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INTRODUCTION TO HUMANITAS

In early March of this year, I made an observation that, here at the U 
of T, could be mildly scandalous. It occurred not halfway through a 
presentation given by of one of the journal’s former authors in Victoria’s 
Senior Common Room. I noted the following about his lecture: that the 
paper being presented – in thoughtfulness, articulation and complexity 
– was equal in quality to many an undergraduate seminar given on this 
campus. Please do not take me for impertinent toward our instructors; 
we have innumerable examples of excellence. As for students though…
surely the kind of competence I saw that evening must not be as rare 
as it seemed. It must be around, busying itself in all corners of campus. 
And for some time I’ve wondered: when it comes to undergraduates, 
why have I not seen more of it?
 Questions of this kind have created the ethos of HUMANITAS: 
Victoria University’s Undergraduate Journal for the Humanities. Now 
we are just in time to celebrate the end of term (ironically perhaps) 
with a new anthology. I hope you will find something of value in the 
pages to come; if you quarrel with our contributors, you can at least find 
some compensation in their bibliographic content.  
 In this issue, we are pleased to inaugurate five new disciplines 
into HUMANITAS purview: film studies, urban studies, media studies, 
applied ethics and geography. We do not select papers in accordance 
with any one theme, but we are attentive as one emerges with its own 
agenda. Space has taken up our journal – urban, linguistic, cinematic, 
cartographic, and (to put it delicately) epidermal. The topic has 
been laid before us in the work of five thoughtful female authors, 
foregrounded by issues of knowledge, violence, restoration and 
representation. 
 As ever, we publish in celebration of undergraduate 
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scholarship, and to cross examine topics traditionally occupied by 
one or two academic disciplines. We are gradually learning that this 
examination requires effort in two directions: to tempt our reader with 
some eccentricity, and to create a dialogue interior to the publication 
capable of its own critical response. Accordingly, this issue is a blend 
of seen and unseen topics: Feminine-Monstrous will unite the threads 
of two papers from our last volume under New French Extremity. 
Secondary Orality will discuss a tribal communication model based 
in literary analysis. Surrogates of Reality will attempt to persuade you 
that positivist assumptions in cartography have made us tone deaf 
map readers. Bioethics and Mongrelization will challenge the likeness of 
two prolific voices in animal liberation. In Deconstructing the Evergreen 
Brickworks, the City of Toronto will make its first-ever appearance in 
the journal. 
 Our perennial ambition for HUMANITAS scholarship is to 
reach as far as we can into the scope of professional credibility, and to 
combine mature prose with amateur enthusiasm. I invite you to wade 
through our work in search of something that interests you – Ondaatje 
cast as historiographical nostalgia, or Mercator as ‘malleable social 
construction.’ If nothing else, you will rise from this issue confident 
with the definition of pellicule, well versed in the GIS debates, 
convinced (or unconvinced) of the importance of the Don Valley, and 
apprehensive of your omnivorous appetites as ‘speciesist.’  
 Volume 2, Issue 1 has been compiled with a bolstered 
Editorial Team. This term, we have welcomed the support of two 
Junior Editors who have  considerably enriched our editorial process 
and development capacity. We have also received the usual generous 
support from our Academic Advisor, Professor Josiah Blackmore. We 
express our thanks to the Victoria University Students’ Administrative 
Council, the Student Projects Levy, and to the Offices of the Principal, 
the Dean of Students and Alumni Affairs. In particular we extend 
our warmest gratitude to Tomas Flecker and President Paul Gooch 
– for their leadership, collaboration and steadfast encouragement in 
celebrating the fireside launch of our first full volume. 
 The second is now before you. Please read on. 

CHRISTOPHER MASTROPIETRO

Editor-In-Chief

INTRODUCTION TO HUMANITAS
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THE FEMININE-MONSTROUS AND THE PELLICULE OF BODY
HORROR

ALICIA CONTESTABILE

In an analysis of the horror sub-genre of New French Extremism, Alexandre 
Aja’s High Tension (2003), Alexandre Bustillo and Julien Maury’s Inside 
(2007), and Claire Denis’s Trouble Every Day (2001) will be examined 
and shown to be subversive through the inclusion of female monsters, as well 
as the breakdown or exclusion of the traditional nuclear family. Applying 
feminist theory to the cinematic ‘male’ gaze, it will be shown how these films 
defy traditional horror tropes, and in the case of Trouble Every Day, extend 
beyond the reach of niche sub-genre to also challenge gender stereotypes through a 
female monster without gendered-female motives.

In French, the word pellicule means both skin and film. The 
dichotomous meaning of this word becomes increasingly interesting 
when applied to the genre of body horror, specifically to the films that 
have recently been categorized as New French Extremity. This new 
wave of horror,  described by James Quandt as “a cinema suddenly 
determined to break every taboo”1 pays homage to the genre without 
falling into the trappings of mainstream mediocrity. Horror as a genre, 
speaking especially to the producer-driven blockbusters that dominate 
it, unveils the repressed desires of humanity within the framework of 
an oppressive society. In an analysis of Alexandre Aja’s High Tension 
(2003), Alexandre Bustillo and Julien Maury’s Inside (2007), and  an in-
depth look at Claire Denis’s Trouble Every Day (2001), this sub-genre 
of French cinema will be exposed not only for its visual viscera but for 
its gender-bending, rule-breaking, psychopathic killers that capture the 

1  Quandt, Flesh & Blood, 127. 
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screen and defy society’s—and Hollywood’s—notion of what is both 
feminine and monstrous.
 In Freudian psychoanalytic theory, women are monstrous to 
men, representing the threat of castration, with the origin of this horror 
rooted in the myth of vagina dentata.2 Standard horror fare would have 
the audience traumatized through the spectacle of gore but placated 
with characters that subscribe to comfortable cultural gender-roles or 
whose transgressions can be explained away with psychoanalytic theory. 
Monsters represent the interstitial, occupying the space in-between; 
it is this very categorical confusion that causes the discomfort of the 
mainstream audience that so appreciates black and white. In the history 
of the cinema, there has been the classic black and white horror film 
that resolves with the demise of the monster, followed by the cycle of 
slashers that typically ‘feminize’ a psychopathic male serial killer and 
lend ‘masculine’ traits to female victim-heroes through use of a phallic 
weapon. These and many other horror genre tropes are being brutally 
dismantled in the films of the New French Extremity. No longer is 
the female simply the one being sliced and diced but she is now the 
one doing the slicing and dicing. These films are entirely progressive, 
subverting the view that “only phallic masculinity is violent and […] 
the feminine imagination is seen as essentially non-violent, peaceful, 
unaggressive”3 through the character of the woman-monster that 
challenges both the biological and societal constructs of gender. Given 
that High Tension and Inside are directed by ‘young-bloods’ and are 
producer-driven, it is worth noting that the female monsters of both 
films still fall victim to unfortunate gender stereotyping. In Trouble 
Every Day, Claire Denis, a true auteur, has created a monster of pure 
madness that possesses the body and mind of a woman. However, 
the cinematic ‘male gaze’ (the camera as the point-of-view of the 
heterosexual male) 4 that is the gaze of the monster in the horror genre 
becomes the gaze of the female monster in these examples.
 In an homage to the slasher cycle of the 1970s, director 
Alexandre Aja brings the gruesome and twisted High Tension (2003) to 
the screen. High Tension is the story of two young women on vacation 
that quickly becomes a blood-feast for the eyes, but with a twist. The 
film delivers a dizzying collection of horror tropes through both its’ 

2  Latin for “toothed vagina.”
3  Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine, 155-156.  (cited hereafter in text)
4  Mulvey, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, 14-30.

THE FEMININE-MONSTROUS AND THE PELLICULE OF BODY HORROR
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narrative and mise-en-scène: the iconic corn field, multiple beheadings 
and bathroom scenes; the classic run-down truck, and the little gas 
station that could, but ultimately does not, provide rescue. It seems to 
be standard horror fare until the final twist earns it a place in the New 
French Extremity. 
 The film centres on a young woman named Marie (Cécile 
De France) who is secretly in love with her friend Alexia (Maïwenn 
Le Besco). The killer (Philippe Nahon) plows through the farmhouse 
killing Alexia’s father, mother and brother. The progressive nature of 
the film is explicitly direct in that the killer literally destroys the family. 
The climactic showdown between Marie and the killer takes place in a 
maze of plastic-wrapped greenhouses; the only light is that of the moon 
and the killer’s flashlight. Wounded and dripping with blood, Marie 
rips a barbed fence post from the ground, wrapping the gnarled metal 
around its’ end, creating a worthy phallic weapon. In a fierce moment, 
Marie stands bloodied and battered, reminiscent of the Final Girl— a 
trope in horror cinema that refers to the ‘last girl standing.’ Here the 
shocking twist is revealed: the killer is not who it seems to be—he is 
a she, and she is Marie. Linda Williams dissects a barrage of female 
monsters in recent horror films to expose the ‘power-in-difference’ of 
both the feminine and the monstrous.5

 In High Tension, it is interesting to note the parallel 
‘otherness’ between the character of Marie’s non-normative sexuality 
(lesbianism) and monstrosity. Marie creates in her unconscious mind 
a brute ‘male’ monster in order for her to become an aggressive, 
violent killer and to enact upon her repressed desires, perpetuating 
the stereotypical notion that the ‘female’ is still non-violent and 
passive. Williams outlines the connection between the woman and 
the monster when she relates that “in the rare instance when the 
cinema permits the woman’s look, she not only sees a monster, she 
sees a monster that offers a distorted reflection of her own image” (Re-
Vision, 88). Though the film deviates from established gender roles 
of horror film through the portrayal of the woman as killer, it is still 
subject to the phallocentric notion that non-normative sexuality, or 
any sexuality, when attributed to women, is monstrous. High Tension 
manages to challenge the genre’s gender stereotypes through its’ use 
of a female monster, though as a producer-driven film, it does still 
cohere to the societal constructs of gender-identity, thus not entirely 

5  Doane, Mellencamp, and Williams, Re-Vision, 89. (cited hereafter in text)
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subverting the genre. In High Tension, the cinematic gaze becomes a 
chaotic confusion, neither male nor female, but an interstitial pellicule 
reflecting the dichotomy between the reality of the twisted narrative 
and the imagination of a mad woman.
 Inside (2007) is the producer-driven claustrophobic thrill-
ride manned by the directing duo of Alexandre Bustillo and Julien 
Maury. The film surrounds newly widowed and extremely pregnant 
Sarah (Alysson Paradis) as she spends a lonesome Christmas Eve in 
her home, awaiting the birth of her child. Part of what makes Sarah’s 
typical suburban house so eerie is how entirely familiar it feels, though 
still reminiscent of the Terrible House–it’s number: 666. The mise-
en-scène has a devilishly shadowy veneer. A frame that centres on the 
front of the house is almost entirely engulfed in darkness, except for 
a triangle of light from Sarah’s bedroom–a symbol that points to the 
threesome of Sarah, her unborn child and la femme (Béatrice Dalle) 
as well as toward the weaponry of the scissors that cut through the 
pellicule of Inside.
 Following a brilliant startle effect, the shadow of a woman 
standing unnaturally still is exposed through the rain-soaked glass door. 
The woman’s hand caresses the glass as she will also caress Sarah’s 
pregnant body–a sign that she wants inside. With the lighting of a 
cigarette, the face of the monster is revealed. The climate of suspense 
is incumbent on the lighting and cinematography (Laurent Bares) in 
these sequences. The woman’s black corset dress with draped sleeves 
is reminiscent of the femmes of classic horror with her stoic glare and 
black leather gloves, the famous motif of serial killers. The moment 
when the woman turns the sharp scissors on Sarah, piercing her 
pregnant belly, marks the point in the film where the pace heightens to 
a frenetic speed. Sarah locks herself in the bathroom, creating a womb-
like safe-haven. The woman, becoming increasingly frustrated, breaks 
her stoic nature, wounding herself and succumbing to a state of panic, 
imparting the audience with a sliver of her own humanity through her 
madness. The woman’s choice of weapon, the scissors, allude to the 
female body and the spread of a woman’s legs. The sound throughout 
the remainder of the film reverberates with the likeness of a heart beat 
or a baby’s heart monitor.
 These allusions to femininity, reproduction and motherhood, 
are brutally obvious and slightly disappointing as the film itself is 
a near-allegory for ‘female hysteria.’ In the case of the feminine-

THE FEMININE-MONSTROUS AND THE PELLICULE OF BODY HORROR
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monstrous, there needs to be a motive in order for an audience to be 
comfortable with a murderous woman. In the culmination of the film, 
the characters are reduced to the initial triangle of Sarah, unborn child 
and la femme, and the woman’s motive is unveiled: she wants revenge 
and she wants Sarah’s baby. Her motive is an admirable one, though so 
glaringly feminine that it comes as no surprise. In the gut-wrenching 
and shocking final sequence, the woman cuts open the skin of Sarah’s 
body, extracting the baby from her womb and leaving Sarah to die, as 
she cradles the child in her arms as the screen fades to black.
 On the abject nature of the maternal and reproductive 
functions, Barbara Creed states that “those images which define 
woman as monstrous in relation to her reproductive functions work 
to reinforce the phallocentric notion that female sexuality is abject, 
[while] the notion of the monstrous-feminine challenges the view 
that femininity, by definition constitutes passivity” (Creed, 151). The 
motive here is biologically feminine, and depicted horrifically as the 
reproductive abject, but the behaviour of the female monster in this 
film is stereotypically unfeminine in her violence and aggression. 
Inside is the parfait exemplar of the way in which the filmmakers of the 
New French Extremity are blurring the theoretical landscape of the 
horror genre by creating monsters that are biologically female, tragically 
human and diabolically monstrous.
 Claire Denis’s Trouble Every Day (2001) opens with an 
establishing shot of a couple kissing in the blue moon light, set to the 
haunting titular song. Aside from the non-diegetic original soundtrack 
by Tindersticks, the film is nearly and eerily silent, with very little 
dialogue. The film establishes the duality of its narrative through the 
juxtaposition of sequences between two couples. In a sequence taking 
place after night fall in the countryside, the camera cuts between shots 
of a darkened field, alight in tones of yellow and orange, where Dr. 
Leo Seminau (Alex Descas) finds a body face down in the grass. He 
is searching for his wife Coré, played by the feral Béatrice Dalle. He 
finds her, mouth blackened with blood, chewing on the torn flesh of 
her victim. Leo embraces Coré, and the disturbing yet tender moment 
quickly cuts back to the honeymooning couple. Shane asks June if she 
is happy, kissing her wrist softly. In the sequence that follows, Shane 
retreats into a fantasy in which his new bride is seen bathed in blood, 
the camera roving over tangles of sheets and skin saturated in cruor, as 
she smiles innocently. Nancy examines the notion of pellicule explored 
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in this film through its monsters, when he states, “the truth of a body 
appears in its dismembering, in its tearing apart, when the blood bursts 
out of the skin: the skin […] becomes a surface to break.”6 In these first 
moments, the monstrous cravings that inflict both the male and female 
protagonists of this grim tale are unmasked.
 Leo, a scientist and physician, locks his murderous wife 
Coré in the bedroom on the top floor of their home, attempting to 
placate her wanton ways with pills, and leaves her there in the days 
as he goes to work. Coré watches the world below through a barred 
window, reminiscent of the figure of the ‘madwoman in the attic’ from 
the Gothic tradition. She raps her fingers on the glass, teasing the 
neighbourly young gentlemen that stalk the edges of the property, 
enticing them to dare enter the terrible fortress that she is trapped 
inside. The camera follows closely on the skin of the chambermaid 
Christelle (Florence Loiret-Caille), lingering on the back of her neck, 
and her wrists. There is a most endearing sequence in the locker 
room of the hotel basement, where Christelle changes from her maid’s 
uniform into a shirt and panties and washes her feet in a sink. The 
gaze of the camera in this film seems obsessed with the skin and the 
masterful cinematography of Agnès Godard seems to blend the two 
pellicule so that they are as one. This is expressed by Scholz and 
Surma in a statement that comparatively describes Hollywood cinema 
as a filmic body that “only tends to focus on skin when it is damaged, 
missing or disappearing. But then it is not the skin itself that catches 
the spectator’s eye, but what lies beneath.”7 Trouble Every Day is 
unlike other horror films in that it is less interested in the spectacle of 
gore than in the slow and suspenseful passion evoked through the art of 
film itself.
 In a charming sequence, Shane and June are viewed atop a 
cathedral, surrounded by architecture of Gothic goblins and Catholic 
angels—representative of horror’s classical origins and religion’s 
concern with the body and the flesh.  In a nod to the genre that Denis 
has ravished with Trouble Every Day, Vincent Gallo humorously 
performs impeccable impersonations of both the Frankenstein monster 
and Nosferatu. Yet, the terrifying truth of this narrative is that the 
monsters here are afflicted with a virus from a science-experiment gone 
wrong and now crave the flesh of other humans–they have an insatiable 

6  Nancy,  Icon of Fury, 8.
7  Scholz and Surma, Exceeding the Limits of Representation, 6. (cited hereafter in text)

THE FEMININE-MONSTROUS AND THE PELLICULE OF BODY HORROR
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desire to both seduce and devour others. This is where Denis subverts 
the genre entirely. Her monsters, male and female, have no motive but 
a diseased mind. Coré is so horrifying because she has been completely 
lost to her viral madness.
 The sequence that takes place between Coré and the young 
stranger is one of the most disturbing in the film. What begins as a 
random sexual encounter becomes a brutal bodily rape. Coré tears open 
the flesh of her victim, giggling and cooing in an infantile manner, as 
she penetrates the wounds of the young man’s skin. The scene causes 
extreme discomfort because of the stillness of the camera on the skin 
and opening of it; the gaze does not dare to look away and “these are 
not the sensational exploitative close-ups of splatter-movies: rather 
there is a kind of detached fascination, almost a clinical gaze to these 
scenes.”8 The viewer can breathe in moments of editing genius that 
break from the monstrous rape of the young man to Shane sipping 
coffee in a café. The closeness of the camera’s gaze on the bodies, in 
particular during a love scene between Shane and June, explores the 
skin as if it were a landscape, abolishing the distance between the skin 
of the film and the skin of the flesh, “frustrat[ing] the gaze by opening 
the wound of the screen that has become skin” (Scholz, 12).
 In the film’s most haunting sequence, Coré stalks trance-like 
in front of a wall that was once a blank canvas, now drawn and painted 
with arched vaults and crosses in the blood of her victim, again evoking 
Gothic and Catholic imagery. This shot, more than any other, stands as 
a testimony to Denis’s status as an auteur. In Trouble Every Day, she 
creates “a hybrid cinema, merging high-art intellectualism with low-
art body horror, […] exploit[ing] the cinematic medium in dazzling, 
coherent, and often unprecedented ways.”9 
 These films of the New French Extremity subvert past 
psychoanalytic film theory, pushing the boundaries of the horror genre 
toward new ideals that sex and gender as constructs need to be viewed 
in a different light. High Tension and Inside, though producer-driven, 
change the face of horror through the use of the feminine-monstrous. 
She is so terrifying because she questions our comforts and constructs. 
This can also be said of Claire Denis’s Trouble Every Day. It is a film 
that exploits the surface of the skin and in doing so breaks through the 
surface of the screen, opening the pellicule, and the body of the horror 

8  Morrey, Textures of Terror.
9  Palmer, Style and Sensation, 32.
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genre itself. The feminine-monstrous gives birth to a new theory: the 
monster is neither male nor female—it is the sick mind.
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THE BIOETHICS OF PETER SINGER AND THE

MONGRELIZATION OF DISABILITY IN DON LEPAN’S ANIMALS

ELIZABETH SHUPE

Don LePan’s Animals envisions a dystopian future where disease has 
eradicated most species of meat livestock and fish. Reluctant to reassess their 
diets in the wake of global protein shortages, civilization rapidly normalizes 
the consumption of “yurn”, a culinary euphemism for the meat of children born 
with chromosomal abnormalities. By placing commiserable human subjects 
at the mercy of an industry devoted to their slaughter, sale and consumption, 
LePan hopes to redirect his readers’ sympathies toward the real-world plight 
of animals in factory farms. This article explores the link between Animals 
status as a work of animal rights advocacy and the philosopher Peter Singer, 
whose influence Don LePan acknowledges both within and without the novel’s 
text. Although Singer’s contributions to the animal rights discourse seem 
harmoniously in line with Animals’ goals, I argue that his work in bioethics, 
especially the bioethics of disability, surfaces to problematize many of LePan’s 

aims for his novel

When contemporary fiction tackles the ‘big issues’, its confrontations 
are typically cautious. A text’s moral ambiguity is often celebrated as its 
chief virtue, an exemplar of its realism. Don LePan’s Animals, however, 
resists this standard of authenticity; contrary to convention, it is a 
work that dares to be didactic. The novel explores the repercussions 
of a world-wide extinction of all livestock animals. In an effort to 
mitigate global protein shortages, demand has gradually eroded the 
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taboo associated with the consumption of human flesh. Humans with 
chromosomal abnormalities are reclassified as “mongrels” and culled 
by means of a thriving meat industry whose sole purpose is to supply 
the market with “yurn”, the commercial name of this new foodstuff. 
Occasionally these so-called animals are kept as pets, as in the case 
of Sam, whose journey we follow throughout the course of the novel. 
Though believed by his owners to be a mongrel, Sam is merely deaf, 
something easily overlooked by a generation that is itself deaf to the 
spectrum of human disability.
 By effacing the distinction between self and supper, LePan 
urges his readers to mentally insert themselves into a narrative of 
animal suffering, and, subsequently, to reappraise the meat and 
dairy industries whose products they consume. His central thought 
experiment is only effective – or, indeed, comprehensible – if it is 
presupposed that factory farming is unprincipled, and, in the eyes of 
the author, this is clearly a safe assumption. Despite brief encounters 
with sympathetic figures, there are few shades of grey when all is said 
and done in LePan’s novel, and the call to action and endorsement 
of vegetarianism in his “Author’s Afterword” unequivocally classifies 
Animals as a work of moral pedagogy. Although Animals is a fictional, 
literary narrative, the partisanship of its author means it necessarily 
participates in the political discourse of the animal rights movement 
as well. The resultant split consciousness between the book’s message 
and its literary status renders textual questions outside the ethics 
of factory farming difficult to address. This paper’s investigation of 
one such question, namely that of Don LePan’s relationship with 
philosopher Peter Singer, problematizes many of Animals conclusions, 
a consequence that is almost certainly against the intentions of the 
author. 
 In affirming Animals’ debt of influence to the animal 
rights cause, Don LePan’s references to Peter Singer are especially 
prominent. Animals’ “Acknowledgements” thank Singer “in particular”, 
and the book’s jacket bears his promotional endorsement.10 Peter 
Singer is both an influential and polarizing figure. His 1975 book Animal 
Liberation was a foundational text of the animal rights movement, 
arguing against the exploitation of animals on the basis of their capacity 
for suffering. Singer is also alluded to by name within the text of the 
novel proper, as the author character ‘Naomi Okun’ presents the 

10 “An engaging story that asks deep and challenging questions.”
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transformation of a chattel farmer and his wife into ethical vegetarians.

[S]ometimes there’s a blinding flash of realization like what happened 
to a lot of people more than a century ago when they read what the 
philosopher Peter Singer had written about animals, but just as often 
change happens [more gradually] as it was doing with Rose and Jesse.11 

It is clear that LePan numbers himself among those who have 
experienced this “blinding flash of realization.” In the “Afterword”, 
he claims to have been persuaded “largely through reading Singer’s 
book…to give up factory-farmed meat, chicken, milk, and eggs” 
(LePan, 176-8). 
 Motivating these frequent references to Peter Singer in 
particular is Animals’ persistent engagement with ‘speciesism’, a term 
coined in Animal Liberation. Speciesism is the assignation of rights and 
values relative to species membership. In public discourse, it is often 
invoked to rationalize cases where animals are treated differently than 
humans, such as in medical research. LePan’s distaste for speciesism 
is the moral impetus behind his novel and his concern is largely to 
demonstrate that we would feel differently about factory farming 
were it enacted on our own kind. By repulsing his readers with a 
grotesque human slaughterhouse, LePan encourages them to examine 
the source of their repulsion, a mandate that leads ultimately to the 
acknowledgement of speciesist bias.
 The plot of Animals echoes a thought experiment that 
appears in Animal Liberation. Singer presents the case of infants 
with “irreversible brain damage so severe as to rule out any mental 
development” and challenges the reader to consider the ethics of 
a hypothetical medical experiment that takes them as its subjects 
on the basis that they can “[tell] us more about human reactions ... 
[than] dogs or rabbits.”12 If Singer were to use our emotional response 
to this thought experiment as the basis for a disavowal of animal 
experimentation, he would be in direct parallel with LePan’s text. 
However, he takes a different tack, assigning the infants “no morally 
relevant characteristic to a higher degree than adult nonhuman animal” 
and favouring the experiment under the condition that its benefit to 
humanity outweighs concern for the test subjects, whether they be 
human or animal (Singer, “Animal Liberation,” 3). 

11 Lepan, Animals, 160. (hereafter cited in text)
12 Singer, “Animal Liberation,” 3. (hereafter cited in text)
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 Singer’s and LePan’s rejection of speciesism, then, occurs 
on different terms. LePan applies the principle of the sanctity of 
human life to both humans and animals whereas Singer applies it to 
neither, even suggesting some members of homo sapiens sapiens are 
not in any practical sense human. To this effect, Singer claims in his 
controversial book Should the Baby Live? (with Helga Kuhse) that “[t]
here is no clear-cut distinction between humans and other animals in 
respect to capacities like self-awareness, a sense of past and future, or 
rationality.”13 Instead, he supports an “overlap”, arguing

The best endowed non-human animals rank well above those 
members of our species whose capacities are most limited. Since the 
boundary of our species does not run in tandem with the possession 
of the morally significant capacities, the species boundary cannot be 
used as the basis for important moral distinctions. (Singer and Kuhse, 
123)

 The sanctity of human life, so critical to LePan’s text, 
becomes a ‘speciesist’ fallacy by Singer’s lights, “[elevating] a morally 
insignificant characteristic into something of the utmost importance” 
(123). Rejecting speciesism is a two-way relation; if the suffering of 
animals can’t be dismissed because they are animals, the suffering 
of those humans “whose capacities are most limited” cannot take 
precedence over that of animals. In this sense, Singer’s statements 
point towards an unaddressed and perhaps contradictory logic of 
implication at work in Animals. Although LePan clearly intends his 
novel’s status quo as an instructive atrocity, his alliance with Singer 
necessarily invokes the philosopher’s writings on the human-animal 
distinction as well as his statements regarding Down’s syndrome.
 Although Singer admits that it is “often possible for a Down’s 
syndrome infant to live a reasonably happy, if simple, sort of life”, he 
believes it is morally permissible to withhold life-saving treatment from 
such an infant in the event of a medical emergency. In Should the Baby 
Live?, this is defended on the grounds of Down’s syndrome equating to 
“a reduced potential for a life with the unique features which ... [give] 
special value to human lives” (Singer and Kuhse, 141-3). Elaborating 
on what these ‘features’ are in another work, Rethinking Life and Death, 
Singer writes:
 We cannot expect a child with Down syndrome to play the 
guitar, to develop an appreciation of science fiction, to learn a foreign 

13 Singer and Kuhse, Should the Baby Live?, 123. (cited hereafter in text)
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language, to chat with us about the latest Woody Allen movie, or to be a 
respectable athlete, basketballer or tennis player. Even when an adult, 
a person with Down syndrome may not be able to live independently; 
and for someone with Down syndrome to have children of their own is 
unusual and can give rise to problems. ... [W]e may not want a child to 
start on life’s uncertain voyage if the prospects are clouded.14 
 In understanding Animals’ relationship with Singer, 
we must question not only his influence from within the animal 
rights movement but outside it as well, namely in how the above 
deconstruction of humanity interfaces with LePan’s text. Singer draws 
the dividing line between a life that is or isn’t human, or is or isn’t 
worth living, in terms of ability. This is also the social consensus in 
Animals, one LePan means for the reader to reject. Broderick Clark, 
the character who frames and mediates our encounter with the novel’s 
society, incorporates ableist15 rhetoric into his historical narrative. 
Through him, we learn that “Americans living as chattel slaves had the 
status of less-than-fully-human animals” largely because they could 
not “enunciate properly”, “use simple words” or even, by Clark’s 
standard, “think properly” (LePan, 68, 35). This belief is so entrenched 
in Animals’ milieu that even the most radical “mongrel rights activists”, 
the “vegetarian fringe”, presuppose they represent the interests of 
a class of animals, not people (105). The epithet ‘mongrel’, as Clark 
reminds us, was after all “[once] primarily used to refer to a dog or 
other domestic animal” (33).
 Naomi Okun also provides interesting points of relation to 
Singer’s standard of humanity. Her novel-within-the-novel, an attempt 
to imagine Sam’s perspective on their tragic shared history, is the 
account of a human who has been mistakenly assigned the non-human 
role of mongrel. Okun intends her story to be both a cautionary tale 
about the chattel industry’s lack of oversight and, like Animals itself, 
a call to empathize with the ‘creatures’ subject to its practices. At first 
sight, her narrative seems to partake in Singerian ableism, particularly 
in its representations of language. Complex speech has traditionally 
been regarded as a uniquely human trait, a valuation that Clark affirms 
when he cites mongrels’ inability to “use simple words” as one of 
their defining characteristics (LePan, 35). Many of Okun’s characters 
likewise consider it a marker of higher-order human consciousness. For 

14 Singer, Rethinking Life and Death, 213.
15 Discriminating based on disability
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her analogue within her text, the child Naomi, teaching Sam to speak 
is partly a knowing breach of the species barrier and their learning 
sessions are accordingly framed in reference to other transgressive 
allowances where she encourages Sam to behave in a manner she is 
“not supposed to let him” (76). The first of these sessions occurs in 
Naomi’s bed, Sam lying “under the covers” instead of “at the foot 
of the bed, ... where he [is] supposed to be” (76). Naomi’s epiphany 
that Sam is deaf, and her family’s belated recognition of his humanity, 
is contingent on the view that his language use surpasses a ‘proper’ 
mongrel’s abilities. Because deafness is exterior to the mongrel 
umbrella of conditions, Okun frames Sam’s exile from the household 
and relegation to the chattel pits more as a tragic error than a systemic 
evil. Like Clark’s notes, then, Okun favours a reading of language that 
sanctifies it as a uniquely human gift.
 Whether or not LePan himself shares his characters’ opinions 
on this matter is harder to ascertain. Numerous details of Animals 
complicate this simple reading, and the text’s broader valuation of 
language is shaded with nuance. For example, Okun’s story references 
several “dumb animals” who, to an extent, demonstrate an aptitude 
for language (LePan, 83). Naomi’s decision to teach Sam to speak 
is motivated not by any insight into his humanity, in fact, but rather 
a familiarity with the stories of “Koko the gorilla”, “Washoe the 
chimpanzee” and “Alex the African Grey” (77). As the text tells us, 
“She knew perfectly well that animals could talk” (77). Later in the 
novel, after Sam has transitioned from domestic mongrel to chattel, 
there is a worker at the farm, “Sandie”, who “[speaks] to [the chattel] 
quite a lot” (136). For Sandie, Sam’s language abilities are insufficient 
to merit him non-human status; though he “[can] say things back”, she 
takes for granted that he “[cannot] understand everything she [says]”, 
however “special” he may be (137). That she nonetheless talks to him 
defies the view that language use is necessarily a sign of humanity 
within the text, and the anthropomorphized content of the storybooks 
Naomi gives to Sam are another contradiction of this assumption. 
Piglet, an animal that speaks, wears clothing and walks on two legs, 
is given a position of prominence in Animals as a figure Sam identifies 
with, and Sam’s familiarity with Where The Wild Things Are also relates to 
this theme in the Wild Things’ capacity for speech.16 

16 “But the wild things cried, ‘Oh please don’t go-- / we’ll eat you up--we love you so!’ / And Max 
said, ‘No!’”
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 Devices like Sam’s storybooks and the character of Sandie 
instantiate Animals’ reluctance to subscribe to the ableism Singer so 
readily permits. Although other characters in the novel emphasize 
Sam’s deafness as distinctly ‘un-mongrel’, Sam himself rejects the 
distinction. “These were not humans,” he thinks of his pen-mates, 
“they were mongrels [...]  but he was living among them and he was 
thinking they were not so very different, certainly not so very much 
worse” (LePan, 163). Although he is only a misclassified mongrel, Sam 
speaks on their behalf:

All those special things that a few humans can do, humans would hold 
up those things to try to show that they were somehow better, all of 
them. Except they weren’t better, not most of them, most of them 
didn’t do any of these things, [...] and even the ones that did amazing 
things were often nasty to strangers, friends, even their families. (163)

 Sam’s sentiments seem to directly critique Singer’s 
marginalization of the handicapped and it is tempting to read the 
above paragraph as a response to Singer’s statements. Certainly, it is 
a rejoinder to statements of that kind, but that it directly addresses 
the problem of Peter Singer’s influence is unlikely. Although there is 
nothing in Animals that suggests LePan is aware of the dilemma, his 
novel’s didactic message is vulnerable to being undermined by a reader 
who is. LePan’s positive emphasis on Singer’s animal rights activism 
is obscured in a reading of the text that attends to Singer’s history of 
ableist remarks, to which the story’s circumstances stand in an uneasy, 
conflictual relation. An awareness of these remarks lends troublesome 
overtones to Animals’ ‘mongrelization’ of the disabled.
 Animals’ relationship with Peter Singer, finally, is strongly 
ambivalent. Although LePan obviously assigns high value to the 
philosopher’s work in the animal rights movement, the novel’s content 
effectively opposes some limitations of Singer’s definition of speciesism 
and his tendency towards abled exceptionalism applied to the disabled. 
But far from consistently critical, LePan seems guilty of certain ableist 
suppositions himself – it is highly problematic, for instance, that the 
spokesperson for the text’s mentally-handicapped ‘mongrels’ is merely 
deaf, and that his perspective is subsequently filtered through that of 
the fully abled Okun who authors his story. This unintentional act of 
silencing is still representative of how LePan’s exclusive focus affects 
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his novel. In its sustained emphasis on the parallel between the chattel 
farms and their real-world analogues in the meat and dairy industries, 
and on the moral lesson to be drawn from that, Animals is frequently 
guilty of oversimplification. In many respects, it is unimportant that 
the mongrels are disabled – LePan’s narrative requires only that they 
be human and somehow ‘other’. Although Animals can be praised 
for aspects of its ethical mandate regarding animal rights advocacy, 
it inadequately foresees the extent to which readers familiar with 
bioethics or disability studies will naturally find its instrumentalist use 
of the disabled as props for a revaluation of lower animals’ inherent 
value offensive and disturbing. The novel’s ambiguous relationship 
with Peter Singer’s negative definition of human rights – advocating 
their reduction to current animal levels rather than their extension to 
those inhuman subjects – is only the most obvious instance of LePan’s 
insensitivity to the subjective integrity of his disabled, but obviously 
human, individuals.
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DECONSTRUCTING THE EVERGREEN BRICKWORKS: AN

EQUITABLE ENTREPRENEURIAL LANDSCAPE? 

VICTORIA PROUSE

In 2006, Evergreen - a national, non-profit charity - signed a 21 year lease 
with the City of Toronto and the Toronto Regional Conservation Authority to 
redevelop the abandoned Don Valley Brickworks as a “mixed - use centre for 
experiencing the relationship between Nature, Culture, and Community”. In 
2010, the Brickworks was identified as one of the world’s top ten geotourism 
destinations. Advertised as a Community Centre for Torontonians to experience 
nature, it has been criticized for embodying the neoliberal ethos of urban 
entrepreneurialism. This paper describes the Brickworks’ paradoxical nature 
- simultaneously satisfying neoliberal entrepreneurialism while fostering 
community development. It addresses Evergreen’s treatment of the site’s complex 
narratives, how diverse actors perceive its presence, and the ramifications of its 
analysis on various spatial scales. Though flaws do exist in its policy directives, 
the site provides a model for other brownfield redevelopment in building 
community, promoting environmental sustainability, and cultivating social 

capital.

“The skyline of Toronto spells Don Valley products”17: The Brickworks’ 
evolution

Every Saturday morning, the Evergreen Brickworks – a cluster of 
buildings constructed on the strategic lower floodplain of the Don 
Valley – fills to capacity. After purchasing organic produce and 

17  Don Valley Brickworks, 48. (cited hereafter in text)



artisan bread at the farmer’s market, families and friends bond while 
making crafts, learning how to cook nutritious and sustainable meals, 
listening to a presentation at the native plant demonstration space, 
and practicing yoga. This effervescent atmosphere has usurped the 
inauspicious environment of the previous fifty years – characterized 
by soot and a monotonous hum of kilns. While today, the Evergreen 
Brickworks promotes its role building community ties, the Don Valley 
Brickworks physically produced Toronto’s neighbourhoods.
 The Don Valley Pressed Brickworks was founded in 1889 by 
the Taylor Brothers. Toronto’s “Great Fire” of 1904 led to a surge in 
production, making it the largest plant in North America.18 The factory 
remained in operation until 1984 when it was purchased by Torvalley 
Developments, which intended to create a commercial and residential 
centre on the site.19 This plan was met with significant opposition from 
surrounding residents who formed the “Friends of the Valley” to fight 
this proposal (Foster, 340). As a response, the City of Toronto and the 
Toronto Regional Conservation Authority (TRCA) expropriated the 
site from Torvalley and the area was subsequently rezoned as an open 
space/parkland, designated under the Ontario Heritage Act. For fifteen 
years, the site remained vacant, frequented by urban explorers and 
vandals (Historical Timeline).20 
 In 2006, Evergreen – a nationally revered non-profit charity 
with a mission to “bring communities and nature together for the 
benefit of both”21– entered into a 21 year lease with the City and 
the TRCA: its mandate was to “redevelop the industrial pad into a 
mixed-use centre for experiencing the relationship between Nature, 
Culture, and Community.”2223 It proudly advertises its progress in 
“transform[ing] [the site] from a collection of deteriorating heritage 
buildings into an international showcase for urban sustainability and 
green design” (Master Plan, 2). The site is currently the national 
headquarters for the Centre for Green Cities, a non-profit policy 
research institution. 
 The Evergreen Brickworks can be usefully understood as a 

18  Basco, “Brick Works Catalogue,” 30. 
19  Foster, “Restoration of Don Valley Brickworks,” 340.  (cited hereafter in text)
20  See “Abandoned Don Valley Brick Works.” Toronto Grand Prix Tourist: A Toronto Blog: Photo 

Vault at: http://torontogp.blogspot.com/2010/04/photo-vault-don-valley-brickworks.html/
21    Evergreen. 2011. The Evergreen Brickworks. (web) 
22    Evergreen, Final Master Plan, 4. (cited hereafter in text)
23  See Figure 1 
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palimpsest: a cultural landscape embodying a “tangible intersection of 
several discourses.”24 Schien argues that an adequate understanding of 
a cultural landscape like this requires a critical excavation of this former 
quarry’s morphology: How does the site’s present form navigate the 
stratified, diverse, and deeply-rooted discourses that have contributed 
to its development? 
 Concurrent with this formative period in the evolution 
of the Brickworks is the rise of what Harvey identifies as “urban 
entrepreneurialism.”25 Responding to the global paradigmatic shift 
to neoliberalism, cities began directing investment into projects that 
yielded international prestige and financial capital. Harvey’s criticism 
of these landscapes is derived from the simultaneous disinvestment 
of social programming and infrastructure through diverting municipal 
funds to these projects. Effectively, “Competition seems to operate 
not as a beneficial hidden hand, but as an external coercive law forcing 
the lowest common denominator of social responsibility and welfare 
provision within a competitively organized urban system” (Harvey, 11). 
This new urban fabric represents a marketable and commercialized 
image to satisfy tourists and the affluent middle-class, but this is 
problematic since it is advertised to benefit the entire city. 
 Therefore, as a victim of economic restructuring 
accompanying deindustrialization, one would naturally include the 
Brickworks within Harvey’s framework of entrepreneurial investment. 
Indeed, this Fordist production site has been recreated as a hub 
of cultural innovation and creative industry, both of which are 
characteristic features of a post-industrial economy.  Since its opening 
in 2006, the Brickworks has been lauded for its economic returns and 
tourism potential. National Geographic identified the site as one of the 
world’s top ten “geotourism” destinations in 2010.26 Additionally, De 
Sousa defines the chief goal of Toronto’s brownfield redevelopment 
strategy to improve the city’s image to attract new business and 
investment.27 Harvey emphasizes the importance of analyzing the 
negative impacts of neoliberalism on multiple spatial scales (Harvey, 
6), and an analysis of the Brickworks – through the lens of urban 
entrepreneurialism – will provide an opportunity to do so. This essay 

24  Schien, “The Place of Landscape,” 675 (cited hereafter in text) 
25  Harvey, “From Managerialism to Entrepreneurialism,” 3-17 (hereafter cited in text) 
26    Daubs, “Ecotourists just Love the Brick Works,” Toronto Star. (Cited hereafter in text) 
27    De Sousa, “Brownfield redevelopment in Toronto,” 298.  
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seeks to demonstrate how the Brickworks represents the possibility 
of a positive model of urban entrepreneurialism, one that embodies 
the dynamics and needs of both place and territory (7). Harvey 
identifies three tropes characterizing urban entrepreneurial initiatives: 
collaboration between public and private actors facilitating its creation 
(7), a landscape defined by consumerism (9), and the creation and 
promotion of an image evoking a sanitized, simplified past (14). This is 
the context in which the Brickworks will be analyzed.  
 Although the Brickworks demonstrates that investments 
prescribed by neoliberalism and community development are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive, Jennifer Foster’s 2005 article suggests 
that a characterization of the site as symbolic of equity and social 
cohesion is problematic. She criticizes the behavioural norms that 
limit the community benefits to the site’s affluent neighbours (Foster, 
331-355). Accordingly, Lefebvre’s triad of spatial representation will 
be instrumental in analyzing this perspective through visitors’ lived 
experience compared with the visions championed by the City and 
Evergreen. 

The Brickworks as a paradox: a neoliberal landscape of social justice?

Harvey criticizes the close relationship between public and private 
sectors in creating entrepreneurial infrastructure in the post-industrial 
city. Local governments have become the “last entrepreneurs” (Harvey, 
2), their role reinvented to provide investment opportunities and create 
an image of an “innovative, exciting, creative, and safe place to live or 
visit” (8). Municipalities focus on being perceived as “progressive” in 
the post-industrial economy rather than attending to citizens’ welfare. 
Under Harvey’s conceptualization of urban entrepreneurialism, 
citizens lack a voice in the development process but are only able 
to actively engage in these environments through consumerism (9). 
The genealogy of the Brickworks contrasts this condition. The site 
was saved from becoming a residential and commercial development 
only through the lobbying efforts of the “Friends of the Valley”, a 
grassroots community-led advocacy group from the affluent Rosedale 
neighbourhood.28 The city’s expropriation of the site from Torvalley 
Corporation for $48 million,29 and cancellation of a plan that aligned 

28    Byers, “Conservation Authority Wins Control…” Toronto Star. (cited hereafter in text) 
29    Stein, “Best part of quarry can still be saved,” Toronto Star. (cited hereafter in text)
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with concepts of a post-industrial modern city demonstrates how the 
evolution of the Brickworks diverges from contemporary developments. 
One must acknowledge the causality chain in this development begins 
with meeting neighbourhood needs – the actualization of “long-
standing plans for an ecologically restored urban park” (Foster, 331): 
not government or corporate wishes for prestige – despite Foster’s 
emphasis on the substantial social and economic capital of this citizens’ 
group. The space was not initially considered by the city as a potential 
for capital accumulation; it sat abandoned for over 15 years. It was not 
until Evergreen approached the City that this parallel opportunity 
and vision manifested itself as an extension of Evergreen’s plan for 
the space (Evergreen, 1-56). The fight against the encroachment of a 
typical entrepreneurial development upon their neighbourhood led to 
an alternate vision that seemingly satisfies all parties. 
 The second essential theme of entrepreneurial development 
is the prominence of consumption as a means of participation in these 
environments. Businesses and cities are faced with the challenge of 
creating unique, innovative opportunities that separate them from 
other businesses selling similar products. In addition to walking the 
kilometers of trails, or skating on the ice rink, visitors to the Brickworks 
can spend hours perusing the products for sale at the farmers’ market, 
dine in the local, organic, sustainable, and very expensive Belong Café, 
purchase cook books at the gift shop, or foliage at the Garden Market. 
These commodities are autonomously targeted to individuals with 
considerable purchasing power and disposable income – middle-class 
and tourists. Thus, it has become a way to instill a sense of place for a 
very specific proportion of the population. 
 However, the paradoxical nature of the Brickworks – as a 
landscape embodying capitalist and community ideals – prevails in this 
context. Consider the rhetoric of Evergreen’s “Campaign” outlining the 
organization’s aspiration to

…Provide a social and environmental return to the community in the 
form of new programs and services that improve environmental quality 
and promote health and wellness. To execute this plan, Evergreen 
Brickworks will feature a number of accessory uses, including a Café, a 
native plant nursery, gift shop, and office space. (11)

  The revenues from the farmers’ market return to the vendors, 
while all others are directed towards covering programming costs. Geoff 
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Cape, director of the Brickworks, emphasizes its nature as a “triple 
bottom line enterprise” – an innovative method “embracing a bottom 
line encompassing both sustainability and humanitarian goals along 
with economic performance”30 – obtaining its funding from nonprofit 
organizations, government agencies, and corporations. Thus, the 
commercial aspects of the Brickworks help to continue this cyclical 
funding structure; promoting the site as a tourist amenity serves to 
absorb much of the programming costs to make the site increasingly 
accessible to a broader population. 
 Much like the emphasis upon consumerism in new 
entrepreneurial landscapes, cities have had to become increasingly 
competitive in regards to their ability to manufacture unique spaces. 
Harvey likens this policy directive to “medium over message and 
image over substance”, representing the need to create “an attractive 
urban imagery” (Harvey, 13). This endeavour is achieved by utilizing 
historical discourses that contributed to the development of the space 
as a framing for their amenities, shaped by a development ideology 
Judd identifies as “lay[ing] claim to a historic and cultural identity.”31 
The Evergreen Brickworks naturally lends itself to its depiction as a 
redevelopment initiative predicated on its “industrial heritage” (9) – 
thus creating a sanitized, safe, and easily consumable landscape. This 
phenomenon is problematic since it disregards the intricacies of the 
complex discourses that consolidate the landscape, presenting, instead, 
superficial, easily digestible anecdotes in their place. Furthermore, it 
absolves leaders from the responsibility of addressing and resolving 
past injustices.32

 However, unlike Harvey’s example of the Baltimore Inner 
Harbour redevelopment, Evergreen has made a concerted attempt to 
recognize and substantiate the site’s rich social and ecological history. 
Consider Evergreen’s commitment to preserving, not redesigning, the 
built form of the landscape (Compare the site’s built form in Figures 
1 to 3), the commandingly haunting pictures of former employees 
(Figure 3), and the tenacious refusal of the Mayor’s wishes to remove 
the graffiti upon its walls (Figure 4). The atmosphere at the Brickworks 
is saturated with the profundity of its past lives, generating an 
authentic historicized landscape. The experience gained by visitors as 

30    Holmes, “Sustainability and the Triple Bottom Line,” ecoOpportunities. 
31    Judd,  The Infrastructure of Play, 5. (cited hereafter in text)
32    Judd and Fainstein, The Tourist City, 37. (cited hereafter in text)

  HUMANITAS



29

they walk slowly past the imposing, dusty kilns – the piercing eyes 
of former workers stare down at them – is far from the “spectacle” 
defining postmodern landscapes; it is a cogent realization that this 
history and the actors implicated in it have a stake in the site’s current 
manifestation. Therefore, this design effectively provides an enduring 
voice to these multiple discourses. Evergreen seeks to further this 
dialogue between the past and present forms of the site through its 
recently released documentary, Brick by Brick, a critical biography of 
the site’s transition from factory to field, featuring interviews by former 
workers. 

Conceptualizations versus the lived reality

The site’s current form attends to exposing the multiple layers of 
social experiences that comprise the landscape, but Foster emphasizes 
the problematic disjoint between vision and spatial practices which 
inherently discounts the Brickworks’ identity as an equitable and 
inclusive landscape. Despite Evergreen’s promotion of the centre as 
a space to “bring communities together” and being “accessible for 
low income and other marginalized groups” (Master Plan, 8), why is 
it unlikely a former Don Valley Brickworks worker would participate 
in the programming at this site? Why, upon frequent visits to the site, 
do I encounter a predominantly white, middle-class demographic? 
Lefebvre’s conceptual triad of “conceived, perceived, and lived 
spaces”33 helps to illuminate this observed disparity between theory 
and spatial practice. The Brickworks was conceived as a neighbourhood 
centre, “providing an exciting destination for families and individuals 
to enjoy a natural refuge, while sampling a rich offering of programs 
and services” (4). Alternatively, the National Roundtable on the 
Environment and the Economy perceives it as a way to increase 
Toronto’s competitive nature in the global context.34 The City of 
Toronto identifies the Brickworks as “an internationally significant 
natural and cultural heritage site.” To the residents of Rosedale, this 
space represents the realization of a long-term goal for a conservation 
area and a place to discover the natural and social history of their 
neighbourhood. While these visions diverge from each other, they are 
able to coexist in harmony. 

33  McCann, “Race, Protest, and Public Space,” 167. (cited hereafter in text). 
34    National Roundtable, Cleaning up the Past, Building the Future, ix.  (cited hereafter in text) 
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 However, Foster’s articulation of how many low-income 
Torontonians perceive the space as a landscape of exclusion engenders 
conflict between these visions. Is the reason there has been no large-
scale effort to appropriate this “bourgeois” space by low-income 
citizens that they are suppressed, or is it actually an inclusive space? 
(McCann, 177) She points to the limited access to the site via public 
transportation, the expensive commercial landscape, and the successful 
“Friends of the Valley” as demonstrative of an “outstanding case 
study in exclusionary politics” (333); it has enforced a class dichotomy 
where the site is “a consumptive activity for wealthy neighbours while 
outsiders who may not...take advantage of recreational excursions 
perform the restoration work” (345). Thus, in order for the Brickworks 
to fully succeed in bridging the gap between a vision for an equitable 
landscape and the actual spatial practices that transpire on the ground, 
it is critical to deconstruct the normative behaviours entrenched in the 
landscape that inadvertently exclude certain individuals. Indeed, it 
is difficult for a 21 year-old attending workplace preparedness classes 
through the YMCA at the site to gain a sense of place amongst the sea 
of yuppie families purchasing four dollar scones. 
 The ideological and physical barriers to access must be 
dismantled. Until then, the site is in jeopardy of using social and 
environmental justice as merely a persona to accrue funding and 
attract visitors. This technique resonates with Harvey’s observation 
that pageantry and image are marketed in a neoliberal framework 
as indicative of a healthy and vibrant community (Harvey, 9) – 
thus risking the Brickworks’ status as a pioneer in equitable urban 
entrepreneurialism. 
 A juxtaposition comparing the work of Foster and Harvey 
reveals the main issue contesting the Brickworks’ identity as an 
altruistic landscape in the geographic scale through which it is analyzed. 
As Harvey specifies, the ramifications of entrepreneurial development 
must be assessed at a neighbourhood and municipal level (Harvey, 6). 
On the neighbourhood scale, the Brickworks represents a citizen-led 
initiative to establish an educational and ecological community centre. 
From this perspective, the space is not exclusionary, but intended 
to service a specific community. Even though all are welcome, it is 
logical that most users will be from the surrounding area. It is when 
the space is assessed through the context of the entire city that this 
landscape is rendered elitist, described by Cosgrove as “a 40 acre urban 
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oasis, complete with a Jamie Kennedy gourmet organic restaurant, 
literally in their backyard” (Foster, 333). Therefore, as Schien states, 
cultural landscapes – like the Brickworks – can “capture different, even 
competing, sets of meaning, or independent, thematic networks of 
knowledge” from diverse perspectives (663).  
 Still, Foster forces a questioning of the relationship between 
social and economic capital and the provision of urban amenities. 
Would the City have expropriated the property from Torvalley if the 
site were situated adjacent to Regent Park or St. James Town? Would a 
citizen-led movement in these marginalized landscapes have achieved 
the same success as “Friends of the Valley”? It is unlikely. Therefore, 
while the Brickworks does symbolize a successful initiative in citizens’ 
advocacy, it also demonstrates that this is a privilege, determined by 
income level. Still, while Foster’s berating of Evergreen’s achievements 
and initiatives does illustrate their vision is not yet a reality, it is 
unproductive to focus solely on the problems of this development. 
Instead, it should be considered an opportunity – a blueprint for 
subsequent brownfield sites in other Toronto neighbourhoods, and 
other cities, as a means to build community, promote environmental 
sustainability, and cultivate social capital. Effectively, the principles 
of urban entrepreneurialism can fuse with sustainable social and 
environmental neighbourhood revitalization renewal policies. 

Forward thinking

The Evergreen Brickworks demonstrates that neoliberal landscapes 
have the potential to embody social justice ideals. Its unconventional 
approach to public-private partnerships, the developing of a complex 
consumerist landscape, and its cautious, integrative treatment of the 
site’s past histories indicates the Brickworks does not represent a 
typical entrepreneurial enterprise. While Foster critiques the space 
as a landscape of exclusion, its development did not change the 
socioeconomic composition of the neighbourhood; it is a community 
centre developed through a grassroots model of participatory planning 
intended to serve the neighbourhood. Still, for it to be fully equitable, 
Evergreen must work to dismantle the pervasive norms that permeate 
the space and exclude those who do not identify with the cultural 
demographics of the neighbourhood. However, while it is easy to 
identify problems and inequities in landscapes, it is not productive. 

DECONSTRUCTING THE EVERGREEN BRICKWORKS: AN EQUITABLE 
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The Brickworks is an admirable project that serves as a foundation for a 
generative solution to subsequent brownfield redevelopment and urban 
revitalization.  

Figure 1. Evergreen Brickworks, 2011 (Prouse)

Figure 2. Evergreen Brickworks, 2011 (Prouse)
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Figure 3. Evergreen Brickworks, 2011 (Prouse)

Figure 4. Grafitti on the Kilns (Prouse)
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EXTENDING SECONDARY ORALITY

 MICHELLE SPEYER

In Orality and Literacy, Ong proposes a theory of the progressive 
communicative modes of societies, moving from a lower-order primary 
orality through literacy toward secondary orality. This paper examines the 
communicative possibilities and complications that arise through the use of 
spoken and written language, concluding, with reference to the media theory of 
McLuhan, that language itself is one medium in a chain of linked media that, in 
literate societies, aids in conveying specific expression. However, in post-literate 
societies there can be a failure of language as a medium when nations are rarely 
unilingual. Through a close-reading of a scene from Ondaatje’s novel In the 
Skin of a Lion and its interactions with Hutcheon’s theory of historiographic 
metafiction, I propose a movement past Ong’s secondary orality into a state of 
tertiary orality in the post-modern era. Here, literate cultures come into contact 
and seek to communicate complex ideas through a mode that involves a double 
eclipse of primary and secondary orality, seeking recourse to the primary, 
universal mode of gestural communication, and then propelling understanding 

forward through the eclipsed media.
 
As defined by the famous twentieth-century theorist Marshall 
McLuhan, media are “any extension of ourselves.”35 McLuhan’s 
particular interest, expressed in his book Understanding Media, is in 
the awareness of self, or self-consciousness, discovered through the 
extension of our physical senses: the interaction of the mind with 
any apparatus that extends the communicative reach of the body 

35  McLuhan, Understanding Media, 7 (cited hereafter in text).
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(McLuhan, 21). Media are such apparatuses, connective devices 
through which we reciprocate understanding with other individuals. 
However, taking a step back from McLuhan’s external apparatuses, we 
may well argue that the body itself must be understood as a medium 
of its own: a primary, gestural venue for human communication that 
forms the basis for all literate, and especially post-literate, utterances of 
meaning. Gesture, as a medium, is the foundation that links together 
Walter J. Ong’s dual concepts of ‘primary and secondary orality’, and 
as I will argue, also allows for successful communication in ‘tertiary 
orality’, a postmodern condition where different literate traditions 
come into contact. After a theoretical discussion, I will use a scene 
from Michael Ondaatje’s novel In the Skin of a Lion as a paradigmatic, 
practical instance of this new communication model.
 McLuhan says that “the “content” of any medium is always 
another medium” (McLuhan, 8), an extension of one into another. 
There is a chain of linked media used by individuals, biologically 
and psychologically distinct, to connect with one another. Individual 
self-consciousness is bounded by subjectivity and the exclusion 
of experience. Thus, communication—a dialectic between self-
consciousness (pure thought) and expression, received understanding—
can only happen via appropriated tools. We call these ‘media’ 
(McLuhan, 21). Therefore, bodily movement (i.e. gesture), is the 
primary medium of communication, the first passage of communication 
we must navigate, long before we can begin to decipher the codes of 
spoken and written language. 
 Often theorists discuss language as if it is the first level 
of human communication, positing language as a neutral base that 
functions along with suprasegmental and extralinguistic features.36 
The prefixes supra- and extra- indicate that these features – which 
include gesture, facial expression and tone of voice – are elements we 
add on, elevating and extending the specificity of spoken language. 
(Witness, this layer of print-requisite specificity in jargon, layered on 
top of the level of spoken language, confuses us!) However, these 
supra-segmental features—and, indeed, anatomical elements of the 
body—are the basis upon which spoken language is constructed. 
While Vilmos Benczik contends that language is the “primary 
communicative phenomenon”37, I respectfully disagree. The 

36  Lavenda, Schultz, Core Concepts in Cultural Anthropology, 36. (cited hereafter in text)
37  Benczik, “Communication as source and motivator of language evolution,” 249. (cited
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“medium of language itself” (McLuhan, 49) is one that channels the 
gestural communication of the body and builds from it, extending 
the sense of self-consciousness into the realm of speech. Benczik 
agrees: “Communication is no less than the transfer of consciousness 
beyond the body” (Benczik, 250). “The content of writing is speech, 
just as the written word is the content of print […] If it is asked, 
“What is the content of speech?,” it is necessary to say, “It is an 
actual process of thought, which is in itself nonverbal” (McLuhan, 
8). Here McLuhan contends that while we cannot determine exactly 
what thought or pure consciousness contains, we can be certain of its 
existence through awareness of its extension into verbal language, via 
its primary, favourite medium of the human body. He is in contention 
with Ong on this point, who posits that “Speech is inseparable from 
our consciousness.”38 Alternatively, I propose that speech is one level; 
one link in a chain of media appropriated by individuals as part of a 
campaign that pushes toward specificity of expression, later enhanced 
in the medium of writing.
 There are, then, two more major levels that an entity of 
self-consciousness must deal with in the present day and age in order 
to connect to a foreign entity of self-consciousness and facilitate a 
meaningful transaction: spoken language and written language. If 
spoken language is a medium constructed and supported by the 
human body, then written language is a medium constructed and 
supported by spoken language, shaped by its contours. Yet spoken 
language can be received exclusively, heard when the speaker is not 
visible. Thus, the invisibility of suprasegmental and extralinguistic 
features renders spoken language vulnerable, easily misconstrued 
and timid. Visual representations of language, although they consist 
of arbitrary signs and writing systems, are considered by Benczik 
to be  the “first true communication technology” (Benczik, 251). 
They are designed as an aid to speech because speech is never sure 
enough; it lacks the self-confidence of gesture and bodily movement. 
At times a memory aid, at times an aid for the development of more 
perfect (oral) speeches, writing is always an extension of speech. 
Even when we read, we translate the symbols back into oral language, 
sub-vocalizing them. By contrast, we do not commonly visualize oral 

        hereafter in text)
38  Ong, Orality and Literacy, 9. (cited hereafter in text)
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language. Benczik writes of visual writing: “not only can it not convey 
extralinguistic communication devices, but it is also incapable of 
recording suprasegmental resources in acoustic language use” (251-
252). Thus, every level of media that is removed from the physical 
body is impoverished to an incrementally greater degree, distorting 
and interfering with the kernels of abstract thought which they seek to 
propel toward self-conscious kin.
 Walter Ong describes two situations in his influential work 
Orality and Literacy: ‘primary orality’ and ‘secondary orality.’ Primary 
orality  is a society in a pre-literate state, where discourse is entirely 
verbal (Ong, 11). He does not deny the efficacy or necessity of gestural 
communication. However, privileges the verbal and its place within 
a culture’s overall “rhythm” (34) and says that “Sustained thought in 
an oral culture is tied to communication” (34) where communication 
means spoken exchange. This gives the impression that it is impossible 
in primary orality to separate language from culture, that latter which 
Lavenda and Schultz understand as “refer[ing] to learned sets of ideas 
and behaviors that are acquired by people as members of a society” 
(Lavenda and Schultz, 16). Culture is a rhythm that involves spoken 
language and, as discourse, is the transient, impermanent repository 
of memory and experience – a kind of collective subjectivity. They 
share and communicate through verbal language and amalgamate their 
subjective experiences. McLuhan might say that oral societies are so 
incredibly tribal and communal that individuals practically share their 
senses.
 Thus, individuals within a primary orality are highly 
communicative. Yet even with the aid of literacy and a written 
language, it must be difficult to communicate without a shared oral 
language! In these situations, meaning cannot be extracted or received 
from the arbitrary speech sounds. If meaning can be extracted from 
the foreign written language, an arbitrary set of symbols arranged in an 
unfamiliar pattern or rhythm, it can only be when the written language 
bears enough similarity to that of the recipient that he or she could 
translate its features circuitously into that language, and then into a 
hypothetical oral state. Writing and speech, acts that define specificity 
of expression, ironically become nigh-impassable barriers, and recourse 
must be made to a primary medium of communication which is visual 
and considered universal—gesture. Discovering how to live in a foreign 
rhythm, or how to communicate between rhythms of culture, must 
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begin with an extension of self-consciousness in the body, learning new 
gestures, new speech, and lastly—new writing.
 Ong says that literacy changes everything: it endows us with 
subjectivity (Ong, 77). The insularity of the written word causes the 
“explosion of the eye.” According to McLuhan, it is the preference 
and extension of the visual faculty (McLuhan, 49), and “Fragmented, 
literate, and visual individualism” (51). Suddenly, every person has 
a separate history and memory. With literacy, meaning can still be 
communicated through speech, but a greater degree of precision can 
be attained through written communication. Society still exists as a 
communal entity, but it is fractured; the net communication of the 
society is less because individuals can have greater temporal reference 
within themselves. In McLuhan’s terms, self-consciousness becomes 
“complex and depth-structured” (50),  accessing memory without 
interpersonal communication. Ong’s secondary orality derives from 
this fundamentally fragmented literate society. In this state, meaning 
(which above I called ‘expression’ or received understanding) is 
discovered through the reconstitution of visual, textual information into 
its ancestral oral format, thereby creating a shared sense of communal 
knowledge that has its basis in verifiable (but, of course, also falsifiable) 
history (Ong, 81).
 The perfect functioning of secondary orality, however, is only 
really possible with the rise of nationalism. “Knowledge brings power. 
Hence writing brings power to modern societies, by making it possible 
to transmit knowledge with far greater accuracy and in far greater 
quantity and detail, from more distant lands and more remote times,” 
writes Jared Diamond in his Pulitzer Prize-winning book Guns, Germs, 
and Steel.39 As Benedict Anderson has taken care to note in Imagined 
Communities, the forces of print culture (and capitalism) created 
“monoglot mass reading publics.”40 These reading publics understand 
one another via the mediation of print and writing in translation, and 
the forces of capitalism, according to Anderson, caused the demise 
of many regional dialects and the consolidation of these into more 
distinct, internally unified languages. With nationalism and the rise of 
print culture, languages—particularly in their written form—became 
consolidated from a variety of linguistically distinct (but mutually 

39  Diamond, “Blueprints and Borrowed Letters,” 215.
40  Anderson, “The Origins of National Consciousness,” 1920 . (cited hereafter in text)
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intelligible) spoken varieties, with the result being a greater gulf to be 
navigated across languages. This decreases the possibility of mediated 
communication across linguistic boundaries. “Particular languages 
can die or be wiped out,” Anderson writes, “but there was and is no 
possibility of humankind’s general linguistic unification” (Anderson, 
1920). This suggests that any global, universal language could not be 
verbal, nor a written derivative of verbal cues. It would have to come 
from somewhere else entirely. Anderson says that “print languages 
laid the bases for national consciousness” and “created unified fields 
[note the plural] of exchange and communication” (1921) where 
people become aware of the boundaries and limits of their existence 
within a particular language group. “Print-capitalism gave a new fixity 
to language,” he writes (1921). There is an element of stability to 
language in print, an element of historicity that is also communicated 
in secondary orality. Anderson makes frequent reference to the 
“fatal diversity of human language” (1923). He suggests, perhaps, 
that miscommunications or mistranslations will ultimately lead to 
humanity’s demise. 
 However, I disagree that language diversity has to be fatal, 
and that secondary orality (as understanding of the self, of history, 
and of others simultaneously as mediated by writing and a nationally-
determined language) is our final attempt at achieving understanding. 
This would mean that inter-lingual understanding—inter-cultural 
understanding—is impossible. How then could we begin to account 
for comprehension and communication that occurs in the postmodern 
era, where immigration makes internationalism normal? Moreover, 
without full second language training from childhood, what happens 
to language in these situations as a medium of communication? 
These individuals come from literate nations, and yet their literature 
is not the same. Perhaps they share  similar elements, yet it is all but 
impossible to successfully arrive at a level of complex communication. 
Ong writes: “countries with two or more different spoken languages are 
likely to have major problems in establishing or maintaining national 
unity, as today in Canada or Belgium or many developing countries” 
(Ong, 73). McLuhan might say that language, which developed to 
facilitate the most complex and specific communication, becomes a 
numb appendage. When polyglot, language is isolating rather than 
connective. Its abilities and possibilities exist, but if there is no similar 
entity of self-consciousness available to receive and interpret the 
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may as well be a third arm that we cannot use, a curiosity.
 It is at this point that language, as a medium, fails. It fails to 
convey one bounded entity of self-consciousness to another. It takes 
roads that lead nowhere but to the end of a cul-de-sac. In McLuhan’s 
terms, there is a “reversal of the overheated medium” (McLuhan, 30). 
There is a “break-boundary” at the edge of secondary orality when 
different nationalized, literate individuals come into contact with 
one another (38). They cannot communicate orally and they cannot 
communicate in writing. Meaning is communicated in a state of tertiary 
orality, which eclipses both primary and secondary orality and falls back 
on the primary medium, bodily gesture. It is an eclipse, rather than 
a total elision, because as Ong maintains: “writing has transformed 
human consciousness” (Ong, 77). Humanity’s encounter with literacy 
has rendered it irreversibly fragmented and depth-structured. 
What occurs in tertiary orality is a visual double take, looking across 
secondary and primary orality – not ignoring the complex, warping 
inflections of specificity to communication, but taking all of oral and 
literary history into account and seeking its foundation in embodied 
movement. This movement is basic. It might be vague and only convey 
generalities when compared to written communication, but it is the 
first step toward more complex understanding. Self-consciousness in 
this tertiary oral state remains literate, fragmented, temporally aware, 
and above all, visual. It is not a reversion to oral culture (as in primary 
orality) because the foreign language sounds will be unintelligible. The 
ear and the eye remain the primary extended senses. They begin to 
decipher bodily gestures, informed by speech and writing, that seek 
to express complex matter. This tertiary state is a new ‘orality’ in the 
sense that it re-tribalizes individuals by reducing them to one common 
mode or means of communication, while maintaining the historical 
sense.41

41  This is closer to a sense of history existing as an entity than T.S. Eliot’s “historical sense”, 
which can be defined as a set of allusions or references within a written text that point to the 
author’s own understanding of his or her place within the historical, literary record. Eliot’s 
“historical sense” only exists as an understanding within literary history. Here in tertiary 
orality, an historical sense extends past literacy through primary orality, encompassing even 
the pre-oral and gestural communication. Individuals must return to this communication when 
they seek to understand one another over and above the limitations imposed by languages. 
See T.S. Eliot’s article “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919) in The Norton Anthology of 
Theory & Criticism, ed. Leitch et al., 955-961.
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 The best example of individuals engaging in the process of 
understanding through tertiary orality comes from a late-twentieth 
century work of historiographic metafiction by a Canadian writer 
of Sri Lankan origin, Michael Ondaatje’s. Eleanor Ty proposes his 
novel In the Skin of a Lion is one of the new “global Canadian novels”, 
where dislocated and/or diasporic writers inscribe alternative worlds 
that create nostalgia , evoking memories of a homeland or past to 
which they do not belong.”42 The 1987 work was published the year 
before Canadian literary theorist Linda Hutcheon published a book 
that defined the new genre. This particular work of Ondaatje’s is 
not considered in her analysis, though she considers other selections 
of Ondaatje’s fiction and poetry. One of her main points is that 
historiographic metafiction “attempts to demarginalize the literary 
through confrontation with the historical.”43 Further, she writes: 
“Postmodern fiction suggests that to re-write or re-present the past 
in fiction and in history is, in both cases, to open it up to the present, 
to prevent it from being conclusive and teleological” (Hutcheon, 
110). As in Ondaatje’s novel, “Historiographic metafiction espouses a 
postmodern ideology of plurality and recognition of difference” (114). 
Further, “historiographic metafictions appear to privilege two modes of 
narration, both of which problematize the entire notion of subjectivity: 
multiple points of view […] or an overtly controlling narrator” (117). 
These premises agree with the movement past secondary orality into 
tertiary orality.
 “Patrick felt utterly alone in this laughing crowd that traded 
information back and forth, held children on their laps.”44 This 
quotation comes from about halfway through the novel, from a scene 
where the Canadian-born, Anglophone protagonist Patrick attends “an 
illegal gathering of various nationalities” at the “half-built waterworks” 
(Ondaatje, 115) in Toronto, the urban centre in which he too is a 
marginalized, de-centred immigrant from rural Canada. Among the 
groups of immigrants with whom he works, Patrick is isolated by his 
language. The immigrants are unable to communicate in Patrick’s 
language, even though his is one of the country’s nationally encoded, 
legally enshrined languages. However, Patrick is not uncommunicative. 

42  Ty, “Representing “Other” Diasporas in Recent Global Canadian Fiction,” 100. (cited 
hereafter in text)

43  Hutcheon, “Historiographic metafiction,” 108. (cited hereafter in text)
44  Ondaatje, In the Skin of a Lion, 115 (cited hereafter in text).
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He seeks to gather as much information as possible from non-linguistic 
and extra-linguistic sources. He privileges visual information “in 
silence” (115). His senses must undergo the adjustment as he enters 
into this new melange of cultural identities in contention. McLuhan 
describes this as a reorganization of the sensorium  (a ratio of all 
our senses) into a new homeostasis or equilibrium (McLuhan, 30). 
Ondaatje writes that “Many languages were being spoken” (Ondaatje, 
115) but Patrick does not interpret them. Rather, he sees the crowd as 
it “moved in noise and light” (115.). The light is distinct, illuminating 
and focusing his attention on action, while language blurs into 
indecipherable noise. Patrick “waved and Kosta raised his hand and 
continued what he was doing” (115). The two men know each other 
through work, yet the best they can do is wave hello, via gesture, while 
Patrick continues to feel “utterly alone” (115). The meaning of the 
“four-piece band […] playing by the stage” (115) is also not clear to 
Patrick, who thinks “It was a party and a political meeting, all of them 
trespassing, waiting now for speeches and entertainment” (115). This 
uncertainty created through sound focuses Patrick’s inability to fully 
enter the rhythm of this hybridized cultural gathering on his visual 
terms, and his most concrete observation is that “the wave of bodies 
had seemed a shadow of a cloud over the slope” (115).
 “Almost immediately the electric lights were turned off, 
leaving only the glow from oil lamps on the edge of the platform” 
(Ondaatje, 115). Ondaatje’s deliberate focus from this point forward 
on visual imagery suggests an awareness of the need to communicate 
across cultures and languages in a mode that is universally intelligible. 
The scene presented to the responsive audience is a puppet 
performance “on this dangerous new country of the stage” (116). The 
stage behaves as a national entity, endowed with its own literate (and 
therefore fragmented) subjectivity, in which individuals (puppets 
plus one actor) communicate in a pseudo-language of exaggerated 
gesture. “Their costumes were a blend of several nations” (116), 
writes Ondaatje. On stage, the puppets represent an imagined national 
subjectivity to replace the real ones in the audience below. “The large 
figure began to distinguish itself from the others. It became a hero 
not by size but by gesture and the detail of character” (116), Patrick 
observes, and he is able to identify—on the basis of gesture only, 
through visual acuity and not sound—many expressive states. These 
include “perturbed and nervous”, “ambitious, scared, at times greedy”, 

  HUMANITAS



45

everything “from fear to desire” (116). All of this Patrick gleans through 
“no noise, no drum-beat or song” (116). He understands the events 
occurring on stage through this tertiary orality: a filter that skips over, 
eclipses primary and secondary oral understandings to return to the 
basis of all communication: gesture and movement.
 Yet, Patrick (and, it must follow, all the other members of 
the audience who come from disparate literate traditions) begins to 
see the performance through the lens of his understanding of drama. 
This is where we can see that in tertiary orality, secondary orality 
(understanding through a sense of history and literary history) is only 
temporarily eclipsed. For Patrick notes that the “puppets ranged all 
over the stage or huddled together as a chorus, warning the hero of 
his ambition, gesturing him down with laws” (Ondaatje, 116-117). He 
sees the drama unfolding on stage in its unique gestural language, 
through the lens of his own language’s historical sense; a Greek drama 
in translation, which seeks its patterns and conventions everywhere. 
As noted above, Ong has said that literacy and print change societies 
irreversibly.  It is impossible to forget the patterns once they are 
established. As the drama continues, Patrick immerses himself from 
this level of gesture, seeking to establish and pattern the movements 
of this stage culture, and build upward and outward from this starting 
point, gathering details. He is later able to tell that the “human puppet, 
alien and naïve and gregarious” is specifically wearing “a Finnish shirt 
and Serbian pants” (116-117).
 Patrick sees in the plot a metafictional reflection of his own 
linguistic disability as the human puppet is “brought before the 
authorities, unable to speak their language. […] His face was frozen. 
The others began to pummel him but not a word emerged – just a 
damaged gaze in the context of those flailing arms. He fell to the floor 
pleading with gestures” (Ondaatje, 117). Further, Patrick’s “eyes could 
not move away from that face” (117). Ondaatje’s supreme focus on the 
visual in a scene where oral communication is impossible depicts the 
brutality and violence that can result (and have resulted, throughout 
history) when cultures meet and cannot find ways to mediate their 
communication. It is the “caricature of a culture” (117) and this 
angers Patrick. The play itself which he and so many others are 
witnessing together is a testament to the ability of individual entities to 
communicate complex, post-literate concepts through the basic abilities 
of gesture. Despite linguistic differences, everyone processes the action 
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through a basic gestural and an advanced literate understanding to 
arrive at a common, re-tribalized sense of the play’s meaning.
 From this point, as Patrick and the rest of the audience have 
gained entry into the cultural rhythm of the stage, they build on their 
interpretations of the visual through an interpretation of the aural. 
“The audience around him was silent” (Ondaatje, 117), necessarily 
focusing the correct senses. “The only sounds on stage were grunts of 
authority. They were all waiting for the large puppet to speak, but it 
could say nothing” (117). The silence itself is a staged, dramatic image 
of the castrated medium of language. The human puppet “stamped 
a foot to try and bring out a language” (117), and it is this particular 
idea that could never be conveyed except in tertiary orality. Only 
subjects in the tertiary oral state, understanding gesture as the origin 
of specific, complex expression can realize the major gap in knowledge 
and exchange which is represented by the silence. The image of the 
stamping foot signals this frustration, and it is further concretized 
with the image of the human puppet kneeling, “one hand banging 
down on the wooden floor as if pleading for help – a terrible loudness 
entering the silent performance” (117). The sound is a shock. It causes 
a terrible rupture of the homeostasis of the sensorium that the audience 
had balanced without sound. Yet the sound can be incorporated 
and understood because it is an extension of the gestures. It follows 
naturally from and through them. Thus, the response of the audience is 
in both gesture and sound. “The audience began to clap in unison with 
the banging hand, the high hall of the waterworks echoing” (117).
 Our protagonist cannot bear the sound, however “unable 
to move, his eyes locked on the crouched figure, the manic hand” 
(Ondaatje, 117) and he feels “covered in the heartbeat of applause 
which started to come faster” (118). This image that Ondaatje presents 
signals that the audience—despite its hybrid composition from a 
variety of nationalities—is united in tribal understanding, in singular 
pseudo-subjectivity symbolized by its single heartbeat. Despite the 
internal fragmentation of its literate individuals, and their subjectively 
inflected understandings, there is a reaching backwards through 
secondary and primary orality to the level of gesture. Then,  there is a 
propulsion forward into tertiary orality, where a level of understanding 
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settles. Patrick too, extended into the visual (like Ovid’s Narcissus45) 
is smothered and lost in the new tribal, oral understanding. When he 
runs onstage, “Each footstep as he moved released the terrible noise” 
and the band’s instruments look like “frozen organs of the body” 
(Ondaatje, 118). In trying to readjust to sound, a disruptive polyphonic 
addition to the rhythm of the stage culture, Patrick finds that his 
senses (and emotions, in this case) are overwhelmed, and his body’s 
biological, unconscious reaction is to physically attempt to end the 
noise. He sees the instruments in another metafictional, self-reflexive 
moment as immobilized bodies in which gestural communication is 
suspended because of the introduction of sound, a higher order mode 
of communication to which he cannot successfully adjust. Finally, the 
human puppet (who turns out to be Alice, Patrick’s Anglophone friend 
costumed as a male) walks him offstage, salvaging her performance 
with a graceful exit, “spreading her hands wide and then clapping 
them. A slow beat. There. There. There” (118). The rhythm of tertiary 
orality is not breached; the crowd cheers, reimmersed via sound in the 
rhythm of the stage culture, and Alice throws “the name of the next 
performer into their midst like a bell […] The crowd was immediately 
with him” (119). It is the barest, most minimal use of spoken 
language, but it is successful because the audience has followed Alice’s 
performance for long enough to understand her gestures, so when she 
articulates the name of the performer, they receive (or rather, accept) 
meaning from the sound.
 Thus, we can see that the text affirms Hutcheon’s 
understanding of historiographic metafiction as privileging of multiple 
points of view, and at the same time, an overtly controlling narrator. 
Patrick is our overtly controlling narrator, seeking to manipulate the 
rhythms of culture when they spiral off into patterns he cannot follow. 
He also seeks to manipulate the text itself, the ‘text’ of the dramatic 
performance, and the actual text, which he sometimes narrates, and 
which follows his actions in this section exclusively. The entire scene 
is presented from his point of view, sharing what he observes and also, 
minimally, what he observes but cannot comprehend in his linguistic 
isolation. As Hammill notes, In the Skin of a Lion has a “self-conscious 

45  See “Narcissus and Echo” from Ovid. Metamorphoses. Trans. A.D. Melville, 63-65. See also 
McLuhan’s commentary on Narcissus in Understanding Media, especially pages 41-43.
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preoccupation with storytelling”46 and this is doubly verified in the 
scene here described. It is a novelistic telling of Patrick’s story, and 
the dramatic telling of the story of new immigrants in Canada. Thus, it 
verifies Hutcheon’s assertion that these texts have a “double awareness 
of both fictiveness and a basis in the real” (Hutcheon, 107), and also 
that Ondaatje’s text “suggests that to re-write or re-present the past in 
fiction and in history is, in both cases, to open it up to the present, to 
prevent it from being conclusive and teleological” (110). There is no 
teleology to Patrick’s historical storytelling, because the story itself, 
at the time of its telling, is still in progress, in medias res. Subjectivity, 
then, is depicted as Hutcheon claims: both multiply and singly, in a 
paradox of simultaneity.
 This novel affirms Ty’s claim that literature (visual writing) 
does not “reinforce the sense of a nation in the way that Benedict 
Anderson contends” (Ty, 101). Rather, in this post-modern era, the 
nation is polyglot and not unilingual, and therefore must adapt to 
new forms of communication that extend the preceding forms. As 
stated above, gesture extends into primary orality, which extends into 
literacy and secondary orality. When the mutually unintelligible literate 
cultures come into contact and must communicate on a complex 
level, there is a double eclipse of primary and secondary orality. This 
occurs as the cultures in question return to examine the possibilities 
of expression through gesture, first, and then propel their examination 
of the gestures forward through the eclipsed media. They ultimately 
arrive at an understanding through tertiary orality, which creates a 
newly tribal (in the oral sense) pseudo-subjectivity of fragmented, 
literate individuals sharing a common understanding of both basic and 

complex communications.
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SURROGATES FOR REALITY: DEVELOPING A DIALOGUE WITH

CRITICAL CARTOGRAPHY AND GIS 

JENNIFER KUCHARCZYK

With the fast growth of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology since 
the late 1980s, many geographers and GIS scholars debated about the threat 
of subservience to other disciplines that could trivialize geographic study. Thus 
these critical cartography debates echoed concerns about preserving geography’s 
academic legitimacy.
 After acknowledging their mutual dependency, the debates between 
GIS scholars and social geographers developed a cooperative tone. Through a 
historical review of the 1990s GIS debates and recent case studies of applied 
critical cartography, it is apparent that a dialectical synthesis of social criticism 
and computer-assisted cartography scholarship emerged as a productive 
relationship, regularizing political self-awareness in mapmaking and map-
reading practices. The two case studies demonstrate critiques of technological 
and cultural bias of conventional mapping practices through revisionist and 
counter-mapping projects. The success of these projects validates the GIS debates 
in developing practical geographic applications and setting precedents for the 
ongoing dialogue with maps themselves.

“Maps entered the law, were attached to ordinances, acquired an 
aureole of science, and helped create an ethic and virtue of ever more 
precise definition… They fixed territorial relativities according to 
the lottery of birth, the accidents of discovery, or, increasingly, the 
mechanism of the world market.”
 – J. B. Harley, “Maps, Knowledge, and Power” in The New Nature of 
Maps, p. 62
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Geography as a discipline seems to constantly be at odds with itself 
as scholars in the field engage in debates about how best to secure 
academic legitimacy. This critical self-reflection took a productive 
turn in the discussion about cartography, its construction, and its 
representations of reality. In the late 1980s, a new discourse emerged 
about maps and power, inspiring debates about the increasingly 
predominant geographic information systems (GIS) technology. 
Scholars argued about how this technology affected geography’s 
academic future. Many individuals celebrated the practicality and 
versatility of GIS, while many others expressed anxiety over the 
geographic study being reduced to the subservient production 
of maps for other disciplines without adequate attention to the 
political components of mapping. I will argue that the GIS debates 
in geography were a true dialectical relationship that sought to move 
towards a genuine synthesis of social criticism and computer-assisted 
cartography, “to steer the discipline in an appropriate and responsible 
direction” so as to be self-aware of the political voice apparent in its 
applications.47  Cartography and GIS are strongly characterized by 
positivist48 frameworks but critical reviews and collaborative efforts 
have introduced greater potential for interrogating the social theory 
inherent in mapmaking as well as the representations of power in 
seemingly neutral maps. 
 To begin, I will outline the foundations of the discourse that 
placed maps as social constructions, loaded with political qualities. 
The discourse turned from the cartographic text to the process of 
creating maps, contemporarily represented by GIS technology and 
methodology. Epistemological and ethical debates ensued, reaching 
a peak of tension in the mid-1990s, though conferences and key 
publications aided in developing a more productive tone. A practice 
of critical cartography established in periodicals was then applied to 
community mapping projects, which I use as case studies to represent 
both new counter-mapping critiques and revisionist cartographical 
critiques. An academic debate about the culpability of cartographic 
practices in the service of the politically powerful has progressed into 
the realm of public engagement and grassroots politics, enabling new 

47  Schuurman, “Trouble in the Heartland,” 571. (cited hereafter in text) 
48  The notion that cartography is the veritable representation of a geographic subject, of which 

it gives empirical and objective knowledge.   
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groups with increasingly accessible technology.

Initiating debate about meaning, knowledge, and power

J. Brian Harley, a British-born geographer, was one of the most 
influential figures in the most recent incarnation of critical geography, 
beginning in the late 1980s. He declared that maps were “unique 
systems of signs, whose codes may be at one iconic, linguistic, 
numerical, and temporal” as well as “a spatial form of knowledge.”49 
His frequently cited essays, such as “Maps, Knowledge, and Power” 
(1988) and “Can There Be a Cartographic Ethics?” (1991), were part 
of a greater shift of attention away from the form of the map to the 
meaning for behaviour, suggesting an inquiry into the assumptions and 
applications of a map.50 Harley was joined in this endeavour by Dennis 
Wood, John Fels, David Woodward, and John Pickles, among others. 
By critiquing meaning, the discourse moved away from reactionary 
critiques that characterized the previous centuries of mapmaking, a so-
called “tradition of binary oppositions (i.e. ‘true and false’, ‘objective 
and subjective’, ‘accurate and inaccurate’, ‘literal and symbolic’)” and 
instead investigated the “the conception and articulation of the human 
world in the forms of maps and how they are manipulated by those 
in power to affect social relations (or perceptions of them)” (Harley, 
53). The emerging faction sought to expose how maps are social 
constructions, an “invention in the control of space [which] facilitated 
the geographical expansion of social systems” and to supervise conduct 
(55). As Wood would later write, “mapmaking is a rhetorical exercise” 
(Wood et al, 43).  Essentially, these scholars proposed that maps are 
not mirrors of reality but propositions. The motivations and methods 
participating in the creation of maps were the new targets of critiques. 
 Harley encouraged external critiques of cartography, such 
as Arno Peters’ 1967 projection, for their interdisciplinary merit. As 
a historian, Peters built on astronomer-clergyman James Gall’s 1855 
orthographic equal-area projection, suggesting that the ubiquitous 
Mercator projection was loaded with political and racist dimensions 
(Wood et al, 129).  In the wake of this upheaval of the Mercator public 
standard, cartographers were frequently faced with these types of 
criticisms but rejected them, declaring that a mathematical algorithm 

49  Harley, The New Nature of Maps: Essays, 77-79. (cited hereafter in text)
50  Wood et al, Rethinking the Power of Maps, 128-29. (cited hereafter in text)
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could not be racist. Harley wanted to move away from a preoccupation 
with revisionist turmoil to instead look at the symbolism and iconology 
present in all maps. Nevertheless, as a historical moment, the Gall-
Peters projection presented an opportunity to talk about the myth of 
a ‘scientific’ cartography. Harley asserted that “bias” or “distortion” 
of maps were “generally measured against a yardstick of objectivity,” 
though it is a social construction of cartographic procedure that we seek 
out ‘accurate’ representations in the first place: “That maps produce 
a truly “scientific” image of the world, in which factual information is 
represented without favour, is a view well embedded in our cultural 
mythology” (Harley, 63).  A predominant philosophy amongst 
cartographers is that they are performing an objective scientific activity 
that strives to be correct and accurate (as opposed to persuasive and 
manipulative), and it is this stance that Harley describes as positivism, 
directing cartographers’ attention away from the ethical implications of 
their work. The question of accuracy and correctness must become a 
question of whose yardstick is the measure of perfection. The first step 
in the new critical cartography would be the breakdown of the notion of 
a neutral ‘science’, articulating the culpability of the discipline through 
demonstrations of mapmaking’s social implications. 
 To Harley, the positivism of cartography frequently portrays 
the discipline as complacent in regards to the political and military 
use of map products: “Cartography seems to be uncritical of its own 
practices, and both their intentional and unintentional consequences” 
(Harley, 198).   In the same vein, the production of maps is heavily 
patronized by the state for both taxation and military purposes, 
among other governmental exercises of control. Harley articulates 
the precariousness of graphic abstractions of reality, writing that “the 
graphic nature of the map gave its imperial users an arbitrary power that 
was easily divorced from the social responsibilities and consequences 
of its exercise. The world could be carved up on paper” (58-59).  
Harley called for a debate about the ethics of producing a good that 
enables disembodied practices (such as surveillance of the individual 
or planning military strikes) that in reality have significant social 
consequences. When planning is disembodied as such, the actors are 
insulated from the full impact of their actions. 
 To this point, cartography’s internal ethics debate during the 
mid-twentieth century was directed more towards the concerns of 
being “precise, accurate, and exact”, copyright problems, or the impact 
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of new technology on definition standardizations (Harley, 199).  I 
classify this set of concerns as part of an uncritical ethics: the discussion 
targets issues about representing truth accurately but without 
interrogating questions of power. By contrast, Harley sought a more 
critical approach to evaluating cartographic ethics that would challenge 
the motives for representation, entailing a method of looking within 
and beyond the geographic discipline for critiques. After all, the latter 
half of the twentieth century witnessed an increase in visual discourse 
across all areas of social life, business and state management with the 
rising prevalence of spatial data handling and imaging techniques 
frequently organized in map form.51 
 However, Harley’s critique was not simply about the 
application of maps but also about cartographic design, as he outlines 
the “persuasive rhetoric” of aesthetics: “Aesthetics is not a value-
free science and it is as much a prisoner of ideology as the empirical 
content of the map” (Harley, 201).  Even Euro-centrism, that 
perennial criticism, is evident in conventions such as using brown 
as a standard colour for terrain, as opposed to more locally-accurate 
hues in mapping different regions (202).  Harley suggested that this 
type of standardization was one of many types looming with the rise 
of computer-based cartography. He encouraged the adoption of this 
new critical ethic, a well-considered proposal when one acknowledges 
the frequency of map usage across academia and in everyday life. An 
interdisciplinary critique has enormous potential when one considers 
the plethora of users’ perspectives and assumptions that are influenced 
by maps’ design, as well as where users encounter maps and how maps 
are applied in all aspects of society.

Technology, epistemology, and ethics

One of the pillars of Harley’s historiographical critique of cartography 
was the positivist nature of the discipline. He asserts that cartography 
has historically been preoccupied with its factual expressions rather 
than the social implications of what is (or is not) represented and 
the manner in which that is done. It is this positivist neglect of 
metaphysical analysis that fostered a myth of cartography as a neutral 
science. The positivism debate in critical cartography was closely 
related to (and can be traced along) the concurrent debates about 

51  Pickles, Ground Truth, viii. (cited hereafter in text)
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Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and its role in society. GIS was 
increasing in its predominance as the operative information tool for the 
new age of mapmaking. The critiques targeted both academic analysis 
about knowledge production and ethical concerns for society at large.
In 2000, Nadine Schuurman presented a historiography of the critiques 
of GIS from the previous decade, when the debate between human 
geographers and GIS researchers was very active. I use her article to 
outline the key points of the discussion during 1990s, supplementing 
her review with details from the original sources. The debate was 
characterized by animosity from its initiation in 1990 up until the 
interdisciplinary Friday Harbour meeting in 1995, after which the 
discourse took on a more cooperative tone.  In her research, Schuurman 
identifies a third turn in the discourse which has moved away from 
mainly targeting positivism to more nuanced positions. 
 A survey of the course of events shows how the animosity of 
the debate eventually progressed into cooperation within a dialectical 
model. The conversation gradually evolved to synthesize many of each 
side’s qualms into productive critiques about ethics and applications. 
The two factions were debating as external to each other’s sub-
disciplines, using their own specific terminology and reiterating their 
self-interested concerns, and so it evokes Harley’s call for external 
perspectives in critiques to open up cartographers’ eyes to the many 
interpretations of their products. However, as Schuurman writes, it is 
important to return to the language and conceptual framework of the 
specific sub-discipline (Schuurman, 569).  She characterized the debate 
as being full of “textual jousts” that were rooted in the deployment of 
specialized terminology, inhibiting communication (579).  She repeats 
this point when concluding that the most important outcome of the on-
going dialogue will be a communicative productive critical relationship 
between GIS researchers and social theorists speaking with the same 
knowledge of the technology. Subsequent theoretical articles during 
the first decade of the 2000s have demonstrated the turn towards a 
more regularized critical GIS practice.52

 By the mid-1990s, the animosity of the debate had subsided. 
The number of critics increased while those defending GIS decreased, 
and some GIS scholars welcomed the critique as an avenue to examine 
shortcomings of the new technology (Schuurman, 570). Outside 
observers in the media interpreted the debate with a lens preoccupied 

52  See the Critical GIS-themed issue of Cartographica 40.4 (2005). 
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with the ‘science wars’, a sociological breakdown of science and 
technology studies, because of physicist Alan Sokal’s mocking attack 
on social sciences in1996 when he published a fake theoretical article 
in a cultural studies journal. Schuurman asserts that these ‘science 
war’ perspectives took away from the progress made within the GIS 
debates, including collaborative critical projects such as NCGIAI19 and 
the Varenius project (571).53 These projects are demonstrative of the 
fast evolution of the young sub-discipline of critical cartography. 
 The conversation about a critical cartographic discipline 
triggered by Harley in 1988 was brought into the GIS realm in 1990 
with an editorial by Peter Taylor in Political Geography Quarterly. 
Entitled “GKS” or ‘geographic knowledge systems’, Taylor’s 
commentary suggested that GIS was a well-equipped system to 
manage information, but, as Schuurman paraphrased, “inadequate 
in the realm of knowledge production, concerned with facts but 
incapable of meaningful analyses” (Schuurman, 572). Taylor asserted 
that GIS practitioners by-passed the critiques made during the 1970s 
by humanistic and radical geographers in the wake of the 1960s 
quantitative revolution, of which Taylor interpreted GIS as a new 
reincarnation.54 Taylor wrote: “On the philosophical terrain… new 
revolutions overturned the naïve assumptions of the quantitative 
revolution… [Yet] with hindsight we can see that the quantifiers had 
one great advantage, the potential utility of their product beyond 
academia. It is on this practical terrain that the quantifiers were able to 
put aside the critiques and win the 1980s. Enter GIS” (Taylor, 211).   
 Taylor acknowledged the appeal and power of an applied 
practicality, but he voiced concern that GIS may trivialize geographic 
study by stripping away knowledge frameworks that structure these 
fact-based models. His commentary carried over Harley’s positivist 
accusation, deeming GIS to be loaded with “a most naive empiricism” 
which Taylor related to Halford Mackinder’s ‘new’ geography that was 
linked so closely with imperialism in a subservient facilitating manner 
(Taylor, 212). He wrote: 

53  The NCGIAI19 and the Varenius project were funded by the National Science Foundation 
to formalize research into the relationship between GIS and society. The Varenius project 
was formalized as a series of specialized boards that would be funded for three years, 
with assignments to investigate topics such as cognitive models of geographic space, 
computational implementations of geographic concepts, and geographies of the information 
society. For more information, see the 1997 Annual Report of the Varenius Advisory Board 
(http://www.ncgia.ucsb.edu/varenius/annual/appendix.html).

54  Taylor, “GKS,” 211-212. (cited hereafter in text)
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“If the ‘new geography’ merely provides the pattern for other 
disciplines to interpret, then it is divorcing itself from processes 
and not producing any geographical knowledge. Such quantifiers 
can produce a maverick geography dealing with crime one week, 
bronchitis the next, and so on. To the degree that such activity 
occurs in a geography department it can be designated antigeography. 
It services other disciplines, it may be good for ‘inter-disciplinary 
studies’, but it leaves geography intellectually sterile-high-tech 
trivial pursuit.” (212) 55 

GIS’s proliferation struck a chord of insecurity and insubordination 
within academic geography departments, fearing a future of 
subservience.
 Michael Goodchild, a prominent GIS researcher, responded 
to Taylor in the subsequent issue of Political Geography Quarterly 
(1991). He suggested that while the technology of GIS is controlled 
by computer science and built to process empirical facts, it is known 
within the discipline that GIS software is most useful when it is ‘guided 
by people trained in the nature of geographical phenomena’; therefore 
GIS is a tool rather than a source of knowledge (Schuurman, 572). He 
also stated that GIS innovation groups engaged in researching the 
limitations of databases and processes during the decades of its use. 
Taylor and Goodchild’s respective articles set the stage for the many of 
the debated epistemological concerns. The antagonistic tone of their 
editorials was outdone by Stan Openshaw’s hostile editorial, “A view on 
the GIS crisis in geography, or, using GIS to put Humpty-Dumpty back 
together again” (1991). His pro-GIS response was very inflammatory, 
including accusations of human geographers as “technical cripples” 
(Schuurman, 573) with “strong traditions of untestable theoretical 
speculation and descriptive storytelling!”56 He chastised human 
geographers for attempting to retain authority within the discipline 
as custodians of the epistemological integrity of academic geography 
(Openshaw, 623). Openshaw argued that social geography has become 
so distanced from incorporating the use or significance of maps into 
their research, and so he suggested that geographers may be wary of 
GIS’s growing reputation and success because most of its power comes 
from beyond the geographic discipline (623). The accuracy of this claim 
was substantiated as he argued, rightfully so, that there was an entire 

55  Emphasis added.
56  Openshaw, “A view on the GIS crisis in geography,” 621. (cited hereafter in text)
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social shift towards digitization, suggesting further that “visual analysis 
is usurping text; and mapping has disseminated into other disciplines 
over which geographers exert little influence” (Schuurman, 573).57 
This shift was related to the rise of the internet and the ubiquity of 
satellite imagery maps, compounded with the death of the map author 
(as Harley put it) while everyday map users gained access to giant 
databases with a few clicks. Openshaw responded to Taylor’s criticisms 
about subservience by describing GIS as an application-independent 
toolkit that can use flexible specialization to become a dominant 
force across society, “breaking down historic, well established, 
widely accepted, but always artificial, intradisciplinary boundaries” 
(Openshaw, 624). Despite the defensive hostility of Openshaw’s 
writing, this sentiment suggests optimism for new spatial perspectives 
across academic disciplines. A number of responses to Openshaw’s 
commentary were published, and a divisive discussion continued.
 Importantly, Openshaw’s rebuttal indicated that critics need 
more than cursory knowledge of GIS technology to effectively address 
any shortcomings.  He concluded that, “GIS will not replace traditional 
tools but it does appear to offer an extremely useful complement to 
them” (Openshaw, 625). I emphasize that this proposition returns to 
the debate of whether or not GIS simply generates spatial information 
or whether it has analytic power as well. If Openshaw, a steadfast 
poster-child for GIS, says that knowledge must be applied to 
understand GIS, it demonstrates that even if the software is positivistic, 
the discipline in which it is embedded incorporates abstract knowledge 
and theory from beyond the technology. His assertion shows that GIS 
scholars are applying contextual knowledge in their employment 
of technology, rather than being blindly reliant on their computer 
processes. This point begins to recognize the social construction of the 
technology as well as the knowledge system in which it takes part.
Thus far, the technological bias debate lined up with early pre-1980 
cartographic critiques that focused on the methods and purported 
science of the discipline. However, the arena still needed to be 
broadened to incorporate ethical issues, as Harley had done with his 
polemical pieces on maps and the use of knowledge and power. A 
keystone was Neil Smith’s 1992 article, “History and philosophy of 
geography: real wars, theory wars”, which revealed the involvement 
of GIS in the Gulf War from 1990 to1991. Smith linked geographic 

57  Also see Pickles’ Ground Truth preface.
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technologies to the deaths of 200 000 Iraqis by citing various weapons 
and technologies that had been developed with high-tech homing 
devices, such as ‘Geo-smart’ bombs which photographed real-life 
targets as they were destroyed.58 Smith articulated the role of the 
military in the development of GIS technology, and how the discipline 
must be more self-critical to “examine its culpability” (Schuurman, 
573). At the time, the Defense Mapping Agency in the USA was 
the largest single employer of American geography graduates, with 
approximately 9000 employees in the agency all together (Smith, 257). 
Smith’s inclusion of this statistic about employment demonstrates how 
easily geographic knowledge can be subservient and manipulated for 
those in power. 
 Smith also made evaluative judgements of the ethics of the 
defensive GIS discourse, deriding Openshaw’s enthusiasm for the 
technology of GIS as a manifestation of a “delirious detachment”, a 
product of computer cartography’s proliferation of distanciation from 
reality (Smith, 257). To Smith, Openshaw’s attitude represented 
a “retreat from ideas to facts” that was not self-critical about the 
structures in which it took part (258). Smith focussed on military 
applications of GIS technology, but also described the use of “‘map 
rich’ battle simulations” on news networks, turning the public into 
“video voyeurs” of re-modeled warfare (257). Smith’s writing puts 
blood on the hands of all those who participated in this warfare 
shielded by distance. The implication of the technology and 
knowledge in violent applications outside of academia served as a 
wake-up call that more productive cooperation was necessary. 
In Smith’s wake, Daniel Sui, a GIS scholar, engaged with social 
geographers by using their philosophical language and conceptual 
framework to demonstrate the progress of the GIS sub-discipline in 
terms of discussing ethical concerns. In his article, “GIS and urban 
studies: positivism, post-positivism, and beyond” (1994) he discussed 
how GIS technology and social theory were reliant on each other to 
best “illuminate the entire picture of urban reality” (Schuurman, 
576). His article operated as a diplomatic intervention - the dialectical 
synthesis previously suggested - that brought critical cartography, 
particularly critical GIS, into a more productive discursive stage. 
The dialectic relationship provoked a self-critical approach that was 
becoming more standardized in mapping and GIS methods and 

58  Smith, “History and Philosophy of Geography,” 257. (cited hereafter in text)
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discourse.
Cooperative dialogue and critical GIS projects
 Tom Poiker, a GIS researcher, organized a meeting at Friday 
Harbor, Washington State in November of 1993 to bring the two sides 
of the debate together for a face-to-face dialogue. John Pickles, editor 
of the forthcoming essay collection Ground Truth (1995), also sat on the 
organizing committee. Pickles had previously articulated the potential 
of GIS to enable the subjugation of the individual, especially through 
increased surveillance (Schuurman, 577). Pickles felt that the rising 
dominance of GIS threatened to overshadow the methods of cultural 
geographers that were frequently more appropriate for analyzing social 
phenomena. However, he situated GIS as a tool and “an approach to 
geographical information within wider transformations of capitalism in 
the late 20th century: as a tool to protect disciplinary power and access 
to funding; as a way of organizing more efficient systems of production; 
and as a reworking (and rewriting) of culture codes,” therefore 
revealing that he believed GIS to be part of greater knowledge systems 
(Pickles, Ground Truth, viii). Pickles sought to make his book as 
balanced as possible, inviting pro-GIS scholars such as Goodchild 
to write a chapter (which he did, entitled “GIS and Geographic 
Research”). Free reign was given to the contributors to write about 
any aspect of GIS, and consequently, some chapters may appeal only 
to certain sides of the previous years’ debates (xi). Pickles stated his 
motivation for the book as a means to investigate the truth behind 
incentives in the development of GIS technology: “If we are to make 
any claims about new technical capacities, uses, and limitations, we 
need to be clear about the different ways in which technologies affect 
specific groups and regions, reconfigure social relations, and increase 
the potential for the exploitation of some to the benefit of others” (xii). 
Pickles emerged as a vanguard of critical GIS.
 The Friday Harbor discussions bore fruit in the form of a 
proposal for an NCGIA (National Center for Geographic Information 
Analysis) initiative to study the social consequences of GIS. This 
proposal is yet another outcome of a dialectical progression. Initiative 
19: the social implications of how people, space, and environment are 
represented in GIS, sponsored by the NCGIA, itself funded by the 
National Science Foundation in the USA, had the mission statement to 
support “a center for the advancement” of GIS and related advanced 
geographic research. The articles published from the NCGIA I19 were 
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“far more invested in the continuation of GIS while remaining sensitive 
to its repercussions” (Schuurman, 584). The researchers’ acknowledged 
that GIS and geography research were mutually dependent on each 
other, or that they were at least much stronger when working together 
rather than against each other: “The initiative itself was a formalization 
of the intimation, by critics of GIS, that technology is always and 
irrevocably a social process. Its institutional home (the NCGIA) is, 
however, notably aligned with scientific endeavor” (584). What may 
have once been interpreted as contradiction, that a science organization 
was funding social research, can now be understood as consensus. The 
ubiquitous critiques of the technology’s accused positivism subsided 
as the acknowledgement of technology as a social process granted 
recognition to the metaphysical aspects of knowledge production via 
GIS.
 While the epistemological debate was developing into a 
productive dialogue, there were still many accusatory critiques about 
the ethical dilemmas surrounding the predominant applications of GIS. 
Critics examined various effects, including the under-representation 
of marginalized people, surveillance enhancement, unregulated 
dissemination of GIS into marketing, and a lack of attention to 
underlying social factors – a key accusation of the technology’s 
positivistic nature (Schuurman, 581). Some examples of these factors 
will be discussed in the final case study section. 
 State and market surveillance was a predominant ethical 
concern in the rise of societal implications of GIS technology, 
presumably due to the widespread anxiety about an impingement 
of civil liberties that would affect everyone. Michael Curry (1995) 
observed that by using GIS applications, many state and market 
databases now had access to spatial distribution information that they 
did not have previously (Schuurman, 581). The societal implication 
of the technology was the provision of market information that could 
enhance corporate power, which Pickles discusses in Ground Truth as 
well as in his 1997 article, “Tool or science? GIS, technoscience, and 
the theoretical turn.” Pickles structures this piece around a review of 
Dawn Wright, Jim Proctor, and Goodchild’s article, “Demystifying 
the Persistent Ambiguity of GIS as ‘Tool’ versus ‘Science’” (1997), 
which Pickles identified as a key moment in “[opening] the window to 
ethically responsible research practice” in terms of privacy and opt-out 
options in the distribution of spatial information on a mass scale, but 
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“few socioeconomic databases are constructed on such principles.”59 
 In the mid-1990s, a new group of GIS scholars including 
Nicole Obermeyer, Nick Chrisman, Howard Veregin, Harlan Onsrud, 
and Stacy Warren were engaging in the type of social critiques of 
GIS’s limitations that human geographers had been presenting over 
the previous years. However, Schuurman points out that many GIS 
researchers began to drop out of the debate because it had ostensibly 
become unproductive for them (though this absence proves neither 
their ‘victory’ nor ‘defeat’). In fact, GIS was booming as a sector 
so many researchers did not have the time to be publishing in 
academic periodicals. Pickles remained astonished by the lack of 
GIS practitioners who were willing to analyze the epistemological 
implications of their work (Pickles, 364). 
 Meanwhile, Eric Sheppard summarized the Friday Harbor 
conference proceedings in Environment and Planning A (1995). He 
articulated the fundamental question as “whether the logic of GIS, as 
a result of design decisions... privileges certain views of the world over 
others” (Schuurman, 579). This question pinpoints the dilemma of 
cultural relativity when it comes to technology design. Even if access 
to the technology was wider, it would still be limited to the algorithms 
and assumptions of the program design, presumably done in the global 
North. Foreign cultures would still have to use the producer’s lens and 
language to produce their own culturally-expressive maps. However, as 
we will see, it is not solely a matter of typical conceptions of ‘foreign’ 
cultures that challenge the technology’s world view. Furthermore, he 
discussed that private sector domination of GIS development meant 
that “design choices will be based on marketability rather than societal 
priorities,” which does not guarantee that the techniques will be solely 
exploitative but that development possibilities may be limited because 
of their lack of ability to help sell goods and services.60

 In the early 2000s, the GIS debates had tapered off and 
a new tradition of critical GIS was emerging as a product of this 
dialectic. Evidence of this trend is apparent in a particular issue of 
Cartographica (2005) which discussed social implications of GIS, 
such as the previously mentioned privacy concerns and knowledge 
production, but also included papers on feminist geography and GIS 
and participatory GIS empowerment. The evolution of the GIS debates 

59  Pickles, “Tool or science,” 366. (cited hereafter in text)
60  Sheppard, “Sleeping with the enemy…?” 1027. (cited hereafter in text)
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demonstrated the strides taken in the GIS field to embrace a critical 
practice. Nevertheless, emphasis still remained on introducing critical 
cartography to the public. Chris Perkins wrote: “Everyday perceptions 
of the discipline do after all still emphasize factual information, not 
theory, and the map almost stands for the discipline itself: geography 
in the street is still about maps and places.”61 The emphasis on factual 
information is therefore not a criticism saved for GIS but is much wider 
spread. The ubiquity of maps and the growing recognition of their 
social construction must eventually develop into a public awareness of 
the malleability of cartographic products, particularly how people can 
control and be controlled by maps.
 The weight of modern critical cartography studies rests on 
investigations of the epistemological and ethical cores of GIS because 
of the predominance of the technology. The cultural bias I would also 
like to address is in many ways dependent on the technological debate, 
even though the cultural debate preceded it with Harley’s articulation 
of the relation between maps and power. Early critiques from figures 
such as Peters are also part of a view that targeted Euro-centric views, 
a cultural criticism of imperialist worldviews. These critiques gained 
steam as part of a globalization discourse, with increasing numbers of 
cross-cultural dialogues. However, even attempts to mitigate historical 
oppression are frequently done through participatory GIS. The 
technological debate therefore deserves this breadth and attention in 
this essay because it is the technology used to address cultural bias in 
disputes over cartographic representations of communities. 

Community participation in critical cartography discourse

Building upon Perkins’ comment above that “geography in the street 
is still about maps and places,” it is vital to recognize how complicated 
the delineation of ‘place’ can be to those who exist within the bounds 
of a mapped area. Mapping transforms the interpretation of a space by 
imposing particular hierarchies and priorities upon it. The theoretical 
musings of the 1990s spread into public engagement that gave voice 
to similar cultural critiques of the power dynamics in cartographic 
practices. Counter-mapping becomes a more common practice as 
maps are created with similar datasets but present different findings. 
Communities and academic representatives have been active in the 

61  Perkins, “Cartography – cultures of mapping,” 383.
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last decade in challenging mapping practices, echoing the discourse of 
critical cartography.
 Robin Roth’s participatory GIS project provided an alternative 
map for a northern Thai community that was making a pre-emptive 
claim for its boundaries while the central state was developing a 
national parks system. Over a period of twelve months in 2001 
and 2002, she engaged with the community to make an alternative 
rendering of the village after a first ‘official’ map was developed 
by surveyors from a non-governmental organization, who Roth felt 
had wrongly generalized some of the forest stewardship relations.62 
The village practiced a communal forest management system that 
rotated tenure of woodlots amongst the member families. However, 
the locals felt that their reality was not properly being represented 
in the produced document. The mapmakers did not have enough 
communication with the villagers to gain adequate knowledge of 
the local property customs. Moreover, as Roth concludes with her 
alternative map, the intricacy of the system is lost in a two-dimensional 
map, and she therefore became an advocate of multi-mapping 
strategies as she feels the technology is inadequate for this culture’s 
representation (Roth, 51). Multi-mapping strategies incorporate 
longitudinal aspects of representing a space, which is integral to 
stewardship programs such as this community’s where time is an 
important facet. There is a cultural bias at play. The enduring quality 
of this document (as one of few graphic representations of their village) 
meant that a high level of detail to the social structure was necessary to 
have an accurate, responsible representation. 
 As Wood writes of protest maps: “Thinking about these maps 
from the perspective of motivation gets at aspects of them that other 
ways of thinking about them can’t, and it points up their critical take on 
the maps they’re responding to” (Wood et al, 119). Roth’s alternative 
map is in fact protesting the methodology of the NGO’s mapmaking. 
Her motivation is to emphasize the importance of culturally 
sensitive information gathering in development studies, especially as 
development plans are formalized through maps. It is part of the paper 
planning that Harley references in terms of imperialism – governing 
from afar through paper surrogates of reality. 
 Presumably, the mapmakers were not aware of how 
oversimplified the communal forest management structures appeared 

62  Roth, “Two-dimensional Maps in Multi-Dimensional Worlds,” 50-51. (cited hereafter in text)
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on a two-dimensional map, especially in terms of the social dimension. 
There is an ethical dilemma about whether or not they had any right 
to step in with an aura of authority. By labelling one family’s name 
to a plot that actually rotates every few years could obscure future 
proceedings. It also demonstrates that the map is developed as a 
technocratic legal document, removing an aspect of agency from the 
community’s social structure to some distant central body.
 In general, critical cartography discourse focuses on the map 
creators, suggesting that they should be more responsible and aware 
of the social construction and power of their produced representations. 
Julie Cidell (2008) makes this observation and suggests that there has 
been inadequate research in the way that maps are read. “[Early critical 
cartography literature] treated lay map readers as naïve and unaware 
of the power relations embedded in seemingly neutral maps,”63 she 
writes, though this assumption of naivety needed to be investigated 
rather than accepted as a general precondition.  
 To investigate community engagement with critical 
cartography discourse, Cidell used a case study of challenged noise 
contours in the Minneapolis area circa 2000. The community employed 
a critique of the acoustical science methodology that had been 
implemented in mapping noise contours (Cidell, 1202). The contours 
were drawn on the map based on algorithms rather than observation 
or field measurements. The mathematical abstraction created a 
disjuncture between what the map represented and the lived reality 
for the residents. The citizens took issue with the discrete nature of 
the noise contours on the map that delineated, for legislative purposes, 
where noise levels were considered problematic versus where they 
were deemed tolerable (1206). The social implications of the contours 
included “the material practice of soundproofing houses in some 
locations and not others [as] a result of where those lines are drawn 
on the map” and that therefore “while the lines on the map are not 
meaningful in terms of demarcating a discrete boundary between noise 
and quiet, they are meaningful in terms of creating the reality of where 
municipal soundproofing funds are spent and where they are not” 
(1214). The gradients of noise sensitivity were lost in the mapmaking 
processes of creating hierarchies and manipulating statistics. The 
simplified maps facilitated the creation of a new complicated reality, 
evidence of the relationship between maps, knowledge, and power in a 

63  Cidell, “Challenging the Contours,” 1203. (cited hereafter in text)
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modern context. 
 As previously mentioned, Cidell made an important 
contribution to the critical cartography discourse when she identified 
the assumptions of lay map readers’ naivety. The variety of cartographic 
literacy across communities and cultures must be further researched 
and evaluated. This project will develop new pathways into 
understanding critical cartography and the assumptions made when 
reading maps. Furthermore, Cidell also mentioned that neither critical 
cartography nor critical GIS studies have devoted enough research to 
“how members of the public critique cartography as based on existing 
maps rather than through the production of new ones” (Cidell, 1209). 
In this way, Roth’s case study of a Thai community being responsive 
in the construction stages of a map complements Cidell’s case study of 
a community challenging the status quo as enabled by a pre-existing 
map. Public critique is productively expanding to have influence in 
both the construction and the critical review of maps.

Conclusion

A survey of the development of the critical cartography discourse over 
the past 25 years suggests that the animosity that characterized the 
debate has since subsided with the recognition of mutual dependency 
between human geography disciplines and GIS technology. 
Nevertheless, elements of the debate are still part of the dialogue. 
In his summary of the Friday Harbour conference, Eric Sheppard 
expressed his curiosity about the outcome of a cooperative tone in 
the GIS debates. He wrote: “What results from such communication: 
a blending of viewpoints into a vanilla mishmash that offends no one 
and co-opts diverse opinions, or a healthy debate that maintains its 
critical edge through a constructive but vigorous debate of contrasting 
perspectives?” (Sheppard, 1026). I believe that the dialogue achieved 
a critical tradition that could review the creation and application of 
new technology, and this approach will continue to be relevant as new 
developments are made. Ethical concerns about the involvement of 
geography and mapping in war, surveillance, and exploitative practices 
are still on-going, though projects such as NCGIA I19 suggest that 
the sense of responsibility is shared across the sub-disciplines of 
theoretical geography and GIS. Epistemologically, the dialogue about 
positivism has evolved as the ubiquity of the technology ensures that 
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it is frequently employed in tandem with other knowledge-producing 
methods. 
 Finally, the case studies emphasized the importance of field 
observation and local knowledge, especially projects characterized as 
community mapping. The social implications of generating boundaries 
or ownership titles has been exposed, though it will likely be an on-
going struggle as maps new and old are interrogated.  There is now 
the potential for a dialogue not just with members from all kinds of 
academic factions, including human geographers and GIS scholars, but 
with the recognition of maps as malleable social constructions, there is 
also the potential for a dialogue with maps themselves.
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