 

of their project was the importance placed on auctoritas, from which 

“authority” is etymologically derived.7 This ideological impetus, which 

drove Roman colonialism, differed greatly from contemporary Greek 

conceptions where the linkage between city-state and colony was not as 

strong.8 Rome’s authority over colonies like Cosa was, in a root sense, 

about much more than sheer domination; it implied the protection 

parents afford to children.9 Rome, as the father, employed paternalistic 

foresight that reified and perpetuated its auctoritas in physical form 

through colonial civic architecture. The construction of these structures 

was intended to ensure that colonies would abide by a perceived order, 

meaning that Roman and Latin settlements were to remain obedient and 

politically committed to decisions made in Rome. The heartland’s ability 

to achieve this end was due in part to the ways in which the interests of 

the state could maintain power and social order through semiotic 

                                                
5 Kim Dovey, Framing Places: Mediating Power in Built Form (London: 

Routledge, 1999), 9.  
6 ‘Discourse’ embraces all of the practices through which meanings are 

communicated.  
7 In ancient Rome, Auctoritas referred to the general level of prestige a person 

had in Roman society, and, as a consequence, his clout, influence, and ability to 

rally support around his will. Auctoritas was not merely political, however; it 

had a numinous content and symbolized the mysterious "power of command" 

of heroic Roman figures. 
8 The majority of Greek colonization along the coast of the Mediterranean was 

not directed by the structures of the city-state. It should be seen as part of the 

evolution of the polis, involving some degree of fission as the population 

expands and socio-political organization becomes more complex. From: 

Kathryn Lomas, Rome and the Western Greeks 350 BC-AD 200: Conquest and 

Acculturation in Southern Italy (London: Routledge, 1993), 23-25.   
9 Richard Sennett, The Conscience of the Eye: The design and Social Life of 

Cities (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 36.  
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construction. Dovey lays out three ways in which places, in a colonial 

setting, can be programmed and designed in accordance with certain 

imperial interests. Space can be constructed to establish varying forms 

of power: it can articulate “force,” which is an overt exercise of power; 

“coercion,” which can take the form of intimidation or manipulation; and 

“seduction,” which according to Dovey is the most sophisticated form of 

“power over.”10 All three themes can be identified in the architecture and 

civic planning at Cosa, but Dovey’s ideas of coercion and seduction are 

more pertinent to this study. In the case of Cosa, the construction of the 

Roman forum was central to Roman power as it enabled a high degree 

of cultural and social continuity.  

 

Background to Roman Colonization  

Before approaching Cosa as a case study, it is important to 

understand the initial purpose and system of Republican colonization. 

During the Republican period, Rome branched out from Latium across 

the Italian peninsula at a rate, scale, and manner that was unprecedented 

in the western Mediterranean.11 This effort was even carried out when 

Rome was confronted with high levels of cultural diversity and strong 

regional identities in the areas of colonization.12 The Romans regarded 

this degree of cultural heterogeneity as a threat to their rule and 

expansion, as a colony founded in close proximity to another ethnic 

group ran the risk of developing a regional identity that superseded its 

link to Rome. If colonists were left to their own devices, unchecked 

regionalism could have hampered Rome’s long term jurisdiction.  

With the benefit of hindsight, we can examine the ways in 

which colonists were made to coexist with central control and Roman 

influence. One can speculate that if a top-down solution was not pursued, 

subjugated societies may have been more prone to unrest or even 

rebellion. 13  If the city-state of Rome hoped to retain its privileged 

                                                
10 Dovey, Framing Places, 10-11.  
11 Lomas, Rome and the Western Greeks, 24.  
12 Competing cultures included: The Etruscans, Umbrians, Oscans, Samnitics, 

Celts, and Greeks.   
13 Roman colonization did not always take place on terra nullius. Roman 

colonies were often planted within pre-existing urban centres to encourage 

Romanization, as in the case of the culturally Greek/Oscan city of Paestum. In 

these situations traditional societal organizations were supplanted by a civic 

organization, set out in a colonial charter, designed to mirror that of Rome; it 
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position within the Latin Commonwealth and its corresponding sphere 

of influence, it needed to strategically insert itself in key locations 

beyond Latium. Central to Rome’s ascendancy in Italy was the process 

of Romanization that took place on the Italian peninsula. This was a 

process of cultural, as opposed to political, integration with Rome. In 

practical terms, colonization was the principal means of assigning 

Roman citizenship or Latin status to a new community, incentivizing 

distant communities to maintain a kindred relationship with Rome.14 

Colonies were typically founded on land confiscated from defeated 

enemies, but they differed widely in size, organization, and status. Many 

were established at vulnerable or strategically important locations to 

provide a core Roman presence away from the capital and act as informal 

garrisons.15 This was a prudent policy designed to cement territorial 

gains by providing greater security to Rome and its interests—

exemplified by the colony of Cosa.  

Founded in 273 B.C. and located on the coast of Etruria, Cosa 

was a new settlement that dominated a harbour and fertile territory. It 

was built on a hilltop a small distance from the existing Etruscan village 

of Cusi, and its architecture and urban plan, principally its forum, serves 

as a case study for broader trends in Roman colonisation.16   

 

The Settlement of Cosa 

Preeminent archeologists have posited that Cosa should be 

considered a model colony, meaning that we can infer broader Roman 

policies from the visible evidence at this well-preserved site. It possesses 

the period’s best preserved examples of colonial architecture, which can 

be framed against partial sites that have been discovered across Italy. 

Cosa is the most complete surviving Roman town of the otherwise 

scantily known centuries before 200 B.C.17 

                                                
thus included a local senate and annually-elected magistrates headed by a board 

of two duoviri. From: Lomas, The Cambridge Companion to the Roman 

Republic, 207. 
14 Colonization also had an enormous impact on the demography of Italy and 

on levels of urbanization. For the relationship of distant colonies to Rome, see 

Lomas, The Cambridge Companion to the Roman Republic, 207. 
15 Ibid., 208.   
16 Ibid., 211.   
17 Axel Boëthius and J.B. Ward-Perkins, Etruscan and Roman Architecture 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1970), 105.   
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Before settlers departed from Rome to break earth in Cosa, 

colonial commissioners and their staff in the capital devised the blueprint 

of the colony’s urban plan. 18  These commissioners and their retinue 

stayed on in Cosa until they observed that the colony was well on its way 

to self-determination, in a manner that correlated with Rome’s political 

system and values. 19  Initially, these officials would have been 

responsible for appointing the town’s first magistrates, praetors or 

consuls, and senators. In addition, the officials in Rome were responsible 

for promulgating the basic laws under which the colony should govern 

itself, until such time as they were amended or superseded to suit local 

conditions. Autonomy would only be granted once the colony 

demonstrated that it could replicate Roman norms independently, which 

required the physical edifices of Roman government and urban culture.20 

 

EXEMPLUM: The Facade 

The forum of Cosa is one of the first known regular Italic 

piazzas. Archeologist Frank E. Brown has argued that it was the second 

major civil project after the completion of the town’s stone walls. For 

administrative purposes, the monumental buildings that would come to 

line the northern side of the forum were a necessity for the budding 

settlement. These structures, together with a covered hall for the 

deliberations of the senate and the demarcation of a part of the square for 

the voting assemblies of all the citizens, would establish a precinct for 

the regular and special assemblies of citizens.21 More importantly, the 

space laid the foundation of Roman “power over” the citizens of Cosa—

its ability to steer their desires towards Rome’s will. The construction of 

Cosa’s forum can be interpreted as a form of coercion. Such a subtle 

understanding of spatial coercion can be linked to the Latin root 

coercere, “to surround.”22 American political philosopher and political 

                                                
18 The territory and the town site of the Latin colony of Cosa would have been 

settled by 2,500 families representing around 9,000 free men, women, and 

children. From Frank E. Brown, Cosa: The Making of a Roman Town (The 

University of Michigan Press, 1980), 16, 18.   
19 Ibid., 17.  
20 Ibid.   
21 Ibid., 22.  
22 Dovey, Framing Places, 10.   
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scientist Michael A. Weinstein has observed that:  

  

Coercion consists in transforming private, communal, group or 

cultural spaces into organizational spaces in which people 

perform actions directed towards the fulfilment of another’s 

plan, or refrain from performing actions subversive of the 

realization of another’s plan.23  

 

Thus, the built environment of the forum, Cosa’s city centre, framed 

everyday life by offering a space for programmed action, while closing 

off other possibilities. By immediately organizing Cosa’s citadel around 

the forum, Rome defined the city's cultural core. Such a move inhibits 

political experimentation or cultural drift, ultimately maintaining a 

strong link between the father, Rome, and the son, Cosa.  

 To achieve this end, the first step was to level off and carve out 

a square from the hilltop’s grey limestone surface. Once cleared, 

construction could begin along the piazza’s short axis, which was 

intended to showcase the assembly place and the senate house—the 

Comitium and Curia, respectively (Figure 3).24  

 

 
Fig. 3. Forum, northeast side (elevation, restored). From: Frank 

E. Brown. Cosa: The Making of a Roman Town. The University of 

Michigan Press, 1980.   

 

                                                
23 Ibid.  
24 The short axis faced the future site of Cosa’s Arx—a Latin word meaning 

citadel. In Rome, the Arx was located on the northern spur of the Capitoline 

Hill. The Arx was not regularly garrisoned, however, and should not be 

regarded as a “fort.” The Arx was considered the point of last retreat, the 

capture of which was synonymous with the capture of the city. It thus held a 

symbolic power beyond its importance in military strategy, and was a central 

place in Roman religion. Jupiter was the god of the Arx. Brown, Cosa, 22.    
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Dovey has argued that coercion, as a form of force, operates 

under a cover of voluntarism. Thus, the exercise of Roman power is 

made invisible to the subject and the possibility of resistance is thereby 

removed.25 The colonist is “framed” in a situation which may resemble 

free choice—to participate in Roman cultural practices—but there is a 

concealment of intent by Roman architects. Colonisation may have 

appeared to be an emancipatory fresh start for plebeians seeking to 

escape their current conditions, but the freedom to cultivate new land did 

not extend to the freedom to experiment with political organization.26 In 

addition, the aesthetic architecture of the forum’s primary monumental 

buildings—the Comitium and Curia—physically reinforced the colony’s 

connection to Rome by replicating the capital’s public buildings in a 

scaled-down form.27 

 Roman culture fostered spectacle—something at the heart of 

their politics and their understanding of Roman identity and 

community.28 As a visual culture, the sophisticated yet simple design of 

Cosa’s comitium exhibited a central planned auditorium, open to the sky, 

where the audience’s attention would have been drawn to the speaker in 

the center. Attention would have shifted when a magistrate emerged 

from the curia to make a pronouncement, converting the rotunda to a 

nave. This was due to the strong axial tension between the entry passage 

and the gabled facade of the hall above (Figure 4).29  

                                                
25 Dovey, Framing Places, 11.  
26 Stephen P. Oakley, “The Early Republic,” in The Cambridge Companion to 

the Roman Republic, ed. Harriet I. Flower (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2004), 20.   
27 Brown, Cosa, 23;Vitruvius. “On Architecture: Book 1,” in Architectural 

Theory: Volume I, An Anthology from Vitruvius to 1870, ed. Harry Francis 

Mallgrave (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 8.   
28 Harriet I. Flower, “Spectacle and Political Culture in the Roman Republic,” 

in The Cambridge Companion to the Roman Republic, ed. Harriet I. Flower 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 322.  
29 Brown, Cosa, 23.   
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Fig. 4. Comitium and Curia, restored. From: Frank E. Brown. 

Cosa: The Making of a Roman Town. The University of Michigan Press, 

1980. 

 

The ultimate source of this plan was undoubtedly the Roman custom of 

standing in the ancient Comitium at Rome. 30  By constructing a 

recognizable civic building in Cosa’s forum, planners reinforced a 

specific Roman spectacle and way of thinking—through the power of 

example, or exemplum. This paired structure should be considered as an 

exemplum that was encouraging, or monitoring, a whole community 

while it went about its business in the town’s bustling piazza. The 

structure’s physical presence emitted a constant demand for the respect 

of Roman institutions and a call for continuity.31  

 

MOS MAIORUM & MONUMENTUM: The Square 

A key feature of Roman architecture and urban planning was 

the way in which it could “seduce” citizens and prevent them from 

“shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences” to ensure that 

they accepted their role within the Roman order.32 This way citizens 

would find it harder to see or imagine an alternative because they came 

                                                
30 Ibid.   
31 Ann L. Kuttner, “Roman Art During the Republic,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to the Roman Republic, ed. Harriet I. Flower (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), 301.  
32 Dovey, Framing Places, 11.  
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to regard it as unchangeable. A principal component of this plan was the 

square itself, as Roman planners efficiently utilized the structure of the 

piazza to muster and control Cosa’s citizenry into its military and 

territorial subdivisions. In Framing Places, Dovey has pointed out the 

link in which built form shapes perception and cognition. In Figure 1 and 

Figure 2, one can see the monumental scale of the piazza and imagine its 

dominating presence in the centre of Cosa. It is the “heart” of a taken-

for-granted spatial order that promoted itself—Romanness—as natural. 

 Intertwined with this perception is the importance of the 

monument, monumentum, or memory, and the way it interacts with the 

message of exemplum.33 The square itself was monumental in scope, but 

its appeal to memory was subtler. The set of eight trees, visible in Figures 

3 and 5, were a symbol of a communal memory, and the practice of 

Roman institutional norms. The three intervals between, marked by the 

trees and seen from either side, made three parallel lanes, stretching 

across the breadth of the square. They would not only distinguish one 

end of the square from the other, but also signal the lanes in which the 

three subdivisions of the citizenry lined up, in the Roman way, to cast 

their votes.  

 

 
Fig. 5. Forum, looking north, restored. From: Frank E. Brown. 

Cosa: The Making of a Roman Town. The University of Michigan Press, 

1980. 

 

These trees formed natural pillars that fulfilled a practical and 

ideological role. Their canopies would have shaded, throughout the day, 

the officials who verified the credentials at one end of the line and tallied 

the voice votes at the other. 34  In an ideological sense the trees 

                                                
33 Kuttner,  The Cambridge Companion to the Roman Republic, 301.  
34 Ibid., 24-25.   
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represented the naturalism of mos maiorum, meaning traditional norms. 

The ritual of voting in this space was intended to affirm friendship and 

solidarity. Rituals of legitimation are powerful because one cannot argue 

with them—they are the way things are done, the way the real is 

constructed.35 This layout represented the authority of Rome, as well as 

the colonial commissioners, to dictate the social structure of the colony 

of Cosa. The layout of these three voting lines demonstrated an absence 

of argument from the perspective of the Cosan, as well as reaffirmed an 

unquestioned compliance. This voting ritual, which was physically 

defined by Cosa’s urban plan, acknowledged certain rights and 

obligations for the colonists.  

 

AUCTORITAS 

It is important to recognize that power is not lodged in built 

form. Constructed spaces inevitably mediate the state’s attempts to force, 

coerce, seduce or impose authority onto the routines of individuals.  Such 

mediations in the case of Cosa’s forum are inherently complex and 

multidimensional. The colonists were compelled as subjects to orient 

their cognitive map of Cosa’s citadel around a monumental forum. This 

space framed their everyday experiences whenever they traveled into the 

piazza to vote, trade, or mingle. The architecture of the comitium and 

curia, which held the most prominent position on the piazza’s facade, 

represented an appeal to heritage, a historically constructed meaning that 

was “naturalized” to legitimize Rome’s authority and a relatively fixed 

identity. The piazza itself, as a dominant mass or volume, signified the 

control of resources necessary for its production. 36  It, alongside its 

colonnade of trees, established an illusion of permanence, a stable social 

order, and the impossibility of change. These dimensions all represent 

dialects of power that the people of Cosa had to navigate, as subjects that 

were enmeshed and constructed in the built space that surrounded them.  

 Buildings and urban design in a colonial setting are often a 

complex mix of seduction, authority, and coercion. This paper has sought 

to detail the way the exercise of power can move swiftly from one form 

to another, thereby masking itself to a citizen going about his day in 

Cosa’s forum. As Foucault argues: “Power is tolerable only on condition 

                                                
35  Dovey, Framing Places, 12.  
36. Ibid., 16.  



THE ATLAS | 2017 

150 

that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its 

ability to hide its own mechanism.”37 Cosa, through the construction of 

its forum, was synchronously able to represent and mask its associations 

with Roman power. The structures and spaces discussed throughout this 

paper had the capacity to simultaneously seduce and legitimize while 

masking these very practices. In this way, the colony of Cosa, and 

numerous Roman settlements like it, were able to proliferate across Italy 

and entrench Roman rule. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
37. Michel Foucault, Power / Knowledge, ed. C. Gordon (New York: 

Pantheon, 1980), 86.   
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