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The question of living a feminist life is a very practical question. —Sara Ahmed, Secret Feminist Agenda, episode 3.28
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I WROTE THIS BOOK BECAUSE I WANTED TO TRY something different. It’s an attempt to bring the voice I developed in my work as a podcaster back to my writing, to further push my own understanding of what forms scholarly knowledge might take. That means there are difficult topics in the following pages: some I’ve tried to grapple with before, like the horrors of white supremacy and settler colonialism, and some that I’m trying to articulate for the first time. I write about my mother’s death, disordered eating, and sexual violence. I try to handle these topics with care, knowing that my efforts will be imperfect.

When I first began this book, I thought it was about ideas: white femininity, public intellectualism, embodied knowledges. Then I thought it was about methods: anecdotal theory, feminist friendship. Then I was certain it was about feelings: how we can feel our way through the problems of care and sentiment. It’s impossible to fully disentangle these different topics, but I have arrived, at last, at the impossibility of arriving. If this book is about anything, it is about learning as a lifelong process, one that navigates ideas, methods, feelings, and texts to continuously move through the complexity of living in a good way.

Being a feminist scholar who works in public and accessible forms, like podcasting, is an ongoing process of trying, fucking up, listening, learning, and trying again. And it’s an opportunity not to erase that learning but instead embrace it, understand it as a fundamental part of collective feminist meaning-making and world-building. This book is an extension of my commitment to collective learning as a feminist practice. In part it is a memoir of my own education as a reader and thinker, and in part it is an analysis of the aesthetic modes, genres, and forms that I return to time and again as sites of feminist meaning-making: the sentimental, the personal, the banal, the relatable. It’s a meditation on what it means to care deeply—about justice, about revolution, about changing the world—and to know that caring is necessary and yet utterly insufficient. This work will never be perfected, and it will never be completed.

Let’s begin.

—HM





TERRITORY ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

I WROTE MOST OF THIS BOOK WHERE I LIVE, ON THE ancestral and unceded territories of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations. The place currently known as Vancouver is shared between these three Nations. Musqueam territory includes Vancouver as well as parts of what are now called North Vancouver, South Vancouver, Burrard Inlet, New Westminster, Burnaby, and Richmond. Squamish territory includes Gibson’s Landing and the Squamish River watershed. Tseil-Waututh territory stretches from the Fraser River to Mamquam Lake, 130 kilometres north of where I am currently sitting.1 These Nations have inhabited, governed, and stewarded their territories for all of recorded history and beyond; they have always been here, and they will always be here.

But what good is it for me to say so? While acknowledging territory, as an act of protocol, has become increasingly widespread in recent years, critics have pointed out how quickly this gesture becomes rote and emptied of meaning. As Vivek Shraya aptly puts it in her poem “Indian,”


i acknowledge i stole this

but i am keeping it… (2016, l. 12–13)



I began writing this section on the back porch of a small cottage on the Amherst Shore in Nova Scotia, which is Mi’kmaq territory. On the flight to this cottage, I read Amy Fung’s Before I Was a Critic I Was a Human Being, which prompted me to think more seriously about land acknowledgement, not just as a kind of ritualized gesture, but as a personal and political question: what is my relationship to this land? How did I get here, and what am I doing with my presence?

I have never been good with place names: I do not have a geographical sense. I don’t know any but the main streets in the cities I’ve lived in, and I don’t know much about the local flora or fauna. What I’m good at remembering are stories, and the way stories attach themselves to the experience of place, how we move through it and make sense of it. I have the same sort of relationship to history, which I tend to remember in terms of patterns and ideas and feelings, not dates or events or people. I used to think this way of engaging with history was a shortcoming.

The personal stories we tell about places are how we locate ourselves within them. The longer our families and people are in a place, the richer and more complex the stories become. My stories, and the stories of my people, are mostly stories of relocation. I read once that settlers fetishize relocation as an ideal because so many of us have lost the connection to our home places. It’s a pathology to disdain staying put, a pathology of whiteness. White people have claimed the right to move as often as we2 wanted, and to force the movement of other peoples and populations—into the cargo holds of ships, into reserves and residential schools, into internment camps, into low-income and ghettoized neighbourhoods, into prisons. Whiteness is also premised on an idea of malleability; as gender studies scholar Kyla Schuller explains in an interview titled “The Trouble with White Women,” race has historically been understood in terms of “the differential capacity to be plastic. Whiteness was fully malleable, fully capable of progress or decline, and blackness was…the opposite, barely plastic except for maybe a few years at the beginning of youth” (qtd. in Arjini 2018). This arbitrary nineteenth-century biological categorization has continued to shape the way we talk and think about race, particularly in terms of the treatment of children. Schuller continues: “We can see continuity from [the] 19th-century orphan-train project, which removed Irish-American kids from east-coast cities, to the off-reservation boarding-school movement, which removed tens of thousands of Native American kids from their families, to child detention camps that the Trump administration is running” (2018). To imagine the self as endlessly malleable while claiming the right to violently transform the lives, communities, and lands of others: this is whiteness in action.

My people are all settlers with stories of coming to Canada, stories that are as varied as the places they came from, which is to say a little bit, but not all that much. My maternal grandfather, Edward Penner, was the only one of my grandparents born here, a Mennonite who grew up on a farm just north of Saskatoon, on Treaty 6 land. The Penners came over in the 1890s, part of a major migration of Mennonites out of Russia in search of religious freedom, particularly the right to remain conscientious objectors. Half a century later, there would be another exodus of young Mennonite men away from the farms in Canada to join the military during the Second World War. My grandfather enlisted with the RAF and met my grandmother, Joan, in an Air Force bar in London; she was a year older than him, a Cockney, and eventually a war bride, unprepared, as so many of them were, for the realities of the life she was sailing across the Atlantic to claim. After the war they eventually relocated to Ottawa, which is where my mother was born, and where my brother and I were born. I’ve never spent time in Saskatchewan, or met that part of my family, and since my mother’s death it’s been all I can do to maintain a connection with her siblings.

A piece of this story that I never heard, one I’ve had to put together from reading, is that my Mennonite family’s migration was part of the nineteenth-century genocidal project of “settling the West” to drive out and dispossess Indigenous Nations. The Penners were seen as desirable immigrants—less so than the British or Americans, certainly, but still high in the hierarchy of whiteness, valued for their farming skills and ability to produce more white children for a white empire. I doubt my Mennonite family had much concept of their complicity in an ongoing genocide, but the thing about complicity is that it doesn’t need to be deliberate to be real. I imagine they were perfectly happy to be swept up in the promises of whiteness and empire and terra nullius.

With their Mennonite father who had cut ties with his home, and their English mother who had done the same, my mother and her siblings didn’t feel particularly rooted in Ottawa. They all married folks who had come from away—Calabria, Guyana, Scotland—and mostly left as well, moving to Burnaby and Fort McMurray and Sault Ste. Marie, places where there were jobs to be had and property to be bought for cheap. My father was born in Scotland to solidly middle-class Scots who relocated their young children to Canada in the fifties. During a year abroad at the University of Edinburgh, I learned that my grandparents’ sense of Canada as a good place to live was no coincidence. They came from a Highland clan, a people whose own relationship to land was violently disrupted by the British empire, which disintegrated the clan system, turned the Highlands into farms for English landowners with enclosure, and relocated Highlanders to a new colony across the ocean, where they were put to work dispossessing other nations and attempting to disintegrate their way of life in turn. My brother and I were born in Ottawa, but again without much sense of it being our place. We were Scottish and English and Mennonite, and encouraged to think of ourselves in those ways. I can’t remember a time in my life when I assumed I would stay in Ottawa: leaving felt inevitable.

It wasn’t until 2014, living in Edmonton and working on a postdoc at the University of Alberta, that I started to learn about territorial acknowledgements, what the protocol meant, and how to think about being in good relation to a place. I joined a reading group of settler scholars who wanted to learn more about the colonial structures of the university and how we might contribute to decolonizing them. We read the work of Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, whose article, “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor” grounded our thinking in the need to take tangible action; we read and tried to understand Treaty 6 and the obligations that came from it. That’s when I started learning how to find out the stories of the places I lived. I came to see my rootlessness as a kind of settler sickness, both a product and cause of the forced relocation of peoples in the service of empire. This learning has continued in Vancouver, where I am witness to settlers, immigrants, and Indigenous visitors from other nations who are trying to learn what it means to be a guest on the territory of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations. I return often to a poem in Jessica Johns’ chapbook How Not to Spill called “Will the Water Hear Me if I Call Them in Cree.” Johns, a member of Sucker Creek First Nation in Treaty 8 territory in Northern Alberta, reflects on her relationship with the ocean, asking,


What does it mean for your body to be here? .... Can you even love right on stolen land? How do you flirt with a water that doesn’t want you? (2018, 37)



This is a relationship to place much richer and more complex than being an insider or outsider, one invested in the question of what it means to be in good relation when you, like the blackberries you pick in summer, are “invasive” (35). Johns concludes the poem asking how living here, living with the ocean, might impact future ancestors:


Will they remember how to be here? Will they leave their hair with yours? Will they spill rocks for you too? (2018, 37)



I’m still learning how to trace my own histories and listen to my own ancestors, a wisdom I am learning from Indigenous and Black thinkers. Whiteness, after all, is constructed without origin or identity; it is unmarked and unmoored deliberately, so it can function as a hegemonic totality, always reshaping itself to the present. I wonder if looking to my own roots might be a way to resist the totalizing power of whiteness. I wonder if my ancestors, in all their deep imperfections, can teach me another way.

In 1905, my great-great-grandfather helped to establish the one-room Penner schoolhouse in what is now called Clark’s Crossing. Only decades earlier, in 1871, the Crown had signed Treaty 6 with the Plains and Woods Cree and Assiniboine Nations. One of the terms of Treaty 6 was on-reserve education. Shortly after the treaty was signed, the Government of Canada introduced the residential school system, with the first school opening in 1883. The residential school system was designed to remove Indigenous children from their homes and communities, a fundamental violation of the treaties the government had signed. The last school, St. Michael’s Indian Residential School in Duck Lake, was closed in 1996.3 Its location was less than 100 kilometres north of the Penner schoolhouse. This is a history I have been learning, perforce, from a distance. I have never been to Clark’s Crossing or the Penner schoolhouse.

Ottawa is the territory of the Algonquin Nation, but I didn’t know this until very recently, when I saw Métis scholar Zoe Todd tweet about her own work to be a good guest on Algonquin land. The Algonquins were active in the fur trade, fighting (and losing) alongside the French in the Seven Years’ War. The wars fought by colonial powers over the possession of Canada bred new wars between Indigenous Nations, fuelled by firearms and capitalism. There is perhaps no clearer symbol of the Algonquin people’s dispossession by the settler government than Algonquin Park. Established in 1893, it is the oldest provincial park in Canada, and one of the most popular, 7,630 square kilometres of land stolen from the Algonquins, named after them, and used for recreation by settlers. The landscape of Algonquin Park has become visual shorthand for Canada through the work of the Group of Seven and Tom Thomson, whose state- and industry-funded landscape paintings helped reinvent Indigenous lands as tourist destinations, portrayed as wild and untouched rather than inhabited and stewarded for tens of thousands of years. As a child I enjoyed visiting the National Gallery, and I loved seeing Tom Thomson’s work most of all, because of the way it transformed sights I was familiar with from family vacations into Art. I learned that Thomson had mysteriously disappeared from Canoe Lake in Algonquin Park in 1917. I read Margaret Atwood’s Surfacing and learned to think of the land around me as a place where white people went to have tragic or mystical experiences. I didn’t know the history of this place, I only knew the stories that had been told to erase that history.

[image: ]
The place where I was sitting when I first wrote this is Mi’kmaq land as well as the area where Black Loyalists were relocated after the American Revolution. I also learned, from Fung’s book, about the relocation of many Beothuk to this land, a correction to what I’d been taught of Beothuk extinction. The story of Indigenous disappearance is precious to white settler Canadians; it lets us feel sad about a genocide that we can locate firmly in the past while denying that we continue to perpetuate it in the present. If you’re already gone, we seem to think, it’s fine that we’ve taken your land and aren’t planning to give it back. The introduction to Songs of the Great Dominion, the first anthology of Canadian poetry published in 1889, refers to “vanishing races singing their death-song as they are swept on to the cataract of oblivion” (Lighthall 1889, xxi), while in 1920, Duncan Campbell Scott, a canonized poet and Head of the Department of Indian Affairs, declared his plan to “continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body politic” (qtd. in McDougall 2008). It’s breathtaking how much killing has had to happen to actualize the myth of Indigenous disappearance.

I live in Vancouver now, which is the unceded territory of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations. I have called myself an uninvited guest here, but that’s just a polite term for a home invader. I own a condo here now, and until the COVID-19 pandemic narrowed my world down to how far I can walk in an hour, I worked just blocks from the Downtown East Side, an epicentre of the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls crisis, as well as the drug poisoning crisis that has, at least up to the Omicron variant’s appearance, killed more people in Vancouver than the virus.

Because I moved to Vancouver more recently, I have learned about this city in a different way. I’ve learned about it as an adult, for one. I’ve also learned about it as a teacher, scholar, and feminist. In recent months I’ve learned about it as a person living through a pandemic, less mobile than ever before and thus more attuned to the city’s rhythms and seasonal changes. And I’ve learned about it from stories. I’ve heard the stories that poets and writers tell at the readings I’ve attended; I’ve heard the stories Musqueam and Squamish Elders share when they introduce events; I’ve heard the stories my students tell of what their lives are like in this city. I’ve heard stories about what the land was like before settlers came, about how Chinese workers were treated by white settlers in the nineteenth century, about the Internment of Japanese Canadians in the Second World War, and the Komagata Maru incident.

I’ve read stories about Vancouver as well: Larissa Lai’s The Tiger Flu (2018), Eden Robinson’s Trickster Drift (2018), and Alex Leslie’s We All Need to Eat (2018). In fact, when I first arrived, a lot of the place names registered to me as references to books, like George Bowering’s Kerrisdale Elegies (1984) and Daphne Marlatt’s Steveston (1974). And all of these stories—the ones I’ve read, heard, overheard, and been told directly—are overlaid onto the space of the city as I navigate it through the banal routes and routines of my daily life. I’m good at remembering stories, which is why I became a literary scholar. Stories are my work now. But stories don’t interpret themselves; they unfold in relation to the reader, just as a city is not an objective place, but a site of interdependence and cohabitation. As I learn, again and again, what it means to live the impossible contradiction of being a white woman and a settler on unceded lands, I must begin with the question of where I am standing, now, and how I got here.





A SENTIMENTAL EDUCATION

FOR AS LONG AS I HAVE BEEN AWARE OF MYSELF AS A WHITE woman—in the political and theoretical ways one becomes aware of having an identity—I’ve looked to texts to help me grapple with this problem. I was drawn to books in which other white women tried to model the possibilities of an ethics of care that builds connection across boundaries of difference, books like Camilla Gibb’s Sweetness in the Belly (2006) and Kim Echlin’s The Disappeared (2010). In the broader field of normative ethics, an ethics of care is a feminist intervention that grapples with the problem of the other and how we ought to treat them. There are different approaches to producing a normative ethics—an idea of how we ought to be toward one another—such as utilitarianism, which holds that we should make choices that benefit the greatest number of people. The feminist force of an ethics of care lies in how it values the kinds of emotional labour and care work that builds and sustains networks, and that are often responsible for keeping the most vulnerable—those who might be tossed aside in a utilitarian model—alive. Care then leads us toward recognizing complicity: how, via global structures like white supremacy, imperialism, and late-stage capitalism, we are entangled in the lives and well-being of people who live across the world from us.

But compassion, empathy, and care are also burdened with the legacy of white supremacy. The care of white women, I have learned, can be a dangerous thing. One of the foundational texts that taught me this—and showed me new ways to think about what it means to be a white settler in a white supremacist and settler colonial place—is Christina Sharpe’s In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (2016). In it, Sharpe recounts the history of the slave ship Zong which, in 1781, was transporting abducted Africans from West Africa to the Caribbean. After some navigational errors caused them to overshoot Jamaica, the captain “decided to jettison some of the enslaved,” causing the owners to sue the underwriters for the insurance on their lost human cargo (Sharpe 2016, 35). What brought me up short when I first read this account is the fact that the Zong had originally been named the Zorg, the Dutch word for “care.” Sharpe says this fact should give pause, so pause I did. A feminist ethics of care invested in witnessing and empathy felt like a starting point for imagining how we might be in relation to one another without causing harm. But I needed to recognize and understand a past and present in which care has, again and again, harmed people.

As I peel back the layers of this problem, I keep returning to texts and, at a sort of meta level, the question of what texts (and reading) are for. If I want to claim that texts are how I learn about myself and my place in the world, then I need to believe that engaging with culture—books, films, and podcasts—can open up possibilities to act, think, and feel otherwise. The problem of being a white woman is also a problem of searching for stories that can teach me how to be in the world as this white woman. Time and again, for me as for many cultural critics, this problem has circulated around the fraught nature of sentimentality, the stories that make space for feeling, for care, for the movement of affect across geographical and cultural borders. My concern with sentimentality in general and sentimental culture in particular has much less to do with aesthetic questions about whether this is “good” art (a hierarchy of culture seems useless to me) than it does with how the culture we love teaches us how to be in, and think about, the world. For me, that education in thinking and feeling through stories has been a sentimental education.

[image: ]
I was raised on sentimentality: girl heroines whose pluck and imagination and capacity for care elevated them above other girls—in a world where girlhood itself had no innate value—and instead made them remarkable, noteworthy. I was raised on Pride and Prejudice’s Elizabeth Bennett and Anne of Green Gables’s Anne Shirley and Little Women’s Jo March, on The Little Mermaid’s Ariel and Beauty and the Beast’s Belle, all queer girls just a little out of step with the world around them, prone, as I was, to bookishness and flights of imagination and perhaps to an unbecoming surplus of feeling that somehow convinced them, despite the restraints of their worlds, not to settle, not to comply, to “want much more than this provincial life.”1 And they were rewarded, these plucky girls—who were all, it would take me years to realize, white—by beauty and marriage and some level of material comfort.

I recognized myself, a precociously smart white girl, in these heroines, and also knew that their story would not be my story until I solved the central problem of me, which was my fatness.
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