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2012 Summer Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 545A: Studies in Canadian Literature (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Lorraine Weir 
Section: 921 
Term: 1A 
 

“DissemiNation”: Multicultural Canada in Theory and Practice 

 
Course Description: 

How does multiculturalism reinvent ‘the nation’ over the bodies of strangers?  How does the act 
of ‘welcoming the stranger’ serve to constitute the nation? How is the ‘we’ of the nation 
affirmed through the difference of the ‘stranger cultures’ rather than against it?  […]  who is the 
‘we’ of the nation if ‘they’ are here to stay? 
--Ahmed, Strange Encounters--Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality, 95, 101 

In an uncanny echo of Ahmed's words, Chief Justice Antonio Lamer concluded the majority decision 
in Delgamuukw v. British Columbia (Supreme Court of Canada, 1997) with a comment variously read 
with outrage and conciliatory zeal: “Let us face it, we [Indigenous people and settlers] are all here to 
stay.”  Strategically bridging the gap between the Indian Act and the Multicultural Act, Lamer attempts 
to constitute a sovereign union of Indigenous and multicultural Canada/s, unsettling the settler 
narrative of what Daniel Coleman calls "fictive ethnicity" while affirming the historical foundations of 
Indigenous land claims in Canada. Yet in both legal and sociocultural contexts the question remains 
vexed and responses problematic at best. How may settler "hauntology" be deconstructed and the 
sovereign imperative of Indigenous nations be welcomed? 
 
Working with a core group of recent Canadian texts, we will investigate the multiculturalism of “us and 
them” through texts rooted in positionalities which challenge the multicultural sublime and its 
conciliatory claims about unceded territories and ecological destruction. Reading Coleman’s analysis of 
the “literary project of English Canada” in the context of recent critiques of multiculturalism, both 
theoretical and literary, we will consider some of the ways in which Ahmed’s questions are being 
addressed by such theorists as Taiaiake Alfred, Pheng Cheah,  Sunera Thobani and Paulette Regan. 
 
Similar ghosts haunt Garry Thomas Morse's long poem, Discovery Passages (2010) and Marie 
Clements' play, The Edward Curtis Project (2010), where the historical experience of spectral 
incorporation reinvents Indigenous people as strangers to themselves and to their territories, 
languages, and communities. As Johnston and Lawson write, "In this process, ‘the nation’ is what 
replaces ‘the indigenous’ and in so doing conceals its participation in colonization by nominating a new 
‘colonized’ subject--the colonizer or settler-invader" (quoted by Brydon in Moss, 57). It is that 
reinvention of the settler narrative which is sustained through multiculturalism on Thobani’s analysis 
(175) and which has complexly impacted the "double-writing or dissemi-nation" (Bhabha, 299) of 
suppressed historical memory and traumatic silence, resistance and displacement which recur across 
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the work of such contemporary poets as Wayde Compton, Oana Avasilichioaei, Rita Wong and Lisa 
Robertson. In these texts, "[c]ounter-narratives of the nation that continually evoke and erase its 
totalizing boundaries--both actual and conceptual--disturb those ideological manoeuvres through which 
'imagined communities' are given essentialist identities" (Bhabha, 300). 
 
Required Texts: 

 Oana Avasilichioaei, feria: a poempark (2008) 
 Marie Clements, The Edward Curtis Project (2010) 
 Wayde Compton, The 49th Parallel Psalm (1999) 
 Garry Thomas Morse, Discovery Passages (2010) 
 Lisa Robertson, Seven Walks from the Office of Soft Architecture (2003) 
 Rita Wong, Forage (2007) 
 Sara Ahmed, Strange Encounters--Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality (2000) 
 Taiaiake Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness -- An Indigenous Manifesto (1999) 
 James (Sakej) Youngblood Henderson, “Sui Generis and Treaty 

Citizenship,” Citizenship Â Studies , Vol. 6, No. 4, 2002 
 Paulette Regan, Unsettling the Settler Within--Indian Residential Schools, Truth 

Telling,Â and Reconciliation in Canada (2010) 
 Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects--Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in 

Canada (2007) 
 Selections from Bhabha, The Location of Culture; Butler & Spivak, Who Sings the Nation-

State?; Pheng Cheah, Spectral Nationality: Passages of Freedom from Kant to Postcolonial 
Literatures of Liberation ; Coleman, White Civility: The Literary Project of English 
Canada ;  Moss, Is Canada Postcolonial? 

Course Requirements: 

 Project proposal (re seminar paper) 
 One seminar paper (15-20 pages) 
 One seminar presentation 
 Seminar participation 

 


