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THE SUBJECT OF DISSERTATION 

Before the 1970s, Canada’s Aboriginal peoples (First Nations, Inuit, and the Metis) 

were hugely underrepresented in Canadian literature. This was multiply true of the Metis 

Nation, whose mixed First Nations and Euro-Canadian heritage implied multiple 

roadblocks in any forms of self-expression. Although some scholarly attention had been 

given to mixed-blood writers who straddled multiple racial and ethnic categories, focusing 

on either ethnic minority immigrants to Canada or on mixed-blood Aboriginal authors, the 

discursive strategies used by Metis authors to create and sustain positions of "in-between-

ness" remained under-theorized before the 1970s. 

From the Canadian literary canon, Metis characters were either excluded entirely 

from or received marginal and stereotypical roles. Since the 1970s on, though, spurred by 

the intellectual movements of the time, Metis authors like Maria Campbell, Beatrice 

Culleton Mosionier, Joseph Boyden, or Lorraine Mayer have gained discursive control 

over their self-representation and launched their campaign for the inclusion of Metis voices 

in Canadian literature. Their literary prolificacy resulted in an increasingly growing 

number of Native life-writings emerged to fill in this discursive void and counterbalance 

the heavy weight of the strictly selective mainstream literature. 

My dissertation explores specific thematic patterns related to these Twentieth-

Century Metis autobiographical self-representations in Canada applying theoretical 

concepts and viewpoints relevant to the Canadian social context. Having familiarized 

myself with the Metis life-writings, I have observed some prominent shifts in their subject 



matter, which are worthy of a thorough examination given that no similar study has ever 

been done before.  

PUBLISHED ACADEMIC LITERATURE 

As a point of departure, I give an insight into the critical tenets of the most prominent 

thinkers of the emerging intellectual movements of the Twentieth Century. It is crucial to 

observe the paradigmatic shift of the ruling Imperial ideology and Euro-centrism in order 

to yield a clear picture of the genesis of Metis life-writings. Jean-François Lyotard with his 

theory of Grand Narratives in The Postmodern Condition (1979) held a substantial 

influence on the critical trends of the period. Similarly, Jacques Derrida introduced an 

innovative approach to the semiotic analysis, known as Deconstruction, of the Western 

philosophical tradition. Michel Foucault’s theories addressed the relationship between 

power and knowledge and how they are used as a form of social control through societal 

institutions.  

Then I put autobiography, subjectivity, and authorial agency under scrutiny in order 

to articulate the evolution of the genre and its significance in terms of agency. The 

analytical works of Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Sigmund Freud, Jacques 

Lacan, Roland Barthes, Judith Butler, and Paul John Eakin are only a few of those that 

unearthed and interrupted the Western authority. They grounded the way for 

Postcolonialism, which intends to give voice to the subaltern subjects of neocolonial and 

postcolonial empires. Drawing on Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), Homi Bhabha gave a 

new meaning to hybridity and the liminal space of meeting cultures. In The Location of 



Culture (1994), he demonstrated that the Colonial Discourse was never homogenous, and 

describes the cultural in-between space as a productive category. 

Similarly to the experience of the newly decolonized people of former Western 

Empire, Canada’s Metis Nation found inspiration for their political activism to become 

visible. Adopting the various forms of life-writings, Metis authors have gained authorship 

in pursuit of correcting historical documentation, disclosing the root of their current 

predicament, and presenting the beauty of their culture. Metis academics, such as Emma 

LaRocque, Jo-Ann Episkenew, Lorraine Mayer, Brenda Macdougall, Nicole St-Onge, and 

Chris Andersen give a theoretical framework for the emerging Metis literature. 

OBJECTIVES 

What I focus my attention on is the nature of the shifts in thematic pattern, the causes 

that inflicted those shifts, and what kind of social, psychological, political, and economic 

development they reflect. I explore the significance of these Metis life-writings in terms of 

the Metis people’s lives and how they fit in the Canadian literary canon. I discuss the 

emerging Metis awareness and pride through these life-writings as well as the didactic, 

aesthetic, and ideological functions they have. In order to perform such an analysis, I 

deploy the concept of hybridity, the determinative factors of social environment in identity 

formation, the shifting perception of gender complexities, the centrality of education as a 

long-term healing tool for cultural reclamation, and the impact of traumatic experiences on 

future generations. 

 

 



METHODOLOGY 

I provide the analysis of five autobiographical books (fictional and non-fictional) 

written solely by self-declared Metis authors in order to identify some relevant and 

frequently addressed themes. My exclusive choice of novels is explained by my ambition 

to analyze literary pieces reflective of ordinary speech of the most silenced and to reflect 

on the thematic patters of more comprehensive works.  The methodology applied is a 

comparative thematic examination of the representations of Metis reality with a multi-

disciplinary approach. 

 I divide my study into six chapters. In chapter 1, I consider the path leading to the 

genesis of Metis life-writings. In order to do so, I provide a brief overview on the 

development of the genre of autobiography and the authorial agency. Moreover, I explore 

the intellectual movements of the second half of the Twentieth Century that had mobilizing 

impact on Metis prosaic self-representation. In the following five chapters I provide close-

readings of Maria Campbell’s Half-breed (1973), Beatrice Culleton Mosionier’s In Search 

of April Raintree (1983), Gregory Scofield’s Thunder Through My Veins (1999), Herb 

Belcourt’s Walking in the Woods (2006), and Raymond Tremblay’s Riding the Tides of 

Life (2010). The narratives I chose are from five consecutive decades with the aim of 

showcasing some detectable thematic changes in the evolution of Metis life-writing, 

encompassing about fifty years up to the recent past. 

 

 

 



FINDINGS 

  Over the course of the five decades discussed, there has been a noticeable change 

in the thematic patterns of these Metis life-writings. The accusatory tone has been slowly 

replaced with a solution-seeking and problem-solving one. Instead of highlighting the 

causes of the Metis’ recent hardships, more emphasis is placed on the betterment of the 

Metis’ prevailing position. There has been a gradual detachment from the centrality of the 

pernicious remnants of Colonization; Metis authors have started to explore other aspects of 

life. Scofield opened up about his Two-Spiritedness, Belcourt contemplated the long-term 

benefits of a restructured public education, and Frances Riviere examined her complex 

relationship with her father. While Mayer revisited the theme of Metis struggles to be 

recognized as a Metis woman, mother and academic, Mosionier penned a crime story with 

flashbacks of her troubled past in In the Shadow of Evil. Raymond Tremblay moved even 

further from the central themes of earlier Metis life-writings and dwelled on the stigmas 

attached to BD. His discussion only barely touches his Metis roots.  

  Although much remains to be explored about Metis writing and there is still a 

long way to go, young Metis autobiographers feel empowered by previous generations of 

Aboriginal authors to talk back. They create a discourse that counters dehumanizing 

romanticizations of the lost Metis and offer cultural signifiers, such as language, song, and 

dance which should guide us about how we should understand the category of Metis. This 

new generation of Metis writers create a new tradition of Metis literature that will fully 

flourish in the years to come. 


