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This paper is adapted from an in-progress dissertation chapter; this paper
contributes to the ongoing thought process behind my research.

TEXT

Introduction
This paper contrib utes an answer to the ques tion posed by Margery
Fee: “how does liter ature claim land?” 1 It does so by analyzing
Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese (1925) from an eco- geological
perspective that leads us to consider what are known as “sacri fice
zones” and Canada’s ongoing ecocide, a process that has namely led
to what has been termed “lost futures” 2 for many communities such
as the Indi genous ones addressed here. I have coined the term “eco- 
geological” to refine conven tional notions of “nature” by emphas izing
the inter play between ecolo gical systems and geolo gical form a tions
in shaping human and non- human inter ac tions. This perspective
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recog nizes geology not as inert or merely a back drop to human
activity but as an active agent in the form a tion of social, cultural, and
envir on mental dynamics. Drawing from Jane Bennett’s “thing- 
power” 3 and Eliza beth Povinelli’s theor iz a tion of “geontologies,” 4 the
eco- geological lens fore grounds how geolo gical elements – such as
the land in Wild Geese – mediate power struc tures, cultural iden tities,
and modes of dispos ses sion. This perspective entails examining
inter re lated ecolo gical, geograph ical, and geolo gical compon ents, and
how they mani fest through nonhuman and human entities, digging
into liter ature’s construc tion of the envir on ment while keeping in
mind “the extent of [human] trans form a tions [on] environments” 5

through such narratives.

Ostenso’s work contrib utes to Canada’s ecocidal and geno cidal
dispos ses sion by creating a subjective inan imacy in its char ac ters and
the land. Subjective inan imacy is a literary act of inan im izing peoples,
things, or even histories that had (or continue to have) recog nized
forms of agency in non- colonial/deco lo nial contexts. Inspired in part
by Terry Goldie’s classic study Fear and Temptation (1989), 6 this
concept can partly be seen in the settler dehu man izing process of
Indi genous peoples, or the subduing of eco- geologies to extractive
capit alism. “Inan im izing” shapes the human and nonhuman into
“nonliving” to produce discurs ively and phys ic ally exploitable things;
thereby undermining such elements as Indi genous life, action, and
histories – or those of ecolo gical spaces.

2

Though Ostenso drew inspir a tion from her time in Manitoba, she left
the novel’s loca tion unmarked. This choice, coupled with a portrayal
of “the pion eering farmer as a figure confronted by an implac able
natural world”, 7 creates a sense of mutual empti ness between land
and settlers. However, most analyses do not consider how this affects
Indi genous subjectivity, 8 as Indi genous pres ence is conflated with
the “inan imate” land throughout the novel. Contem porary ecocrit ical
read ings of Wild Geese, such as Deborah Keahy’s consid er a tion of the
role of place in the novel, 9 have attempted to rectify this, though not
to the extent I propose. 10 Examining how colo nial mean ings of
posses sion are created through char ac ters that become the very
matter they desire, I unsettle the miscon cep tion that the
[Indi genous] land and the settlers are mutu ally empty. Such
miscon cep tions have been addressed in Cana dian literary studies,
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and I push them further by demon strating how Ostenso’s text
contains the seeds of its own unrav eling, portraying matter as
some thing that re/creates itself in a quest for meaning.

The way Wild Geese works towards a project of dispos ses sion can be
illu min ated by Terry Goldie’s Fear and Temptation. Explic ating how
Indi genous rela tions to nature were constructed in liter ature, Goldie
asserts that: [i]t [is] possible to divide much of the semi osis of
[White] society […] [between] the natural earth and the artful world.
The [Native] is often used to present the possib ility of nature in
human form. In the same way, the [Native’s] close ness to nature is
used to justify an emphasis on the [Native] as the land. In the one,
nature becomes human, in the other, human becomes nature.
Elements of each of the standard commod ities in which the [Native]
parti cip ates are valor ized […] through their emphat ic ally
natural genesis. 11

In the literary logic of colo ni alism, if Indi genous people are nature,
and nature is full of resources to be emptied out of, then the
Indi genous popu la tion is empty and can be over looked as their lives
and resources are mined, as Cherie Demaline’s novel The
Marrow Thieves (2017) makes plain. 12 The paradox of the subjective
inan imacy is thus revived, as settlers must also acknow ledge the
exist ence – even if inan imate – of Indi genous popu la tions. Indi genous
peoples may have been construed as inert (i.e. non- modern,
nonhuman, etc.) but they were never inan imate, which is why they
posed a threat. It is no surprise, then, that Indi genous resur gence
prac tices encourage the form a tion of “a new politics in which many
iden tities and strategies for making real change are fused together in
a move ment to chal lenge white society’s control over Onkwe honwe
[original people] and [their] lands.” 13 The attri bu tion of meaning to
land is one that was weapon ized and recog nized as a reason “for
impot ence, for defens ive ness destructive of commu nic a tion, […] the
ulti mate protec tion for changelessness,” 14 despite the dynamism of
the colo nial system that intro duced such a view.

4

In this context, this article exam ines how sacri fice zones
emblem atize a discourse about the land that emerged from a
narra tiv iz a tion of human/nonhuman relations. Wild Geese reflects
this discourse; reframing land and its inhab it ants – human and
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nonhuman – as dispos sessed resources, perpetu ating colo nial
ideo lo gies that render certain lives and spaces expend able in the
service of settler- capitalism. Here, “lost futures” are those of
Indi genous peoples living near what became known as sacri fice
zones, since those (non) futures neces sitate the mining of Indi genous
bodies and futures. An eco- conscious approach of the inan imate
reveals a further contra dic tion of the Cana dian project that reduces
life to what Povinelli refers to as Non- life. To over come this
contra dic tion, we must recog nize the value of (non) life beyond
subjectivity. I do so by analyzing the char ac ter iz a tion of Wild Geese’s
antag onist Caleb Gare, before examining his rela tion to the land and
the novel’s Indi genous char ac ters, John and Malcolm, culmin ating in
an analysis of subjective inan imacy’s full real iz a tion in the novel.

Caleb Gare: Subjective Inan imacy
and Patriarchy
The concept of sacri fice zones, as distinct from imper i alism, is
central to under standing the rela tional dynamics explored in this
analysis. While imper i alism involves the outright domin a tion and
extrac tion of resources by a colo nial power, sacri fice zones emerge as
spaces that are constructed within the logic of dispos ab ility, where
both human and nonhuman entities are rendered expend able in the
service of capit alist or colo nial advance ment. This distinc tion
high lights the layered processes of subjective inan imacy, whereby
agency is system at ic ally stripped from beings or envir on ments,
allowing them to be framed as inert commod ities. Attrib uting
inan imacy, however, para dox ic ally requires the attrib utor to possess
and recog nize their own subjectivity, an act that reveals a form of lack
or absence in the self. This tension, situ ated at the inter sec tion of
liter ature, history, and eco- geology, serves as the theor et ical
found a tion for the discus sion that follows.

6

For the sake of clarity, a brief synopsis of Martha Ostenso’s
Wild Geese is in order, with a focus on the points I will be devel oping
below. The novel centers on the Gare family, who live on a remote
farm in Manitoba, domin ated by Patri arch Caleb Gare. Caleb’s
author it arian control over his family – partic u larly his daughter
Judith – and his obses sion with land owner ship reveal a relent less
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desire for power and self- preservation. As Judith dreams of escaping
her father’s authority and embra cing a freer life, Caleb’s
manip u la tions unravel the family’s rela tion ships with them selves and
the world they seek to settle. His grip even extends beyond his family,
as he exploits everyone’s economic depend ence on him, ensuring his
domin ance over the land scape and its inhab it ants. The Prairie
land scape emerges as both a back drop and a char acter in its own
right – unyielding, vast, and indif ferent, reflecting the char ac ters’
struggles. These themes of abuse, manip u la tion, and power (over
human and nonhuman entities) lead to the novel’s culmin a tion in
Caleb’s demise at the hands of the femin ized and fetish ized land he
harmed throughout the novel.

While the Gares are the central element driving the plot, Wild Geese
more specific ally follows the story of Lind Archer as she boards with
the Gares in Manitoba. Described as “a spir itual coun ter part of
the land,” 15 Caleb’s patri archal viol ence is nonethe less compared to
that of the land in its unpre dict able harsh ness and is demon strated
through his black mailing of his wife, Amelia. However, his
conser vatism is met with oppos i tion from his daughter Judith, who is
defined as having a “vivid and terrible” 16 strength and a sexu ality as
“some fabled animal – a centauress” 17 that contrasts Lind’s delicacy.
The novel show cases the over lap ping of real istic and unreal istic
elements through the asso ci ation of Judith with fabled animals and
Caleb with spir itual and anim istic terms – paral leling how the
real ities of eco- geologies in Canada are warped to benefit
settler imaginations.

8

The creation of subjective meaning in the act of separ a tion from the
eco- geologies is central to Wild Geese. Subjective inan imacy imposes
a frame work of meaning on the world, redu cing entities that already
possess intrinsic signi fic ance to passive objects within a human- 
centric order. This approach stands in contrast to Jane Bennett’s
theor izing, which seeks to give “voice to thing- power” and
acknow ledges the “active role of nonhuman mater ials in public life.” 18

In Wild Geese, subjective inan imacy is expressed through acts that
deny agency to the nonhuman envir on ment, embed ding it within
systems of domin a tion and control. Early in the novel, this is
exem pli fied through Lind’s encounter with Amelia’s rela tion to the
land and her family:

9
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There must be some reason for Amelia’s endur ance. Was it a hope of
compens a tion of some kind? The chil dren? No, there was not enough
affec tion among them – after the precious flame had been sucked
into the very earth upon which and by which they lived – to
make the sacrifice worthwhile. 19

Lind’s reflec tion on Amelia’s endur ance emphas izes the rela tional
nature of her exist ence, partic u larly how it is defined by sacri fice.
While her chil dren may have been a source of meaning, this poten tial
is negated as they are described in terms that align them with the
envir on ment – “the precious flame” suggests both vitality and its
extin guish ment by the land. This align ment places the chil dren in an
ecolo gical, almost mystical, frame work that mirrors the loss of
agency attrib uted to Amelia herself. However, the key distinc tion lies
in how sacri fice oper ates for Amelia: her iden tity is struc tured by
expect a tions of loss and subor din a tion, both in her role as a mother
and as a wife. Her hope that the chil dren might “sacri fice all their
youth for her [to live]” 20 reveals her desper a tion, as their sacri fice
would coun ter bal ance her own erasure. By contrast, the descrip tion
of her chil dren in envir on mental terms under scores their poten tial
vitality, teth ering them to cycles of life and renewal that Amelia is
denied. Ostenso’s use of inan imate and natural meta phors for both
the chil dren and Amelia illus trates the broader project of subjective
inan imacy – justi fying not only familial exploit a tion but also colo nial
and patri archal control over land and life alike.

10

This is subjective inan imacy – the perceived unre lated ness of what is
“unalive” which creates the very meaning of the lived exper i ences
around us. Meta phor ic ally demon strated in the nonhuman
throughout the text, an inciteful conver sa tion between Mark Jordan
to Lind also exposes the roots of subjective inan imacy. As Mark tells
Lind about his travels around the Prairies and to the north, he diverts
into reveries about the envir on ment he encountered:

11

The austerity of nature reduces the outward expres sion in life,
simply, I think, because there is not such an abund ance of natural
objects for the spirit to react to. We are, after all, only the mirror of
our environment. Life here at Oeland, even, may seem a nega tion but
it’s only a reflec tion from so few exterior natural objects that it has
the semb lance of nega tion. These people are thrown inward upon
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them selves, their passions stored up, they are intens i fied figures of
life with no outward expres sion – no releasing gesture. 21

In other words, “matter and meaning are not separate” 22 and
believing some thing to be true does not make it so. 23 Phenomena
exist only as part of the world’s ongoing intra- activity, its dynamic
and contin gent differ en ti ation into specific rela tion al ities. This is on
display in Mark’s words, although he speaks less from a posi tion of
the settlers’ subjectivity, and rather perceives his agency (and that of
those around him) as limited asso ci ating with the land.

12

The Possib ility of a Non- 
Oppositional Wild Geese
Deborah Keahey’s analysis of Wild Geese construes “place” as mere
geography, thus enabling a view of Caleb Gare as someone obsessed
with “knowing [his] place” 24 only in his aware ness of his
surround ings, not of his rela tion to them. Through subjective
inan imacy, place can be extended to include geology and concep tions
of land. Caleb can be inter preted in two ways in this regard: as
someone who controls inert land, and as one who is (without
real izing it) formed from that same land, believing himself an active
life- bringing anti thesis. In the former case, Caleb is close to being
one of the sacri ficed, as his “very life force is given over to the crops;
he surrenders his power to them, and his ener gies are employed to
support the growth and repro duc tion of the fields’
plant populations.” 25 In fact, his bodily and economic invest ment is
soci etal; he is not working for any envir on ment, but sacri fi cing
himself, others, and eco- geological spaces for what could be
considered an agri cul tural (and ideo lo gical) appar atus of the
Cana dian Prairies. This is described in passages that desig nate Caleb
as “absorbed with the process of growth on the land he owned,
lending to it his own spirit like phys ical nourishment.” 26 In actu ality,
what does not put the settler in a sacri ficed posi tion is his owner ship
over the land.

13

Caleb’s farming is a trans form ative exper i ence that enables “a
tran scendent power in this blue field of flax that lifted a man above
the petty arti fices of birth, life, and death. It was more exacting, even

14
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than an invis ible God. It demanded not only the good in him but the
evil and the indifference.” 27 Such a passage perpetu ates John Locke’s
Indigenous- killing and ecocidal notion that whoever cultivates the
land owns it, 28 and René Descartes’s view of the spir itu ality of
material such as the land. 29 Caleb’s farming prac tices can be analyzed
through Donald Hall’s theor iz a tion of the “muscular Chris tian body,”
which frames white masculinity as grounded in phys ical labor and
moral superi ority, often expressed through domin ance over nature.
This ideal ties the male body social, national, and reli gious
hier archies, where autonomy and strength are central. Caleb
embodies this ideal in his rela tion ship with the land, asserting control
over it as a means of affirming his iden tity. Yet, Caleb’s autonomy is
para dox ical – his domin ance over the land binds him to its relent less
demands, under mining the very inde pend ence he seeks to main tain.
The farmer is not simply a “male body [that] appears as a meta phor
for social, national, and reli gious bodies,” 30 it is an active rejec tion of
the ties that a body has to phys ical elements, wherein the land
becomes the very thing that allows tran scend ence from itself. Rather
than living through intra- actions, where “it is the action between
(and not in- between) that matters,” 31 Caleb views his labor as a form
of tran scend ence, equating his mastery over the land with a spir itual
escape from the phys ical and moral constraints of life. Yet, this vision
of tran scend ence relies on a rigid separ a tion between himself and the
land, an inter ac tion where the land is reduced to an inan imate object
of use. From this perspective, Caleb’s attempt to tran scend the land
through domin ance and control is funda ment ally flawed. Rather than
acknow ledging the inter de pend ence between himself and the land,
Caleb rejects intra- action, situ ating himself as superior to it. My
reading high lights the consequences of this rejec tion: Caleb’s
even tual death at the hands of the land reflects the failure of his
asym met rical world view, where attrib uting inan imate qual ities to the
envir on ment ulti mately severs the mutu ality required to sustain life.

While demon strating a form of intra- action, Caleb still exists and
oper ates in a manner that encour ages inan imacy. This is evident in
one descrip tion of Caleb:

15

His tremendous shoulders and massive head, which loomed forward
from the rest of his body like a rough projec tion of rock from the
edge of a cliff, gave him a towering appear ance. When atten tion was
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directed to the lower half of his body, he seemed visibly to dwindle.
He had harsh gray hair […], a weedy, tobacco- stained mustache, and
[…] black brows that straggled together across the bridge of a heavy,
bony nose. 32

Ostenso estab lishes the land as some thing that cannot exist
separ ately from the male farmer. In this perspective, the land must be
coun ter bal anced and tamed by settlers – most clearly evid enced in
Caleb’s descrip tion as a man- nature farmer and by the revenge
nature takes on him at the novel’s climax. As his grasp on those he
deems inan imate (his family, the farm, the people who live in his
community) slips, so too does his grasp on the land, leading to his
grue some death being caused by the marsh “tugging at his feet […]
the strength of the earth was irres ist ible [and] drew him deeper.” 33

Caleb’s profound misun der standing of the “radical asym met ries in the
rela tion ship of human beings to the earth and cosmos” 34 estab lishes
how the land will be under stood in rela tion to whether someone is
deemed to belong on it according to the text and the char ac ters
within it. In his attempt to master Terra Nullius (or Indi gena Nullius),
Caleb sows the seeds for his own destruc tion, as he becomes one
with that which he exploited.

16

Wild Geese and the Indi ‐
genous Palimpsest
This final section fully addresses how the Indi genous char ac ters of
Wild Geese are repres ented and framed in a way that mirrors and
rein forces the theor et ical concepts I develop throughout this article.
Malcolm is a Cree- Scots char acter who, despite his mixed heritage,
main tains a tradi tional Indi genous life style that keeps him separate
from white Cana dian society, and his retreat into the wilder ness
suggests that he leaves the area to make way for homesteading. By
pushing half of her Indi genous char ac ters past the margins of the
text, Ostenso perpetu ates a colo nial logic of Indi genous erasure to
legit imize settler claims to the land. However, the text sets the stage
for resist ance, as contem porary Indi genous critics might inter pret
Malcolm’s connec tion to the wilder ness as a symbolic asser tion of
sover eignty and resi li ence. This dual reading high lights the tension

17



Sacrificed Pasts, Lost Futures: Subjective Inanimacy, Sacrifice Zones & Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese
(Canada, 1925)

between Ostenso’s literary project and the possib il ities for
Indi genous resurgence.

Such dynamics of emer ging polit ical iden tities can be seen through
the other Indi genous char acter in Wild Geese: the mostly silent John
Tobacco, a Cree mail carrier. Ostenso prob lem at izes his exist ence
through his implied compli city in the settler pres ence. This is evident
when Lind and Mark “went to old John Tobacco and got an outfit of
doeskin and feathers for Mark, and a costume for Lind ornate with
beads and feathers” 35 for the harvest dance. John enables the
couple’s plan to dress up in attire that has been reduced to a costume
for those who wish to imper sonate a “dying” culture. Indic ative of
John’s support for the perpetu ation of a roman ti cized image of
Indi genous culture, the scene has a sense of loss as it signi fies the
margin al ized Cree man giving away the clothing of his past to a
couple who represent the future of “civil iz a tion.” Further more, the
above “compli city” inter sects with the muddled notions of inan imacy
and subjectivity I raise. By enabling Lind and Mark’s appro pri ation of
Indi genous clothing, John Tobacco becomes a vehicle for settler
narrat ives that portray Indi genous cultures as static and consum able.
Tobacco is both present and margin al ized, his agency constrained
within the colo nial frame work that renders his culture as an arti fact
rather than a living entity. His role evokes the paradox of inan imacy,
where Indi genous people are recog nized (as culture- bearers) and
erased (as active agents). Thus, Tobacco’s actions high light the
tension between forced parti cip a tion in settler projects and the
imposed inan imacy that silences resist ance and recon fig ures
subjectivity into a colo nial construct.

18

This raises concerns about the power dynamics between settlers and
Indi genous peoples, and how the former appro priate aspects of the
latter’s culture to validate their own pres ence. Trans fer ring clothing
from the Indi genous propri etors to settlers mirrors the dispos ses sion
of land. This act also suggests a form of approval from Tobacco, as his
actions tacitly endorse the settler duo and their continued pres ence
in the region. Through “[the] lovers’ symbolic indi gen iz a tion under
the approving eye of John Tobacco,” 36 the couple claims the land, as
their incul tur a tion repres ents a declar a tion of their natural belonging
to the territory. By virtue of their new “Indi genous”-like status, the
couple tran scends the clas si fic a tion of settler in the same power- 

19
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driven sense as Caleb is regarded as a settler- invader. Further more,
in line with Stephanie Nohelani Teves’ essay “Indi geneity and
Perform ance” (2021), the costumes eman cipate Lind and Mark from
the conven tions of the community, 37 and Tobacco’s blessing affords
the couple the oppor tunity to live in amity upon Indi genous land.

Turning to a more focused exam in a tion of how Wild Geese
contrib utes to dispos ses sion in both plan etary and literary contexts, I
want to approach this through Patrick Wolfe’s idea that “the primary
motive for [Indi genous] elim in a tion […] [is] access to territory.
Territ ori ality is settler colo ni alism’s specific, irre du cible element.” 38

While this may appear contra dictory to the argu ments thus far
presented, which assert that the land is assim il ated into the settler
rather than oblit er ated, a passage from Wild Geese illus trates how
this dynamic functions:

20

While he was raptly consid ering the tender field of flax – now in blue
flower – [his wife] Amelia did not exist to him. […] Caleb would stand
for long moments outside the fence beside the flax. Then he would
turn quickly to see that no one was looking. He would creep between
the wires and run his hand across the flowering, gentle tops of the
growth. A stealthy caress – more intimate than any he had
ever given. 39

Caleb’s sole focus on his flax crop as the means to demon strate his
success reveals his unre lenting obses sion with power and greed. His
daily inspec tion of the fields covertly mani fests his desire, but his
preoc cu pa tion high lights his fixa tion with the phys ical mani fest a tion
of his achieve ments as a farmer, and not any senti mental attach ment
to the crop or the land itself.

21

Caleb’s inter ac tion with the flax field under scores the tension
between his desire for posses sion and an unac know ledged longing
for bodily pleasure. This duality reflects the muscular Chris tian ethos
discussed earlier, wherein phys ical labor and mastery over the land
are moral ized as virtuous acts that rein force settler iden tity. Caleb’s
“stealthy caress” of the flax blurs the boundary between posses sion
and pleasure, revealing an intimate connec tion to the land that is
both deeply personal and entirely self- serving. His fixa tion on the
crop as a marker of his success reduces it to a symbol of his

22
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domin ance, yet the phys ical act of running his hand over the
flowering tops exposes a sensual, almost rever en tial engage ment.
This reflects the broader settler- colonial dynamic wherein the land is
simul tan eously revered for its gener ative capa cities and subjug ated
to human control.

The viol ence pervading the novel is inflicted upon those char ac ters
linked to the land. This hostility is directed towards Caleb himself, as
he becomes increas ingly isol ated from his family, and towards his
daughter Judith, who has an intimate connec tion with the land and
under stands “how knowing the bare earth was, as if it might have a
heart and a mind hidden here in the woods.” 40 Judith’s compli city lies
in the way she sexu al izes the land scape and “makes love” to/on it,
rein for cing another way she takes posses sion of the land while being
taken by it. This dynamic reflects colo nial construc tions of land as a
female, erot i cized body ready to be claimed. As Indi genous feminist
scholars like Leanne Betasam o sake Simpson have noted, 41 such
depic tions perpetuate the settler project by framing land as an object
of sexual conquest and erasing its inherent agency and rela tion ality. I
would argue that Judith’s posi tion is part of a larger rein force ment of
bodily aggres sion that the novel further perpetu ates against
Indi genous peoples, who are rendered invis ible in this notion of the
land as some thing that has been conquered through its appro pri ation
by the settlers. This is partic u larly evident in the portrayal of
Malcolm, a minor char acter who is iden ti fied as “Scotch, with Cree
blood two gener a tions back, and had been Caleb Gare’s hired man.” 42

While the Scot tish ancestry of Malcolm is high lighted as more
genet ic ally signi ficant than his Cree heritage, his role as a helper on a
settler farm under scores the novel’s larger theme of erasing the
Indi genous pres ence from the land.

23

The novel even repro duces the rela tion to the flax field Caleb
demon strates, but with Malcolm as the central figure:

24

His eyes roved admir ingly over the rich flax, and around north ward
to the acres of luxuriant tame hay and rye grass. Caleb Gare was a
pros perous man. A mean man, he knew, but his chil dren would live
after him – his chil dren would be estab lished in comfort for the rest
of their lives on this land – and he, Malcolm, was a wanderer, hearing
ever a call in the wind, a summons to far lakes and lonely forests. 43
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The reader is thus a witness to the construc tion of inan imacy
directed at the most prom inent Native char acter, a framing that
reflects settler narrat ives seeking to render Indi genous figures as
passive relics of a vanishing past. Yet, this inan imacy oper ates not as
a neutral depic tion but as a colo nial mech anism to under mine the
subversive poten tial of nomadic move ment, which inher ently
destabil izes settler claims to the land. Malcolm’s rights to the land are
revoked because of his connec tion to it. Similar to the mistreat ment
Caleb inflicts on the nature- loving Judith, he applies a compar able
logic to Malcolm, who is doubly impacted as he is femin ized by being
described in similar terms as Judith. The novel’s logic mandates that
Natives be linked to the land of which they are being dispos sessed, as
they “are typic ally repres ented as unsettled, nomadic, root less, etc.,
in settler- colonial discourse.” 44 Malcolm is expli citly depicted as a
paradox. He is a man who desires and embodies the very things that
Caleb possesses. Yet, he cannot possibly have them because his
embod i ment of those qual ities renders him perpetu ally excluded
from the struc tures of owner ship and power that Caleb repres ents. In
a final act of dispos ses sion, Caleb demon strates how little Malcolm
can own for himself by redu cing him to the one thing that the farmer
can fully control: the land.

25

Conclusion
Martha Ostenso fails to acknow ledge Indi genous people and their
polit ical orders. However, her depic tion suggests an aware ness of a
form of sover eignty embedded in their lands. This tension reflects the
limits of her narrative’s engage ment with Indi genous pres ence and
agency. Moving to Manitoba, she had written that “Wild Geese, lay
there, waiting to be put into words”. 45 This may be gener ously
inter preted as Ostenso attrib uting agency to the land, suggesting it
exists as some thing exterior to human action. However, the notion
that the land is merely waiting to be lived on under mines such a
reading, as it cultur ally discounts the land’s inherent agency and
rela tional vitality. This gave the novel the status of “writing that
engaged with the power […] of the Cana dian land scape […] [making
it] central to the national literature.” 46 That cent rality invokes
“grander narrat ives that over shadow how the novel’s hyper- local
social arrange ments [such as Indigenous- land rela tions, for example]
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exceed the settlers’ schemes.” 47 At best, it is a renewed contact with a
sacred land other wise repres ented as fallen, while insisting that
behind such a reality, is a realm of larger (i.e. colo nial) forces.

This essay traced Wild Geese’s perpetu ation of subjective inan imacy,
redu cing both the land and Indi genous figures to passive objects
within a settler- colonial frame work. However, the analysis offered
here high lights the poten tial for a decol on izing counter- reading, one
that chal lenges these constructed silences and fore grounds the
agency of the land and its Indi genous custodians. By reading the
sexu al ized land scape as a decol on izing subject, a different narrative
emerges – one where the land’s vitality resists its reduc tion to inert
matter. The sensu ality of the Prairies, often depicted as an object of
settler posses sion, can instead be inter preted as an asser tion of its
own dynamic power, refusing to conform to the extractive and
patri archal desires imposed upon it. Simil arly, Indi genous char ac ters
such as Malcolm and John, though margin al ized in the text, embody
move ments and actions that resist settler construc tions of inan imacy.
This counter- reading invites an inter rog a tion of Wild Geese as a site
of colo nial tension, where even the textual rein force ment of
dispos ses sion reveals traces of the resist ance it seeks to erase. By
recog nizing the sexu al ized land scape and margin al ized Indi genous
figures as active parti cipants in these narrat ives, we begin to reframe
subjective inan imacy not as an endpoint but as a contested space
where decol on izing possib il ities emerge. In this way, Wild Geese can
be situ ated within a broader effort to critique and dismantle the
colo nial frame works that underpin its literary and eco- 
geological representations.
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ABSTRACTS

English
This paper chal lenges the misconceptions Wild Geese perpetu ates about
settler rela tions to the land as being oppos i tional. Instead, Wild Geese
parti cip ates in Canada’s ecocidal project by constructing “subjective
inan imacy” in its settler char ac ters and the land, conflating Indi genous
pres ence with the inan imate. I argue that Ostenso presents matter as self- 
generative in its quest for meaning. This analysis explores how colo nial
posses sion is narrated, as char ac ters and storylines embody the matter they
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desire, illus trating how narrative creation shapes envir on mental
concep tions, driving ecocide and dispossession.

Français
Cet article remet en ques tion les idées fausses que Wild Geese perpétue sur
les rela tions colo niales avec la terre comme étant oppositionnelles.
Wild Geese parti cipe plutôt au projet écocidal cana dien en construi sant une
« inani mité subjec tive » chez ses person nages colo ni sa teurs et dans la terre,
confon dant la présence autoch tone avec l’inanimé. Je soutiens qu’Ostenso
présente la matière comme auto gé né ra trice dans sa quête de sens. Cette
analyse explore la manière dont la posses sion colo niale est racontée, à
mesure que les person nages et les intrigues incarnent la matière qu’ils
dési rent, illus trant comment la créa tion narra tive façonne les concep tions
envi ron ne men tales, condui sant à l’écocide et à la dépossession.

Español
Este artículo desafía las ideas erró neas que Wild Geese perpetúa sobre las
rela ciones colo niales con la tierra como una oposi ción. En cambio,
Wild Geese parti cipa del proyecto ecocida de Canadá al cons truir una
“inani midad subje tiva” en sus perso najes colo ni za dores y la tierra,
confun diendo la presencia indí gena con lo inani mado. Sostengo que
Ostenso presenta la materia como auto ge ne ra tiva en su búsqueda de
signi fi cado. Este análisis explora cómo se narra la pose sión colo nial, a
medida que los perso najes y las histo rias encarnan la materia que desean,
ilus trando cómo la crea ción narra tiva da forma a las concep ciones
ambien tales, impul sando el ecocidio y el despojo.
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