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Abstract 

 

From the time of Plato, stories have been important epistemological tools that aid 

and promote understanding in Western culture.  Today this tool is often relegated to the 

realm of the primitive with no contemporary value or power. In this thesis, I argue that 

the stories we tell inherently and irrevocably matter. Understanding one another can be 

aided by attending to the stories we have told and continue to tell. In Canada, stories have 

shaped (for good or for ill) our identities, institutions and ways of being in the world. Due 

to the ability of stories to shape social and political spaces, I argue that we ought to take 

seriously the question Thomas King so insightfully asks: What happens if we start off 

with the wrong story? What kind of world could we create if we told a different kind of 

story or, at least, made space for a plurality of stories?   

While a plurality of stories does not imply a plurality of truths, it does suggest a 

means to more authentically navigate difficult social and political spaces. Within the 

Canadian context we have seen the dangers of telling a single story, as evidenced by the 

Indian Residential Schools and the assimilative policies of the Canadian Government’s 

Indian Act and White Paper. By considering the ontological importance of stories, I argue 

that the space stories can create is an important one in combating and changing 

oppressive social environments particularly in the Canadian context and for First Nations 

peoples. My contention in this thesis is that it is within these dual realities of stories, in 

in-between conceptual spaces, that social and political transformation can occur. Stories 

are salient epistemological tools that disrupt dominant social and political spaces through 
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their ability to reveal things in a new way, foster understanding and a new orientation 

between different cultures. 
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Introduction 
 The great aim of our legislation has been to do away with the tribal system and 
assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the other inhabitants of the 
Dominion as speedily as they are fit to change. 
 

-- Prime Minister John A. Macdonald, 18871 
 
Two primary objectives of the residential school system were to remove and 
isolate children from the influence of their homes, families, traditions and 
cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture. These objectives were 
based on the assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior 
and unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously said, “to kill the Indian in 
the child.” Today, we recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has 
caused great harm, and has no place in our country. 

 -- Prime Minister Stephen Harper, 20082 
 
Hans-Georg Gadamer theorizes that human beings come to understand and navigate the 

world through the traditions and historical contexts they are born into. He argues that all 

knowledge, but in particular cultural knowledge, is “historically pre-given.”3 This implies 

that, since each of us is always already attached to a particular tradition and culture, our 

understanding, and by extension our world view, are strongly shaped, formed or 

determined by our traditions, languages, and communities.  In this thesis, I add that 

human ways of understanding are similarly shaped, formed, or determined by the 

foundational stories our communities have told and continue to tell. If one is to take this 

claim seriously, as I do, it is important to begin any investigation of human 

understanding, particularly of political situations, by attending to the traditions, 

languages, and stories that are given in and through communities. This feature of 
                                                
1 Olive Patricia Dickason, Canada’s First Nations: A History of Founding Peoples from 
Earliest Times (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992), 257. 
2 From Prime Minister Harper’s official apology, made June 11, 2008. See “The 
Residential School System,” ubc.ca accessed January 31, 2014, 
http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/government-policy/the-residential-school-
system.html 
3 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd edition., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and 
Donald G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 301. 
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understanding seems especially prudent to acknowledge in situations where there are 

marginalized groups within a larger and/or dominant society. An investigation that starts 

with this particular lens can get at the questions of how and why a certain group is 

impacted for benefit or harm by dominant discourses. More specifically, in this thesis I 

consider how diverse foundational stories have shaped the overarching political 

relationship between First Nations and Euro-Canadian people in Canada.  

Stories are important epistemological tools that carry forward and communicate 

our traditions, understandings of human nature, and ways of being in the world; the 

stories a culture tells shape how its members see themselves. Stories are so important that 

Thomas King, a First Nations storyteller, novelist, poet, professor, and screenwriter, 

cautions us that we should be careful about the stories we put out into the world. Once a 

story has been told it can never be taken back. A prevalent and simple example of this 

can be found in most fairytales (e.g., Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, or Snow White). The 

female protagonist is usually viewed as passive and incapable of acting on her own. She 

is in need of a masculine hero to save her. These types of stories in their telling tend to 

disempower women and encourage a lack of individual autonomy. It naturalizes a passive 

participation for women in their lives. King is well aware of the potential for stories to 

naturalize behaviors and attitudes.  

As I will argue, King demonstrates a certain Gadamerian view of human 

understanding and a hermeneutical approach in his storytelling and writing. Hearing King 

tell and talk about stories, I began to wonder about the stories – especially the stories of 

Canada – I have been told and about which of these stories I accept as objectively and 

undeniably true. Do these stories, with their force and certainty, construct history and 
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identity, pass forward certain types of knowledge, and legitimize certain ways of being in 

the world?  I have come to wonder how these same stories may stunt, alienate others, and 

perpetuate epistemic violence in their retelling. How do stories, once told and out in the 

world, affect others? I have been unable to shake these questions and they have 

consumed my thinking and writing. I am led to wonder about the nature of social and 

political truth, and about what truth can be gleaned from stories.  

To consider this conjunction in political life, in this thesis I think together 

Gadamer and King, merging the traditions of philosophy and storytelling through the lens 

of aesthetics. This way of thinking about stories has not developed out of solitary and 

abstract thought. Instead, it has been nurtured by dialoguing across academic disciplines 

(namely Philosophy, Women and Gender Studies, Political Science, English, and 

Indigenous Studies). Moreover, my research, like all research, has a particular context. 

Given the content of this project it is especially important to highlight some background 

considerations and to situate myself within my academic pursuit. I was born racially 

White and female, in a province that has a large population of Aboriginal people, in a 

country that maintains colonial racism. The area of my birth facilitated the execution of 

the Métis leader, Louis Riel, and was the final Canadian province to close its Residential 

schools for Aboriginal children (in 1996). In addition, it was the last prairie province to 

have its Chief, Big Bear, sign an adhesion to Treaty 6 (1882). Treaty 6 was established 

“shortly after the assumption of [British] sovereignty over the North-West, [when] the 

Government of Canada began negotiating treaties with the Indians inhabiting the region. 
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Between 1871 and 1877 the first seven ‘numbered’ treaties were concluded.”4 Treaty 6 

was negotiated during a particularly vulnerable time for the Plains Cree, as they were in 

great need of medical care and relief.5 Saskatchewan, and in extension Canada, have a 

present tainted with a history of colonizing institutions and practices. These are the 

histories that shape Canadian social and political attitudes that in turn shape epistemic 

spaces that grant certain privileges to some Canadians over others. “Epistemic spaces” 

names the attitudes, social values, and political reasoning that arise from the (hi)stories 

told about and by the nation, and make possible and permissible certain ideas and values 

to be thought and practiced. All Canadians are variably linked to Western cultural 

traditions, but are invariably tied to colonization as descendants of colonizers or as those 

individuals who have become part of the national product of colonization. By “national 

product of colonization” I am drawing attention to the fact that Canada was founded on 

the harmful assimilation of individuals who occupied what became Canadian territory 

prior to European colonization, and who have been physically and economically coerced 

into submitting to Western systems of political and cultural management. It has become 

paramount to acknowledge the spaces of privilege this history created, and to learn our 

individual and collective participation in them. Spaces of privilege for some ultimately 

create hostile and unlivable spaces for others.  

Yet many Canadians today argue that they neither condone nor benefit from 

colonial privilege.  Epistemic spaces of privilege have largely been shaped by the story 

Canadians have been told in relation to the history of Canada. A sampling of 

                                                
4 “Treaty Guide To Treaty No. 6 (1876),” adnc-aandc.gc.ca, last modified September 15, 
2010, http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028702/1100100028704 
5 Ibid.  
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decommissioned Canadian elementary and junior high textbooks quickly reveals a well-

tailored and particular version of Canada as terra nullius. An examination of: 

Discovering Canada Settling a Land (Scarborough: Prentice- Hall Canada Inc., 1982), 

Builders of the Canadian Commonwealth (Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1923), Challenge & 

Survival The History of Canada (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall Canada Ltd., 1970) Canada 

Land of The Beaver (Regina: School Aids and Text Book Publishing Co. Ltd., 1951), 

Canada The New Nation (Toronto: W. J Gage Limited, 1965), and finally My First 

History of Canada (Toronto: J.M Dent & Sons Limited, 1958) all suggest, in varying 

degrees, that there was “nothing” on the territory that is now Western Canada prior to 

contact with Western settlers.  

These telling textbooks are mostly filled with the narratives of brave European 

forefathers who shaped and built a nation from the bootstraps. By comparison, stories of 

First Nations’ existence is marginalized or completely absent. For example: 

Five hundred years ago North America was a great wilderness. There were no 
white people living here then. All the white people lived at that time in the Old 
World of Europe, Asia, and Africa. There were no cities, no farms, no roads, no 
railways but everywhere large forests, and great open grasslands or prairies.6 

 
These textbooks imply that First Nations people had no impact on shaping the land they 

had occupied for centuries prior to first contact, or suggest that they were not here at all. 

They often claim that the land was “new” and “discovered,” indicating that somehow 

“white” people are the measure and meaning of all things.  The gift of culture and 

civilization was solely theirs to bestow.  

These texts stand as prophetic in relation to contemporary epistemic spaces: ones 

                                                
6 Ernest H. Reid, Canada Land of The Beaver (Regina: School Aids and Text Book 
Publishing CO., LTD, 1951), 9. 
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that make it reasonable to take or occupy land. They erase and devalue First Nations 

accounts of our collective history, and hint at the dependence of First Nations people on 

Western settlers to define the land and their existence. For example: 

The white man introduced the Indian to iron tools and weapons. These items, 
luxuries at first, soon became necessities and changed the Indian’s methods of 
hunting and fighting. Originally, the Indian hunted for food and clothing; now he 
become a fur trader, motivated by profit.7 

This passage demonstrates the idea of emerging capitalism as the norm and the 

dependence of First Nations’ individuals on “the white man” for purpose and place. 

Furthermore, in these textbooks, the story/history of Canada is one by which the mere 

association between settler and First Nations peoples lifted First Nations people out of 

what was, we are led to believe, a primitive existence. The settler, by contrast, is 

civilized, self-sufficient, and autonomous; he (or she) does not require “others” to 

determine his (or her) place or purpose.  

The idea of liberating a people from primitiveness appears to lend itself to an idea 

of an elevated existence that is “certainly” better than what has existed before, and 

creates a space of knowing and reasoning that privileges and grants certain types of ways 

of being in the world as inherently better and deserving of special status. These privileged 

spaces have become comfortable for some Canadians. But what if they were told a 

different kind of story, one that did not support and maintain these traditional 

suppositions? Thomas King is right: once a story is out in the world it cannot be taken 

back.8  And hearing a particular story told differently might make certain privileged 

spaces feel smaller, more aggressive, and dissonant, which can ultimately shake how we 

                                                
7 H. H. Herstein et al., Challenge & Survival The History of Canada (Scarborough: 
Prentice Hall, 1970), 26.  
8 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (Toronto: House of Anansi 
Press Inc., 2003), 10. 
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see ourselves in relation to beliefs and commitments. Storytelling can change us by 

revealing something to us and within us.  

As I will show, King’s storytelling in particular makes room for a plurality of 

stories. However, it is important to note that this plurality does not imply and/or collapse 

into a plurality of truth. Instead, much as John Stuart Mill suggests that we make room 

for a plurality of opinion, making room for a plurality of stories grants the individual the 

space to grasp a breadth of human experience and aids in “correcting and contemplating” 

one’s own experience, knowledge, or view of truth through the process of comparison 

and the hermeneutical concept of synthesis.9 Comparing and synthesizing are common 

features in the human endeavor to understand particulars and, in the case of this thesis, 

they are essential features of our relationships with one another. Looking at stories from a 

pluralist perspective enables one to challenge and question the values and systems any 

particular story encourages, perpetuates, and legitimizes. 

King’s hybrid style of storytelling/lecture seems designed to leave one with an 

unsettled and nonspecific angst regarding what it is one truly knows and understands. It 

can provide a reorientation for White Canadians towards a more ambiguous relationship 

with First Nations people. It is precisely the promise of this angst that interests me in this 

thesis, both academically and personally. My own angst has left me feeling fractured and 

much more conscious of how I see my relations as a Canadian citizen with and to others, 

and ultimately of how I see myself; I am interested in how being unsettled can lead to 

changes in the socio-political spaces we inhabit together. 

                                                
9 John Stuart Mill, “On Liberty” in From Plato to Nietzsche The Broadview Anthology of 
Social and Political Thought Volume One, eds. Andrew Bailey et al. (Buffalo: Broadview 
Press, 2008), 905. 
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Once unsettled, the differences between socio-political illusion and reality 

become more difficult to distinguish and much more nuanced. Yet what becomes clearer 

is that the capacity to say what is true seems to be unfairly biased toward the dominant 

perspective; in Canada it is the one grounded in the story of the history textbooks I 

mentioned above. It is not difficult to distinguish reality from illusion if we consider that 

the story Canadians have been told about Canada and our beginnings as a nation makes 

possible certain reasoning that leads to institutions like Canadian Residential Schools. In 

fact, these same schools were seen to be “helping” First Nations peoples by 

indoctrinating the youth into the ways and behaviors of Western culture. As King points 

out, stories hold the capacity to make certain ways of being seem natural, moral, and 

correct.  

Drawing inspiration from King, I find myself seeking spaces orientated toward 

reconciliation, apologies for the past, rebellion against current economics and politics, 

and most importantly, hope for the future. I search for ways to understand Canadian 

citizenship that no longer imagine it is acceptable to throw proverbial hands in the air and 

declare, “I had nothing to do with colonization! I have no responsibility for that or this 

space today.” I am convinced that stories hold the capacity to challenge this prevalent, if 

misinformed, way of seeing the world. I do not mean to assert that stories and dialogue 

will change and resolve all situations. But they may provide a type of meta-politics and 

methodology more capable of successfully resolving the current disconnect between 

Canadian citizens. It is this type of approach that, I think, could lead to more authentic 

communications and foster bonds of trust that have been historically and violently 

broken.  

King’s storytelling leads to questions about who and what we are as beings, but it 
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does so by welcoming a type of conversational reciprocity and vulnerability. 

Conversation is a social and political process that invites not only the view of the speaker 

but also that of the interlocutor. My approach in this thesis is to maintain the rigors of 

intellectual engagement while creating a space that invites a conversation.  

In Chapter One I look at stories as a type of epistemological tool that exposes 

cultural norms and values. I will begin by looking at two “smaller,” less foundational 

stories: one from the Western tradition, and one often told by First Nations storytellers. 

Each story features a strong protagonist: Thales and Coyote, respectively. Coyote is an 

important guide and Indigenous philosophical figure. He is often cited in Indigenous 

storytelling as a means to illustrate a type of being in the world with others. His role 

reveals a type of normative ethics. Read together, Coyote and Thales offer points of 

intersection from which to engage Western and First Nations’ philosophical traditions, 

and to highlight their respective epistemological differences. I use this approach to open 

space for collaborative and mutual dialogue. Both stories expose the perils of ignoring 

what we might call ontological relatedness, the view that our existence is a matter of how 

we relate to each other and to the other beings in our shared reality. The unveiling of 

ontological relatedness created by the stories of Thales and Coyote is not an insignificant 

one and, should command our consideration, especially in light of Canada’s history of 

colonization.  Moreover, such relatedness currently cries out for attention, as is 

demonstrated by recent political projects such as the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada (TRC). The TRC is tasked with documenting and bearing witness 

to the experiences of survivors of the system of Residential School for Aboriginal 

children, in order to “reconcile” Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities in Canada.  

The process asks non-Aboriginal Canadians to understand themselves as colonial people, 
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with lives and privileges shaped by the degradation, oppression, and humiliation of 

others. In addition, there is a growing popularity of socio-political consciousness-raising 

movements such as Idle No More that have drawn attention to the political and economic 

unrest of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians. Many of the concerns of the Idle No 

More movements can be related to the history of “Indians” taking up Western traditions 

of profits, as I noted above.  

Canada’s historical and contemporary inter-cultural dealings with First Nations’ 

peoples have, to put it mildly, not been ideal, and often unfairly privilege Western, that is 

non-Aboriginal, ways of being in the world. In Chapter One, inspired by the stories of 

Thales and Coyote, I propose that there been a loss of vision and a gross oversight of our 

ontological relatedness in Canadian culture, in non-Aboriginal people’s understanding of 

themselves, and of how their very existence is related to First Nations peoples. I aim to 

show that, like Thales and Coyote, the common ground at our feet has been willfully 

ignored to the detriment of human understanding and our relations with one another.  

Those relations with one another can be understood more concretely by looking at 

the role of different creation stories in shaping different practices, values, and cultural 

traditions. In Chapter Two, then, I look at implicit values and ways of being in the world 

that are exposed through two specific creation stories: first, The Earth Diver Myth and 

second, Genesis. Creation stories hold great significance within the traditions of 

Indigenous peoples of North America’s everyday philosophy, as well as in Western 

religious and philosophical thinking. I show how such stories constitute important ways 

of understanding both human beings and their relations to the world using Gadamer’s 

work on hermeneutics, aesthetics, and play. I further demonstrate that engaging in 

dialogue with the history of creation stories, from both Indigenous and Western 
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perspectives, can help prevent epistemological ignorance and challenge dominant 

ideologies that have become naturalized in North American narratives, institutions and 

attitudes.  

It is important to note that I will not include discussion of all Indigenous creation 

stories, as they are many and as diverse as their Indigenous communities. Indeed, the 

same creation story can be retold with variations within and among different tribes. 

Discussing all of the versions and variations would be a project in and of itself, and is out 

of the scope of my thesis. Despite the complexity and plethora of stories, Indigenous 

creation stories often espouse similar values and orientations, such as human ties and 

interconnection with nature, flawed deities, and the idea of cooperative creation. 

Similarly, I will maintain a congruence with my focus on a single Indigenous creation 

story (the Earth Diver Myth) by invoking only one version of Genesis: the one used in 

King’s lecture and the one commonly used as part of Canadian Judeo-Christian practice 

and culture.10  

More specifically, I use common versions of these stories, each of which forms 

part of the Canadian tradition, to demonstrate the values and epistemic commitments they 

express and establish. One reason for being selective in both traditions is that I will not be 

arguing for the supremacy of one story of another. Indeed I will attempt to show the 

reader the dangers and limitations to human understanding when we continue to tell one 

story. Thus, arguments against or in favour of one particular version of a story over 

another is fully beside the point. If illustration of the danger of a solitary story is needed, 

there is no better example than the Canadian Indian Residential Schools, the mandate of 

                                                
10 I will be using the version of Genesis found in The New Oxford Annotated Bible, eds. 
Bruce M. Metzer and Roland E. Murphy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 1-
68. I will use the section in Genesis 2:18-24 in my discussion of women later on in 
Chapter 2 as I believe it directly influences current Western masculinism and patriarchy.  
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which was to bring the story of Canada to fruition, and Aboriginal people into the 

Dominion of Canada, grounded on Christian beliefs. Clearly, we can see within Canadian 

history the violence that has been incurred due to the strict enforcement of one creation 

story. 
In this chapter, I will also show that each creation myth encourages a particular 

story about human nature. I wish to challenge the current political and social view that 

human nature is best understood as necessarily aggressive and competitive, and that, for 

that reason, politics in itself must, as theorists like Chantal Mouffe advocates, be 

adversarial. My move and aim in this work is to purposively privilege what we learn from 

stories, their telling, and ultimately what they reveal about ourselves and our relations 

with others. I do this by appealing to King’s, The Truth About Stories, given as the 2003 

Massy Lectures.  

In Chapter Three I will examine the role of King’s storytelling as an aesthetic 

experience (drawing mainly on the work of Herbert Marcuse and Alexis Shotwell). The 

aesthetic experience skews purely reasoned and rational propositional ways of thinking 

and provides a space of freedom. To be fully free is not a space any person (regardless of 

race, socioeconomic status, or gender) readily or realistically occupies outside of an 

aesthetic experience. Such experience is thus essential in developing the potential for 

overcoming situations of dominating and pervasive cultural stories. Moreover, as I take 

up in this chapter, aesthetic experience promotes the recognition of affective states, such 

as shame, which can lead to transformation of racist ideology as well as posit a different 

kind of reality and a varied possible future.  

This thesis weaves together my most treasured and academically opposed 

commitments: my commitment to stories/storytelling and my commitment to philosophy. 
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These often seem to negate and polarize each other. One offers a space of play, the 

fantastical, and the subjective, while the other offers seriousness, true and justified belief, 

and, above all, the promise of objectivity. While it often appears that the two cannot be 

reconciled, I have become convinced that they can be negotiated. Do stories contain 

truth? Is the value of stories reduced to their ability to produce true and justified belief? I 

think that finding truth in them is not half as interesting as the questions, insights, and 

challenges they provoke and reveal. Questioning, challenging, and revealing insights are, 

after all, some of the main quests of philosophy. It is through stories that, perhaps, we can 

best grasp the plurality of experiences of reality and identity, as a grounds for social and 

political dialogue about difficult histories.  
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Chapter 1: 
Thales Meets Coyote 

Coyote is described as a philosopher in many American Indian stories. In part, 
this is because he wonders about things, about how they really work. Often in 
doing so, however, he forgets his place in the world; he does not remember how 
he is related. He reminds one of the stories of the beginnings of Western 
philosophy and the Greek thinker Thales. Plato tells us the story of the “the 
Thracian maidservant who exercised her wit at the expense of Thales, when he 
was looking up to study the heavens and tumbled down a well. She scoffed at him 
for being so eager to know what was happening in the sky that he could not see 
what lay behind him and at his feet.” One could quite easily replace the names in 
this story with Coyote and Rabbit, or Coyote and Skunk, or Coyote and Snake, 
and so on, and have any number of American Indian Coyote tales. Coyote, like 
Thales, is made fun of for his actions, actions that arise from his dislocation vis-à- 
vis the world around him.  

— Brian Yazzie Burkhart11 
 

The use of stories in philosophy is not a new phenomenon. Many philosophers use stories 

as epistemological tools to demonstrate and highlight important concepts and themes. 

Plato’s dialogues, for instance, take the form of stories, but he also engages stories in his 

dialogues to teach his students philosophy. Two such instances of stories can be found in 

his political work, Republic: “The Allegory of the Cave” and in “The Myth of Metals.” 

The former shows and describes the process of understanding reality and the latter itself 

demonstrates the use of a story to perpetuate a certain hierarchy of citizens. Plato knows 

that stories are effective teaching devices and have the capacity to naturalize and make 

familiar the philosophical analysis of certain features of reality and of human life. 

 In this chapter, I engage two different culturally-specific stories, the story of 

Thales and a story of Coyote, to show their respective epistemologies and concepts of 

ontological relatedness. Ontological relatedness, as I discussed in the introduction, is an 
                                                
11 Brain Yazzie Burkhart, “What Coyote and Thales Can Teach Us: An Outline of 
American Indian Epistemology” in American Indian Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 15. 
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axis of analysis that takes our existence to be largely a matter of how we relate to each 

other and to the other beings in our shared reality, our social/political and epistemic 

spaces. My goal in beginning with these stories is not so much to introduce Thales and 

Coyote per se; my goal is to show what these stories can reveal about differently-

grounded epistemological and ontological commitments in the Canadian context.  

 

I. Thales And Coyote 
 
In the epigraph to this chapter, Brian Yazzie Burkhart highlights a fundamental 

similarity between our two protagonists, Thales and Coyote (vis-à vis their disconnect 

from the world around them). Although Thales and Coyote appear, from a cursory 

glance, to exhibit similar shortcomings, they also provide salient examples of the 

differences between their respective communities. Upon closer examination it becomes 

obvious just how differently Thales and Coyote are viewed and understood by their 

community members. These examples help to show us the differences of community 

perspective through the attitudes about, orientations toward, and utilizations of stories.  In 

particular, I notice how the insights that Coyote’s story can give us are often willfully 

ignored in my own academic discipline (philosophy), which conversely, credits Thales as 

a historical forebear. Our (academic) practices naturalize this difference and effect 

problematic epistemological privileging of particular “proper” ways of knowing. In spite 

and because of this, I find myself actively seeking Coyote to help understand my place in 

the world as a white, Canadian, feminist student of philosophy, and someone who has 

grown increasingly critical of Canada’s many socio-political failures in relation to First 

Nations people. In this chapter, I show that, together, Coyote and Thales can give us 
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insight into the human experience in general and into how particular ways  of claiming 

knowledge about the world can shape a knower’s sense of what is, and can be, true. 

 The modes of engagement of Thales and Coyote demonstrate Western and First 

Nations cultural values. But, as I suggested above, the expression of cultural values are 

also found in the ways their respective communities read and understand Thales and 

Coyote.  It is their respective relationships with their stories that are most telling about 

differences in cultural values. Specifically, Thales and Coyote, and their relationship to 

the people who hear about them, reveal values about the expression of knowledge and 

about how that knowledge is acquired and perpetuated.  

In most current academic work, stories, such of those of Thales and Coyote, are 

not viewed as a means to acquire and disseminate knowledge. We value Thales not for 

his clumsiness, humanity, and demonstrative experience (falling down the well while 

gazing into the stars), but for his rejection of mythology as a means to explain the 

cosmos. Patricia Curd writes, of the Milesian tradition, Thales’ intellectual contributions, 

and how they shaped the early beginnings of Western philosophy: 

… [F]or Aristotle and those who came after him, Thales, and his fellow-Milesians 
Anaximaner and Anaximenses, shared an outlook that truly marks the beginning 
of philosophical inquiry. Part of this was a willingness to speculate and give 
reasons based on evidence and argument. Another aspect was a commitment to 
the view that the natural world (the entire universe) can be explained without 
needing to refer to anything beyond nature itself.12 

 
In spite of the potential promise of the story of Thales and his precipitous fall down the 

well, it is mostly overlooked or ignored. In this sense, I cannot help but notice the way 

contemporary Western philosophical tradition privileges a certain aspect of the world of 
                                                
12 Patricia Curd, A Presocratics Reader: Selected Fragments and Testimonia, 2nd Edition, 
ed. Patricia Curd, trans. Richard D. McKirahan and Patricia Curd (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing Company, Inc., 2011), 2. 
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Thales and ignores the place of stories as an important site of understanding. While both 

Coyote and Thales act in similar ways, the value and view of those actions is privileged 

differently in Western and First Nations’ epistemologies. Here is where we can begin to 

see a fundamentally different orientation to stories. I propose that this difference plays 

itself out in, among other places, how we relate to one another as Western and First 

Nations individuals. 

Thales’ actions are not viewed in a normative ethical way, to be understood 

within the context of how we live our everyday lives. In fact, Thales’ fall is read as a 

fleeting moment of folly to amuse other academics. It is but a blip in the overarching and 

otherwise brilliant thinker’s academic contribution to Western thought: the story of 

Thales and the well is overshadowed and trumped by his having begun the forward march 

of rational inquiry in the Western traditions of philosophy and science. 

Coyote, in spite of himself/herself, teaches through the demonstration of his/her 

foolish actions.13 Coyote’s value lies not in abstract principles and rationality but in the 

value of the stories themselves, and in his acting in the world. He has the ability to be 

both rational and ambiguous, and is not privileged in either orientation. First Nations uses 

of stories often serve as examples to guide the way one acts in the world, and to set the 

stage for a particular orientation to other beings in the world. Burkhart explains the 

concept of ontological relatedness in Native American philosophies through the 

experiential folly of Coyote. He recalls a story told to him as a child: 

                                                
13 Both gender representations are possible for figures in First Nations stories (e.g., 
Coyote can be unproblematically “he” or “she” or neither or both), but often the proper 
subject in Western stories is male. I am using “he/she” to challenge and assert that the 
“proper” knower does not have a specified and normalized gender. 



 18 

Coyote is wondering around in his usual way when he comes upon a prairie dog 
town. The prairie dogs laugh and curse at him. Coyote gets angry and wants 
revenge. The sun is high in the sky. Coyote decides that he wants clouds to come. 
He is starting to hate the prairie dogs and so thinks about rain. Just then a cloud 
appears. 
Coyote says, “I wish it would rain on me.” And that is what happened.  
Coyote says, “I wish there were rain at my feet.” And that is what happened. 
“I want the rain up to my knees,” Coyote says. And that is what happened.  
“I want the rain up to my waist,” he then says. And that is what happened.14 

 
One can imagine how the story continues. Waist high water may, in fact, be harmful to 

the prairie dogs, but it is equally so to Coyote. Coyote forgets his place in the world and 

his relatedness to others. His disconnected actions doom not only the prairie dog town but 

in addition himself. He acts dangerously because he forgets his ontological relatedness. 

Perhaps most importantly, Coyote reminds us that our thought is not completely abstract 

and unrelated to the world around us. Thinking can produce results that are more than 

simply “just thinking.” And the story reminds us that when we forget these connections, 

the world often corrects us. 

 

II. Epistemologies and Cultural Worldviews through Stories 

One particularly interesting feature of the stories of Coyote is that we can imagine 

ourselves in Coyote’s place. Coyote often finds himself in “common” everyday 

situations, having everyday emotions many of us can relate to: anger, jealousy, revenge, 

and resentment. However, not only do we get to vicariously follow these experiences 

with Coyote we additionally see and have revealed to us what such experiences (can) lead 

to. The prairie dog story does not explicitly label Coyote as incorrect, and instead leads 

                                                
14 Brian Yazzie Burkhart, “ What Coyote and Thales Can Teach Us: An Outline of 
American Indian Epistemology,” in American Indian Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 16. 
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the listener/reader to the conclusion on their own. In contrast, the story of Thales makes it 

explicitly obvious why Thales’ action is considered foolish (and it is usually a story only 

academics and students have the privilege of hearing – in the context of learning about 

Thales’ other, worthwhile accomplishments).  

The story of Coyote and the prairie dog town does not tell the reader/listener 

something is so; although the “moral” or point of the story is clear, the reader/listener is 

allowed to form their own conclusion without being directly led to a particular truth. To 

further the contrast, in the Western tradition, Thales’ folly is not routinely used as an 

insight for other philosophers about the importance of praxis and ontological relatedness. 

It is certainly not a story lovingly imparted to young children to shape careful and proper 

action in the world.  The story of Coyote, on the other hand, not only demonstrates the 

outcomes of a dislocation vis-à-vis the world, but also serves as a practice of channeling 

insights about the nature of being in the world: 

The stories of Coyote…are meant to show Coyote’s mistakes. Like Thales, 
Coyote has forgotten the simple things. He has forgotten what is behind him and 
at his feet. When Coyote behaves in this way, he always finds trouble. He is 
mocked in these stories because he is behaving in the wrong way. The stories are 
meant to show us how not to act; they show us what philosophy is not, and not as 
in the case of Plato and Thales, what it is and ought to be.15 

 
Coyote, above all, must not forget the simple things and how he/she relates to the things 

around him/her. The story of Coyote demonstrates the principle of ontological relatedness 

in spite of Coyote’s ability to think and act otherwise: as though he/she could operate by 

idea alone. Coyote is valued for his/her mistakes and his/her experience of making them 

is a privileged site of understanding. 
                                                
15 Brian Yazzie Burkhart, “What Coyote and Thales Can Teach Us: An Outline of 
American Indian Epistemology,” in American Indian Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 16. 
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According to Burkhart, Coyote also provides another important insight into 

Native American philosophy. Coyote leads listeners/readers to discover the importance 

and relevance of the questions we choose to ask and to whom we choose to ask them (in 

epistemological parlance, questions of relevance and of epistemic authority). Burkhart 

writes: 

The way in which we ask questions (the way in which we act toward our 
relations) guides us, then, to the right answers, rather than the other way around 
wherein what is true directs the method of questioning and the question itself (i.e., 
we can ask any question we desire and in any way we desire, and the answer will 
remain the same). We can refer to this as the limits of questioning principle.16 

 
The limits of questioning principle implies that there is “no world, no truth, without 

meaning and value, and meaning and value arise in the intersection between us and all 

that is around us.”17 In this sense, truth and reality are not found only outside oneself. 

How one acts in the world intrinsically matters and shapes the reality one finds 

surrounding oneself.  

The final principal Burkhart discusses in relation to Native American 

epistemology is that of meaning-shaping. He writes, “Facts, truth, meaning, even our 

existence are normative. In this way, there is no difference between what is true and what 

is right.  On this account, then, all investigation is moral investigation.”18 This principle 

directly challenges Western ideals of objectivity that insist on a strong distinction 

between fact and value. It implies that no pursuit of knowledge is without a moral 

component, or an embodied knower. It also hints at an approach to claims of knowledge 

in general. 

                                                
16 Ibid.  
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., 17. 
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Knowledge, in the Western philosophical tradition is largely propositional. This 

knowledge can be written down, replicated by others and communicated through 

statements that espouse true and justified belief.19 Hence, in this dominant discourse, 

non-propositional knowledge (such as is found in stories, embodied experience and 

vision) are not given much credence and/or epistemic thought. Non-propositional 

knowledge is largely dismissed as primitive and nonsensical (a theme repeated in 

epistemic spaces of privilege discussed in the introduction). There is little attention paid 

to the kinds of knowledge that are passed on through tradition and experience. Some 

might consider this kind of knowledge a “knowing how” in contrast to a “knowing that” 

and in Western philosophy the latter is privileged. 

Burkhart explains what is meant by a “knowing how” kind of knowledge. He 

suggests this kind of knowledge is largely passed on through experience. He writes: 

In contrast to propositional knowledge, which seems to be designed to outlast us, 
to take on a life of its own, to be something external, knowledge in experience is 
the kind of knowledge we carry with us. This is the kind of knowledge that allows 
us to function in the world, to carry on our daily tasks, to live our lives. This is 
embodied knowledge.20 

 
Embodied knowledge can never be separated from the body itself and therefore can never 

be far from human action. For this reason, attempting to take an objective view, in the 

sense of a view from no-/every-where, or by invoking the fact/value distinction, is, within 

the Native American paradigm, highly epistemologically problematic, running counter to 

widely accepted thinking about how justified belief is produced and knowledge is 

acquired.  

                                                
19 Ibid., 19. 
20 Ibid., 20. 
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In Burkhart’s writing, one sees the repeated theme of knowledge acquisition being 

an embodied endeavor. It is passed down through the stories and experiences of others. It 

is also important to note that often these stories are not written down but shared through 

oral narration and storytelling. Knowledge production is not a solo activity but relies on 

recognized ontological relationships with others (past and present; storyteller and 

listener). Burkhart writes: 

[F]rom an American Indian perspective, the real Cartesian bias is the idea that 
knowledge can only be acquired and manifested individually, in or by the 
individual. The cogito, ergo sum tells us, “ I think therefore I am.” But Native 
philosophy tells us, “We are, therefore I am.” A Native philosophical 
understanding must include all experience, not simply my own. If I am to gain a 
right understanding I must account for all that I see, but also all that you see and 
all that has been seen by others—all that has been passed down in stories.21 

 
Knowledge in this sense is a shared and experiential endeavor. It is through the stories 

that one can connect to a way of knowing and a mode of being that rejects the antics of 

Coyote and Thales.  

Marilyn Notah Verney further demonstrates the importance of Indigenous stories. 

She explains: 

Our philosophy is told through stories, songs, ceremonial dances, art and our 
ways of being in the world. Our philosophy is an oral philosophy. It is through 
oral philosophical method that the sacredness of traditional beliefs, song, dances 
and stories embodies our ontologies, epistemologies, metaphysics, ethics and 
science of being in the world.22 

 
Verney offers helpful insights for a withdrawal from Western dominant paradigms. It is 

through stories that one can reject the paradigm of certain epistemic spaces and attempt to 

see the vision of subjugated and colonized “other.” Perhaps engaging in spaces created by 
                                                
21 Ibid., 25-26. 
22 Marilyn Notah Verney, “On Authenticity,” in American Indian Thought, ed., Anne 
Waters (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 138. 
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storytelling can increase one’s understanding of being in the world, the human 

experience, and thus of one’s relatedness. In short, stories and storytelling provide a 

space to engage in different worldviews and, as is important in this thesis, in difficult and 

violent histories. One thing that becomes clear by looking at Thales and Coyote and their 

communities’ ways of reading them is that First Nations and Euro-North American 

epistemic approaches have a been shaped and formed uniquely by different stories. 

In many respects, the ways of knowing within the Indigenous communities and 

traditions of North America stand in stark contrast to dominant systems/discourses of 

Western knowledge production and privilege. But these dominant discourses are not the 

only ones in the Western corpus. The revelatory and illustrative experiences of Thales 

and Coyote remind and take one, over and over again, to questions often raised in 

feminist epistemology, for instance, which arises out of and is a continuation of the 

Western tradition. Like much feminist work, the examples of Thales and Coyote 

demonstrate the need to go beyond closed and privileged orthodoxies that reject from the 

outset certain ways of knowing, to new spaces that actively engage with difference and 

do not merely reinforce the dominant views of Western culture. This seems like a fruitful 

and promising endeavor, but it is often plagued with barriers to stories and storytelling in 

general. Western thought has, we are taught, progressed beyond and “above” the world of 

storytelling. Or has it? 

Stories seem to stand in strong opposition to rational inquiry and knowledge 

production. Storytelling is often taken to conflict with what is “real” and “proper” 

knowledge. When things conflict with the ways of knowing in the Western tradition they 

are usually dismissed as nonsensical, irrational, emotional, or, in the worst case, 
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primitive. Stories and storytelling – even Plato’s – often are relegated to the world of the 

primitive.  

This is in part because storytelling is generally associated with oral traditions of 

wisdom, historically practiced by groups of people who were not literate.23 We can see 

this, for instance, in Hegel’s explicit preference for written forms of knowledge, largely 

because he favors the idea of an objective approach towards academic rigor, which for 

him requires a textual record. Any form of knowledge that exists outside of this paradigm 

is simply and effectively dismissed as “wanting.”24 This articulation seems to point to the 

glaring tendency of most Western academics to rely on the ideals of objectivity and 

written knowledge as the only means to pursue and obtain truth.  

 
 
III. Stories and Epistemic Spaces 

 
One can see the practice of rendering specific knowledges and modes of being in 

the world as nonsense in Hegel’s statement: “We will not follow the Germans back into 

their forests, nor investigate the origin of their migrations.”25 Hegel seems to imply with 

this statement there is no value in going back to old traditions and that there is little to be 

gleaned from accessing a time before written knowledge: “Certainly there is an immense 

amount of misfortune and sorrow of which the savage knows nothing.”26 Clearly, Hegel 

articulates a binary that divides the idyllic “primitive” from the “civilized” knower and 

affirms the impossibility of the primitive’s access to any legitimate knowledge claims. 

                                                
23 I will return to this distinction in Chapter 2. 
24 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (Mineola: 
Dover Publications, INC., 1956), 61. 
25 Ibid., 347. 
26 Ibid. 
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Without much effort, we can see this same assumption at work in the history of Canada 

discussed in the introduction to this thesis. These kinds of philosophical moves create 

groups of “primitive” and problematic others, alienate them from the position of knower, 

and reinforce a story that gives power to some, the “civilized,” to claim proper 

knowledge. Westerners within the Canadian context seem to assume there is little or no 

value in learning from First Nations peoples. As is illustrated by Canadian history 

textbooks, Aboriginal knowledge is considered primitive, while colonist knowledge has 

lifted them out of a backward way of thinking and living. 

The process of labeling something primitive sets the stage for how it is engaged 

and furthermore leads to a type of philosophical door-closing. Vine Deloria, Jr. discusses 

this practice: 

[T]he the attitude of many philosophers is that American Indians must represent 
the stage of human development in which superstition and ignorance reigned 
supreme. The primitive is further conceived as having a prescientific perspective; 
that is to say, the early peoples are believed to have desperately wanted to use the 
methods of science to explain their world but were unable to form the abstract 
concepts that—what universally applied—allowed Western people to gain their 
insights. Thus the circle is logically closed and the possibly of exchanging ideas is 
neatly eliminated.27 

 
If this view, all too common in Western thought, continues, how can there be any type of 

mutual understanding or respectful dealings among those whose traditions are “civilized” 

and those who traditions are “primitive”?  How might we devise effective ways to open 

this frustratingly and narrowly closed circle?  

In response to Hegel, and to make sense of my many questions, I am drawn to 

Donna Haraway’s work in thinking about the so-called “Indian problem” and in 

                                                
27 Vine Deloria, Jr.,  “Philosophy and The Tribal Peoples” in American Indian Thought, 
ed. Anne Waters 2004 (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 3-4. 
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particular the differences that Thales and Coyote so aptly illustrate. Haraway is a trained 

scientist and is committed to seeking effective strategies for knowing the world. But she 

laments contemporary approaches in academia regarding objectivity and epistemic 

privilege. She further points out the precarious everyday relations between those thought 

of as “other” and privileged “proper” knowers. She states: 

The imagined ‘they’ constitute a kind of invisible conspiracy of masculinist 
scientists and philosophers replete with grants and laboratories and the imagined 
‘we’ are the embodied others, who are not allowed not to have a body, a finite 
point of view, and so an inevitably disqualifying and polluting bias in any 
discussion of consequence outside our own little circles, where a ‘mass’-
subscription journal might reach a few thousand readers mostly of science-
haters.28 

 
There is power in the ability to disseminate knowledge and in extension this power 

shapes academic, political, and social spaces, making marginalized ways of knowing 

virtually invisible or unintelligible. There is also among privileged knowers a tendency to 

tell others (often through appeals to justified and true belief) what they think or know is 

true. In contrast, the stories of Coyote often lead the individual to an account of truth 

through the process of describing an experience in stories. Western academia often has no 

place for stories, taking them to be fictional and thus incapable of imparting any 

legitimate truth and deeming them problematic or unintelligible. 

In fact, to make something unintelligible can be as simple as to make it appear 

antiquated and primitive (as in the examples from Hegel). Sarah Lucia Hoagland writes, 

“… part of the way hegemony maintains itself is in rendering resistance invisible, 

rendering meaningless practices that challenge it by framing them as stupid, insane, 

                                                
28 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women The Reinvention of Nature (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 183. 
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criminal, perverse, or nonsense.”29 Today, the practice of rendering-invisible continues to 

be seen in the naturalized binary of the primitive savage and the civilized knower. The 

instance of this practice that equally infuriates and interests me are the continual 

dismissive attitudes of white Canadians and academics in relation to First Nations 

traditions and epistemologies.  

Coupled with this dismissiveness there is the tendency described earlier, among 

Western knowers, to forget their ontological relatedness. As Simone de Beauvoir 

articulates, “To make being ‘be’ is to communicate with others by means of being.”30 I 

take this to mean that being human invariably requires freedom and thus necessitates the 

freedom of others. We understand what it is to be human by interacting and being with 

other humans. She further writes, “I concern others and they concern me. There we have 

an irreducible truth. The me-others relationship is as indissoluble as the subject-object 

relationship.”31 Until we can have this kind of reciprocal shaping relationship that grants 

First Nations people an epistemic space to “communicate with others by means of being,” 

to tell their stories as Canadian stories and as human stories, we will continue to 

perpetuate the dangerous singular story of Canada without getting at the underlying 

issues that create political and social injustice. Allowing ideological practices to go 

unchallenged runs the risk of accepting as ideal the figure of Thales or Coyote as a 

disembodied and objective knower. The assumed ideal misses the opportunity to 

understand human existence (in all of its expressions and manifestations), human 

                                                
29 Sarah Lucia Hoagland, “Resisting Rationality,” in engendering rationalities, eds. 
Nancy Tuana and Sandra Morgen (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001), 
133. 
30 Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity (New York, Citadel Press, 1948), 72. 
31 Ibid., 72.	  
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experience, and our ontological relatedness to others. To authentically engage ontological 

relatedness is to seek out epistemologies of resistance, both to understand the other and to 

understand the self. As Hoagland suggests, this endeavor in understanding requires a type 

of disloyalty and resistance to the dominant discourse.32 In particular, it requires one to 

reject the idea not only of a “primitive” storyteller, but also the idea of a disembodied, 

“civilized,” and disengaged knower. 

In order to “flesh” out and see invisible and subjugated ways of knowing, one 

must pay particular attention to how one sees or in some cases, how one, perhaps 

willfully, chooses not to see. In this regard, to see what seems to be invisible one must 

attend to the nature and embodiment of vision itself. Haraway writes, “Vision can be 

good for avoiding binary oppositions. I would like to insist on the embodied nature of all 

vision, and so reclaim the sensory system that has been used to signify a leap out of the 

marked body and into a conquering gaze from nowhere.”33 While the disembodied, 

civilized, objective “view from nowhere” discounts and dismisses sensory and 

experiential ways of knowing (as in the stories and experiences of Coyote), Haraway 

aptly points out that one always sees from a particular and partial location. 34  A 

problematic tendency develops when one assumes one can see from nowhere. On the 

other hand, it is equally troubling in relativistic terms to think we can see from 

everywhere. Haraway agrees with Burkhart that accepting that we can know or see either 

from nowhere or from everywhere dismisses the embodied nature of knowing and moves 

                                                
32 Sara Lucia Hoagland, “ Resisting Rationality” in engendering rationalities, eds. Nancy 
Tuana and Sandra Morgen (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001), 129. 
33 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women The Reinvention of Nature (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 188. 
34 Ibid., 190. 
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to disconnect the individual not only from others but from his or her own experiences and 

particular perspectives. Haraway argues that no one person can know the world or truth 

entirely.  That is why the concept of particular embodied vision is important. Perhaps, 

with a diversity of vision we can “stitch together” a more accurate depiction of our shared 

reality.35 We make sense of reality from multiple, particular and situated visions not a 

detached and disembodied view of the world. 

The view from nowhere seems to be the common malaise that plagues both 

Thales and Coyote and disrupts their relations to those around them. Thales tries to see 

from nowhere through his disengagement and disregard to the world around him and 

Coyote insists on his own truth, failing to see how his fate and well-being is intimately 

and inherently tied to the well being of others around him.  

However, it is equally important to account for how the knower views Coyote and 

Thales: Do we view Coyote lovingly and Thales critically? Do we value knowledge in 

itself or do we value knowledge in how it shapes our being in the world? What 

specifically do we value about each? We can see that how and why we engage stories is 

strongly connected to how we understand human nature and why we understand it in a 

particular way. In order to take seriously the value of subjugated knowledges, the “we” of 

colonial privileges must learn ways to see that do not mistake privilege for knowledge of 

truth, ways that take into account not only our own vision but the other’s vision as well. 

The act of inviting the gaze and evaluation of First Nations peoples is essential, for non-

Aboriginal people, to understanding our relatedness within the Canadian context. We 

                                                
35 Ibid., 196. 
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need others and others need us. Solidarity can only develop within spaces that foster an 

equitable gaze, mutually recognized need, and ontological relatedness. 

 Inviting the gaze and the evaluation of the other promotes solidarity, which is 

essential to any successful socio-political transformation. Alexis Shotwell, whose work I 

return to in chapter three, writes about reciprocal practices of solidarity in June Jordan’s 

work: 

The position assumes a set of contingent relations determined by our needs. This 
connection is contingent insofar as those needs are dictated by constraints arising 
from a common enemy. It is a deeper connection insofar as it takes into account 
what happens beyond the idea of that enemy and beyond the consequences of that 
enemy. The solidarity Jordan envisions involves a complex set of relations, based 
ultimately on what good we might be to one another and how we might find 
ourselves in relation to those politics. We find need between us—the formation of 
solidarity is a relational and collaborative process.36 

 
Without the other’s gaze the formation of solidarity is impossible and the disruption of 

power is precarious at best.  

Taking into account how different individuals view the world is a central feature 

of mutual understanding. Making space for a plurality of stories seems to be one way to 

allow for a plethora of human experiences while maintaining awareness of one’s own 

ways of knowing, and disrupting the unconscious or conscious tendency of Western 

knowers to reinforce dominant systems of knowledge. If we cannot see from nowhere, if 

we necessarily see from somewhere as embodied beings, then we cannot completely 

reject the hegemonic discourses within which we are located.  It is into such discourses 

that, as Gadamer suggests, one is born. 

                                                
36 Alexis Shotwell, Knowing Otherwise: Race, Gender and Implicit Understanding 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), 102. 
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In this case, to reconnect with different ways of knowing, we can allow for 

“visions” that disrupt the dominant systems from within those hegemonic perspectives 

and traditions. As Hoagland writes: 

When one continues to respond to the dominant discourse, one continues to re-
enforce it. To withdraw from a system or a particular situation it is a different 
kind of challenge. To withdraw or separate is to resist acting according to the 
system’s rules and framework and thereby to work against validating its 
underlying values.37  

 
In place of rejection, I find the idea of withdrawal much more amenable to practices of 

solidarity and creation of space for dialogue. Withdrawal implies a more radical act than 

rejection. Withdrawal can still allow for individual embodied vision/knowledge; it is not 

a complete rejection of one’s situation, but is instead a conscious and willful attempt to 

see differently, to be differently while still acknowledging privilege and situatedness.  

Withdrawal is about resistance and disloyalty to dominant discourses, and disloyalty 

requires recognition of that which one seeks to resist.  For my purposes, it suggests the 

potential for mediated and shared space where one is conscious of the dominant discourse 

but seeks to engage with and privilege other, non-privileged ways of knowing – like 

stories.  

There are other reasons why I favour withdrawal in thinking about the political 

climate for First Nations people in Canada.  A central tenet of the current dominant 

discourse is that all knowers are equal, i.e., that no individual is privileged (or oppressed). 

But to assert this as a truth about the realities of the situation is to assert a falsehood, as I 

have shown by considering the pervasive assumption of a primitive/civilized divide. That 

                                                
37 Sarah Lucia Hoagland, “Resisting Rationality” in engendering rationalities, eds. 
Nancy Tuana and Sandra Morgen (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001), 
129. 
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we want such equality to be so does not make it so.  Moreover, we can see how 

substituting wishes for “knowledge” can in fact serve to re-establish and guarantee 

privilege.  In the context of Western thinking, withdrawal involves disruption, and an 

effective way to disrupt is to seek one’s ontological relatedness, to know oneself as in a 

pre-given discourse, not above or outside of it, and as having vision formed by those 

particular spaces and contexts. How might one accomplish this? As Thomas King and 

Brain Yazzie Burkhart suggest, one might best understand the being of another and their 

epistemologies through the dialogue and exchange of stories. 

Stories, I argue, can provide a site for withdrawal from and resistance to 

contemporary mainstream Western academic practices. Hoagland not only suggests 

active resistance and a disloyalty to the dominant discourse but also suggests that we can 

practice this type of resistance by navigating from the margins of academia. She 

discusses the idea of “pluritopic hermeneutics” and utilizes the work of Walter Mignolo: 

Even within the belly of the beast, we have choices. Suggesting the possibility of 
new worlds of sense even for academics, [Mignolo] writes: “When the scholar-
scientist (and writer) as observer is placed in a space in between, the space in 
which universality of Western reason encounters different rationalities, then 
cultural relativism becomes transformed: from relative conceptual frameworks 
that could be compared and analyzed, to hybrid conceptual frameworks from 
which new ways of knowing emerge. At this point the question is no longer how 
to use the enlightening guidance of Western notion of rationality in order to 
understand colonial, postcolonial, and Third World experience but, rather, how to 
think from hybrid conceptual frameworks and spaces in between.”38 

 
The promotion of in-between conceptual spaces is an exciting and promising praxis. It 

offers a glimpse of hope that dialogue that has been stagnant, closed, or disingenuous can 

                                                
38 Sarah Lucia Hoagland, “ Resisting Rationality,” in engendering rationalities, eds. 
Nancy Tuana and Sandra Morgen (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001), 
134.  
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be reengaged and reestablished in a meaningful and transforming way. When we open 

dialogue it provides an avenue to reexamine naturalized assumptions and prejudices by 

not only understanding the other, but by changing the selves and terms of relatedness, in 

this case, between White Canadians and First Nations peoples. Perhaps these in-between 

spaces can finally silence the rhetorical and politically paralyzing discourse that is still so 

routinely invoked: “I didn’t have anything to do with colonization therefore it is not a 

concern to me. Why can’t the “Indians” just get over it?” This response to the challenges 

of living with others is not only unhelpful, it is an assertion of political and epistemic 

privilege, and thus serves to recolonize First Nations people. We can do better. We must 

do better. 

It is my position that paying attention to “our” respective stories can allow us to 

create in-between conceptual and dialogical spaces, negotiated in respectful and authentic 

ways, and then accessed (collectively) to positive ends. Stories can create sites of 

dialogue; they allow for reflection on ways of “knowing how” and on the communities 

through which they are handed down. In the Canadian context, stories can connect us to 

European traditions, to the world that would become Canada, prior to colonization, and to 

our shared contemporary social and political spaces.  

The smaller stories with which I began this chapter – the stories of Thales and 

Coyote – provide a segue to the larger more complex ones I will consider in Chapter 

Two: creations stories. I have established that there are different ways of knowing 

thatpresent themselves in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal perspectives on stories. 

Creation stories, however, are the strongest and most pervasive stories that a culture tells. 

These stories often get to the very root of common cultural views of ontological relations, 
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and of what it means, in a particular culture, to be human. Creation stories describe how 

the world came to be, and thus shape our value systems, delineating who and what 

matters, and designating their proper relations. They assign and describe values, beliefs, 

and modes of understanding in a particular culture.  

In Chapter Two, I will argue that examining creation stories can promote new 

ways of understanding and expose tensions in our relatedness. In keeping with the idea of 

resistance and disloyalty to the dominant paradigm I propose to look at these stories from 

the fringes of the dominant North American philosophical paradigm, the so-called 

“Continental” tradition. In particular, I argue that the work of Gadamer (particularly his 

work on hermeneutics, aesthetics, and the concept of play) can provide a conceptual 

framework for cultural understanding in Canada. I develop the sort of in-between space I 

have been describing in the present chapter, which centers on Thomas King’s practices of 

story-telling, and draws on a hermeneutical approach to examining stories. King engages 

his audience through storytelling that is equally accessible to non-Aboriginal Canadian 

and First Nations people. He successfully and masterfully opens in-between spaces and 

provides new insights and ways of understanding. 
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Chapter Two: 
Did We Start With The Wrong Story? 

 
Perhaps this is why we delight in telling stories about heroes battling the odds 
and the elements, rather than about the magic of seasonal change. Why we relish 
stories that lionize individuals who start at the bottom and fight their way to the 
top, rather than stories that frame these forms of competition as varying degrees 
of insanity. Why we tell our children that life is hard, when we could just as easily 
tell them that it is sweet.  

 
Is it our nature? Do the stories we tell reflect the world as it truly is, or did we 
simply start off with the wrong story? Like Silko’s witches in the cave, conjuring 
up things to impress each other.  
Making magic. 
Making faces. 
Making mistakes. 

 
I’m dying to remind myself that the basis of Christian doctrine is rectitude and 
reward, crime and punishment, even though my partner has warned me that this 
is probably not a good idea. Tell a story, she told me. Don’t preach. Don’t try to 
sound profound. It’s unbecoming, and you do it poorly. Don’t show them your 
mind. Show them your imagination.  

 
So am I such an ass as to disregard this good advice and suggest that the stories 
contained within the matrix of Christianity and the complex of nationalism are 
responsible for the social, political, and economic problems we face? Am I really 
arguing that the marital and hierarchical nature of Western religion and Western 
privilege has fostered stories that encourage egotism and self-interest? Am I 
suggesting that, if we hope to create a truly civil society, we must first burn all the 
flags and kills all the gods, because in such a world we could no longer tolerate 
such weapons of mass destruction? 

 
No, I wouldn’t do that. 

 
Through certainly we understand that we clear-cut forests not to enrich the lives 
of animals but to make profit. We know that we dam(n) rivers not to improve 
water quality but to create electricity and to protect private property. We make 
race and gender discriminatory markers for no other reason that we can. And we 
maintain and tolerate poverty not because we believe adversity makes you strong, 
but because we’re unwilling to share. 

 
Ah. You’ve heard all this before, haven’t you. 

 
You have already leaned over to a friend and whispered, Platitude. Platitude, 
platitude, platitude. Thomas King, the duck-billed platitude.  
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But give this a thought. What if the creation story in Genesis had featured a 
flawed deity who was understanding and sympathetic rather than autocratic and 
rigid? Someone who, in the process of creation, found herself lost from time to 
time and in need of advice, someone who was willing to accept a little help with 
the more difficult decisions? 

 
What if the animals had decided on their own names? What if Adam and Eve had 
simply been admonished for their foolishness? 

 
I love you, God could have said, but I’m not happy with your behaviour. Let’s talk 
this over. Try to do better next time. 

 
What kind of world might we have created with that kind of story? 

—Thomas King39 
 
 

Thomas King is a novelist, short-story writer, poet, and screenwriter. The bulk of 

his literary work is strongly influenced by his Aboriginal lineage, and his writing reflects 

a First Nations’ standpoint and narrative. While his poetry and novels are enjoyable, it is 

his oral storytelling that I find most compelling and which I purposely privilege in this 

chapter. Storytelling and oral narratives are central features of most human cultures; they 

form and inform epistemic spaces and traditions.  My reason for focusing on King is that 

he tells stories in a way that makes them accessible and meaningful to both Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal readers/listeners. He does this by establishing and then using the 

conceptual spaces that exist between stories commonly told by Euro-Western people and 

by First Nations peoples (Genesis and the Earth Diver Myth, respectively).  

In this chapter, I argue that we can understand what it means to be human by 

giving credence to creation stories within the context of contemporary culture and 

tradition. I show that this is precisely the task King accomplishes in his approach to 

storytelling, by what I see as his use of a Gadamerian form of hermeneutics and by the 

                                                
39 Thomas King. The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative, (Toronto: House of 
Anansi Press Inc., 2003), 26-28. 
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appeal to individual horizon: what can be seen from the perspective or vantage point of a 

particular individual.  

In the North American context, King’s storytelling exposes particular cultural 

values and ways of being by contrasting the creation stories different groups tend to 

embrace, privilege and, in some cases, subjugate. As I argued in chapter one, the stories 

we tell ultimately matter; they are not benign entities that simply exist in their telling. 

Stories express worldviews; they shape and inform our values. They reveal something 

within us and about us.  

 In this chapter, I argue that creation stories are part of how human beings come to 

understand the world, form basic ideas about human nature, and shape how we see and 

relate to each other. Drawing on the analysis of Chapter One, I will show how Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous epistemologies are perpetuated in the telling of creation stories. That 

is, I will show how such epistemologies condition cultural attitudes, social values, and 

political reasoning that make possible and permissible certain ideas and practices 

(opening certain epistemic spaces and closing others), and suggest that these are formed 

by the stories members of a culture have (been) told and continue to tell. I aim to show 

that King’s orientation toward and use of creation stories opens a space for meaningful 

political dialogue, particularly in situations of unequal social power and specifically in 

the Canadian (post-)colonial context. 

If the significance of creation stories is unclear, we might question why we should 

be philosophically concerned with their telling and retelling. Here is an answer: creation 

stories rely on culturally particular metaphysical frameworks that express a given 

culture’s values and enunciate how its members tend to see the world. Creation stories 



 38 

therefore also express a cultural view of what it means to be human. In addition and most 

importantly, creation stories carry traditions and worldviews forward from generation to 

generation. We can see why King suggests that stories control our lives. Creation stories 

hold the power to shape, train, and mark being in a particular time and location; it is this 

idea that motivates this chapter and my larger project.  

Yet some creation stories have had histories that exceed those general features.  

The epistemic spaces many colonial stories create allow some ways of being and 

knowing to become commonsensical, while anything or anyone that does not make sense, 

according to the story we begin with, becomes “other,” marginalized, illogical, or 

culturally problematic. This feature of storytelling has been part of both the philosophical 

narrative and the narrative of Canadian history, as I discussed in the Introduction and in 

Chapter One, wherein a story gets told (and retold) to assert the civilized knower in 

relation to the primitive savage.  

Creation stories are significant not only in the traditions of Indigenous peoples of 

North America, but also in Western religious and philosophical thought. Creation stories 

are important in structuring individual and collective thinking about being. For this 

reason, I argue that reading King’s work through a Gadamerian lens allows an 

unprecedented understanding of the importance of creation stories. I further aim to 

demonstrate that engaging in dialogue with the history of creation stories, from both 

Indigenous and Euro-Western perspectives, can help prevent epistemological ignorance 

and challenge dominant ideologies that have become naturalized in North American 

narratives, institutions, and attitudes. 
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I: Tradition, Foregrounding, and the Hermeneutic Situation  
 

In his 2003 Massey Lecture series, entitled The Truth About Stories: A Native 

Narrative, King highlights the importance of stories not only in Indigenous traditions of 

North America but also in relation to their shaping of contemporary non-Indigenous 

traditions and practices. As a result of King’s lectures, I began to see creation stories and 

storytelling as a type of art, intelligible within the Western tradition of philosophy, and 

specifically under the category of the aesthetic. In particular, I find Gadamer’s conceptual 

descriptions of tradition, aesthetics, and play to be especially helpful for articulating the 

type of truth and subjective experience that can occur through a hermeneutical 

exploration of Western and Native American creation stories. King skillfully contrasts 

these different accounts of creation, exposing the implicit beliefs that contribute to, for 

good and for ill, the lived qualities of social and political spaces; he shows how such 

stories assist in maintaining widespread ignorance, among people with colonial privilege, 

of the effects of colonization.  

Gadamer asserts that truth is something that is reached through community, 

through being situated in a language, history, and culture.  It is, for him, a product of 

conversation (effected through watching, listening, or reading).40 On my reading, King 

seeks to create understanding by using this same lens. Language and dialogue are 

essential aspects of our relatedness and are parts of human being that are pre-given. 

Language gives us the ability to form thoughts with words and this only emerges from 

                                                
40 See Monica Vilhauer, Gadamer’s Ethics of Play Hermeneutics and the Other 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010), pg.4. 
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our relationships with others. 41  We learn to be human through interaction and 

socialization with and by other humans.  

Creation stories are oral or written accounts handed down generation after 

generation. They shape our views and realities, and the effects of this exceed our rational 

control: even if one rejects and attempts to distance oneself from the traditions of one’s 

community(ies), one is still tied to the experience of living with (or against) the dominant 

creation story that shaped the communities and institutions that one was thrown into by 

birth or by settlement. Even when a North American rejects Christianity as a belief 

system he/she is still historically tied to a/the culture it has shaped through law, social 

values, ethics, and epistemological and metaphysical orientations. Furthermore, as 

inhabitants of colonies, North American Christians and non-Christians are additionally 

bound to a culture that subjugates and suppresses the knowledge and the stories of others 

(such as First Nations’ people in Canada). Tradition and creation stories are intimately 

linked with and are thus significant in all North American understandings and 

worldviews. 

Our worldviews and ways of understanding are aided and guided by what 

Gadamer names the hermeneutic situation. It is important to point out that for Gadamer 

understanding is never a completed process, and for that reason, while the presence of 

tradition is important and non-negotiable, we are not bound and chained in a static 

relationship to it. Gadamer writes, “The very idea of a situation means that we are not 

standing outside of it and hence are unable to have any objective knowledge of it. We 

                                                
41 Jeremy Rifkin, The Empathetic Civilization The Race To Global Consciousness In A 
World of Crisis (New York: Penguin Group Inc., 2009), 148. See also: Aristotle, Politics 
1253a 8-16.  
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always find ourselves within a situation, and throwing light on it is a task that is never 

entirely finished.”42 To “throw light” on a situation is in part to consider the tradition 

from which it has emerged, or which it currently maintains.  In this sense, all self- 

knowledge and cultural knowledge is “historically pregiven.” 43  Tradition in the 

Gadamerian sense is neither a hailing to conservative values nor a grasping for a utopian  

vision of the past. Instead, Gadamer invokes tradition in the sense that it informs our 

perceptions and capacities for understanding the reality of our situation. Tradition and 

understanding are always reciprocal and involve what he calls foregrounding: “Whatever 

is being foregrounded must be foregrounded from something else which, in turn, must be  

foregrounded from it. Thus all foregrounding also makes visible that from which 

something is foregrounded.”44 A close examination of how something is foregrounded  

allows us to grasp how we (or others) come to understand that thing. In other words, we 

can more comprehensively understand a particular phenomenon when we look back to 

the history of that thing and follow it forward to its contemporary context. By looking 

both backward and forward, we can see the evolution of an idea or way of being in the 

world. Most importantly, we can see specifically how that idea came to be understood in 

a particular way by a particular person or group, which allows us to see the more general 

point that ways of being do not spontaneously arise ex nihilo but are, more correctly, 

pulled forward, nuanced, and altered with each generation. 

A simple example of foregrounding can be demonstrated by examining an 

everyday object such as a book. Foregrounding is involved in knowing that we do not 

                                                
42 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald 
G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 301.  
43 Ibid.  
44 Ibid.,304. 
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start reading a book in the middle because we know (of books) that important context and 

character development are laid out chronologically and will be missed if we do not read  

from the beginning (and one could suggest that starting to read a book in the middle is 

analogous with an attempt to take up the view from nowhere discussed in Chapter One). 

But foregrounding is also involved in knowing what to do with a book in the first place. 

We know it is an object that we read and it is not meant to be a paperweight or kindling 

for a fire. We know to open the book and commence reading at the beginning. We do this 

without thinking of it because that knowledge has been acquired, prior to our ability to 

read, and thus foregrounds that ability. We implicitly understand that a book is for 

reading (i.e., there are set ways in which we relate to the book and use it). Foregrounding, 

in this sense, is an important precursor to how we understand and relate to other things. 

My claim is that creation stories provide a fundamental cultural foregrounding, and that 

King grasps and uses this concept in constructing his lectures and his storytelling.  

In addition to the use of stories as sources of serious insight, it is the use of 

foregrounding that sets King apart from what is generally accepted within the Western 

philosophical tradition as objective knowledge. Similarly, Gadamer’s insights are 

overlooked in many philosophical circles, but something very much like it is openly 

utilized and explored by King. I suggest, then, that King’s storytelling can and might best 

be considered as a philosophical engagement in the hermeneutic tradition. In his 

invitation to play, he opens spaces for dialogue between himself and others, and between 

two traditions. He provides an avenue to engage within the hermeneutic situation and, at 

least temporarily, to transcend one’s own limited horizon.  



 43 

As Gadamer asserts, a norm in Western academia is to attempt to take an 

objectivist approach, a historical mode of subjectivity that denounces researcher bias and 

prejudice regarding the subject of study as inherently problematic. To take an objective 

approach is often to take oneself as a knower who is unconnected to personal and cultural 

biases or prejudices, or as a knower who is free from tradition.  This type of approach is 

often privileged as the only reliable producer of truth. Similarly, in the North American 

cultural context, there is an underlying assumption, among many non-Aboriginal and 

non-Métis people, that they are not connected to biases and prejudices of colonization 

because North American colonization occurred generations ago.  

However, I propose, with Thomas King, that it is, in fact, this type of assumed 

disconnection from tradition and history that is troubling, and that creates a great deal of 

trouble. Firstly, it is untrue, and for that reason, secondly, believing it is harmful to others 

and to one’s relations with others, in particular relations involving those marked by their 

“race” as colonized peoples. 45  Gadamer argues that any ahistorical approach to 

understanding is a grave mistake and, as I will elaborate in the next section, King 

demonstrates this problem in his simultaneous examination of the Earth Diver myth and 

Genesis. Monica Vilhauer explains: 

… [I]n trying to understand the meaning of what is articulated in tradition—a 
meaning that Gadamer argues can only “live again” if it is received and 
recognized by us as significant in the context of our world—we cannot try to 
remove ourselves and our context from the process of communication in which 
we are trying to participate. Distancing ourselves from tradition in the style of the 

                                                
45 I use “race” in scare quotes (like many race theorists) as a means to denote that the 
concept is the product of a social system which marks and delineates privilege and 
oppression based on human phenotype.  
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natural scientist would ultimately mean avoiding the kind encounter with tradition 
in which we might come to understand the spoken truth through it.46 
 

It is in this sense that creation stories matter, and that they can and should be seen as 

traditions that continue to hold sway in the contemporary context, particularly within our 

social and political spheres and, in the larger scheme, our intercultural relations. Thomas 

King proposes a similar approach, by attaching a great significance to tradition, the 

stories we have been told and most importantly, the stories we continue to tell.  

 
 
II:  Foregrounding Stories And Ways of Being in the World 
 

Examining the historical and contemporary contexts in which we have come to 

understand ourselves is essential for grasping the overarching importance of ontological 

relatedness. If, by examining creation stories, we can appreciate and unearth how our 

cultural foregrounding has conditioned our understanding of ourselves then we can, by 

extension, appreciate how others have also come to this understanding of themselves 

through a similar lens. The Earth Diver Myth and Genesis read together, as they are in 

King’s lectures, create a conceptual space for “play” (a concept I will return to later in 

this chapter) in-between the colonizer and the colonized, and are a fruitful model for 

approaching difficult conversations about contested political history. In this section I will 

introduce themes from the two stories in order to foreground their differences and to set 

the stage for a dialogue between them later in the chapter. Doing so will begin to show 

                                                
46 Monica Vilhauer, Gadamer’s Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2010),  6-7. Also see: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd 
ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 
1975), 294-295. 
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the benefit of reading together the stories themselves as a way of getting at how Canadian 

social and political spaces both operate and maintain relations of privilege. 

To appreciate the extensive impact of colonization, one must begin with the 

tradition (and thus the set of prejudices) with which one is most closely connected. We 

can see a disjuncture of foregrounding by considering several specific concrete sites of 

cultural understanding in the Earth Diver Myth and in Genesis. I will examine the 

following sites: belief around creation, animals/nature, women, and the ownership of 

land. To begin this process I will start with how differently Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal creation stories depict the origins of the world.  

The two stories are distinct in the sense that they articulate the beginning of 

existence quite differently. One story establishes existence solely out of the will of God 

(Genesis), while for the other it is established through the cooperation of worldly 

creatures (The Earth Diver Myth). Note the following example from King’s lecture: 

In Genesis, all creative power is vested in a single deity who is omnipotent, 
omniscient, and omnipresent. The universe begins with his thought, and it is 
through his actions and only his actions that it comes into being. In the Earth 
Diver story, and in many Native creation stories for that matter deities are 
generally figures of limited power and persuasion and the acts of creation and the 
decisions that affect the world are shared with characters in the drama. 
 
In Genesis, we begin with a perfect world, but after the Fall, while we gain 
knowledge, we lose the harmony and safety of the garden and are forced into a 
chaotic world of harsh landscapes and dangerous shadows. 
 
In our Native story, we begin with water and mud, and, through the good graces 
of Charm, her twins, and the animals, move by degrees and adjustments from 
formless, featureless world to a world that is rich in diversity, a world that is 
complex and complete.47  
 

                                                
47 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (Toronto: House of Anansi 
Press, 2003), 24.  
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There is a shared space established between the meanings of the stories and how they 

express themselves in each culture’s understanding. In the above passage, some of the 

most fundamental understandings are exposed simply by looking at how each story 

suggests existence began. In one, creation is seen as a product of degrees, adjustments, 

and cooperation; in the other, it is a product of will, perfection, and action. These form 

important distinctions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal traditions of 

understanding the world. When placed in the other’s cultural context, each view seems 

nonsensical. But read together, each shows us something important about the other.  

In King’s Earth Diver Myth, the world is created in a joint effort between deity 

and animals. In fact, it is through the bravery of Otter that the land of the earth is made 

possible. After all the other animals fail to reach the bottom of the water to retrieve mud 

in order for Charm to create land, Otter volunteers to try. King states:  

So Otter took a deep breath and dove into the water. And she didn’t come up. Day 
after day, Charm and the animals waited for Otter to come to the surface. Finally, 
on the morning of the fourth day, just as the sun was rising, Otter’s body floated 
up out of the depths. 

  
Oh, no, said all the animals, Otter has drowned trying to find the mud. And they 
hoisted Otter’s body onto the back of the Turtle.  
 
Now, when they hoisted Otter’s body onto the back of the Turtle, they noticed 
that her little paws were clenched shut, and when they opened her paws, they 
discovered something dark and gooey that wasn’t water.48 

 
Otter did not truly meet her demise but is merely tired out from her heroics. Without 

Otter’s courage and help, Charm, with her limited power, would not have been able to 

create the world. The animals are part of and essential to the creation process. They are 

                                                
48 Ibid., 17-18. 
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not merely contingent beings to be controlled and dominated but are understood as 

necessary beings that are, as evolutionary theory attests, relations of humanity.  

Animals are further viewed as teachers, siblings, and guides in many Native 

American stories. Whereas the animals in Genesis contribute to the downfall of 

humanity, in Aboriginal creation stories, as Burkhart points out, animals such as coyote, 

rabbit, or skunk are interchangeable in with names of/for human beings.49 The snake 

from the Garden of Eden led Eve to sin. It was the serpent which tempted Eve to eat the 

apple from the Tree of Knowledge. The temptation of Eve tells us that animals act against 

humanity, not that they are partners in creation.  

 But ontological relationships between deity, animals, and nature are not the only 

differences seen within these stories. As we can see in considering the figure of Eve, a 

further important point to consider in the telling of creation stories, and particularly in 

these two stories, is their representation of gender. As mentioned earlier, in the analysis 

of Otter, we see the powerful characters of the story represented by female agents. In 

contrast, Genesis depicts the feminine as the weaker, more pliable individual who fails to 

resist temptation and damns humanity for all eternity.  

The Western creation story has threads of misogynist themes woven throughout 

its telling. Woman is viewed in the Bible as the weakened flesh, first to partake of the 

forbidden fruit, and subsequently a tempter of Adam.50 Eve is forever tied to untamed 

nature and viewed as suggesting evil. Genesis reads as the following: “‘The woman 

whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.’ Then the Lord 

                                                
49 Brian Yazzie Burkhart, “What Coyote and Thales Can Teach Us: An Outline of 
American Indian Epistemology,” in American Indian Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 15. 
50 Gn 2: 4-8 
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God said to the woman, ‘What is this that you have done?’ The Woman said, ‘The 

serpent tricked me, and I ate.’”51 According to Adam, he is complacent in his sin and it is 

Eve who first broke the covenant with the Lord and ate fruit from the Tree Of 

Knowledge. As weak, she was led astray by the serpent and subsequently caused Adam 

to follow her in her disobedience. The figure of Woman bears the brunt of original sin 

and the subsequent Fall of humanity. Yet women also occupy an incidental space in the 

natural world. Eve was created from Adam’s rib and was therefore meant to be 

subservient to him. She was manifested to fill a void in Adam’s existence.52 Yet Eve was 

not original to the world; she was created out of contingency – Adam’s need – rather than 

necessity.53  

In Genesis we see this distrustful and unpredictable “nature” of women. Women 

can be easily read to be more willingly corruptible thus more dangerous when left to their 

own devices and agency. The implications of the Western creation story shape how 

woman is viewed historically and contemporarily as less than man. Or more so, perhaps 

we can at least see how this reading of Genesis naturalizes a type of narrative and 

ideology wherein women need to be sheltered and protected from their own “natural” and 

degenerate dispositions. Women, it would appear, are more inherently inclined to sin.  

With this foregrounding in mind, it is unsurprising that women were often 

punished severely due to their biological sex in the name of Christianity, especially 

during the turmoil of the Reformation. The punishment of women as witches was laid out 

                                                
51 Gn 3: 12-14. 
52 Gn 2:18-25. 
53 Gn 2:18-24. 
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in a 15th century manual known as the Malleus Maleficarum.54 Women were also 

disproportionately targeted during the Spanish Inquisition simply based on their gender. 

In contrast, the creation stories of Indigenous peoples of North America usually celebrate 

the Earth as Mother. In these stories, woman is not seen as less than man in the narrative; 

the feminine is capable of spontaneous, partially independent, creative acts as evidenced 

by Charm and her use of mud to create land. Furthermore the feminine is seen as capable 

of dangerous acts of bravery in order to help her fellow beings (as in the case of Otter). In 

neither her human and non-human animal representations is she reduced to the 

stereotypical depictions of damsel in distress or evil seductress.  

Yet in North America, where the Euro-Western tradition is dominant, Aboriginal 

women are not protected by the stories of their traditions. In most Western cultures, 

gender difference is marked by violence toward and exclusion of women, which may 

again be seen as foregrounded by the history of Christianity and its shaping of Western 

thought. In Canada, for example, Aboriginal women are over-represented in their risk of 

experiencing sexual violence, sexual assault, and murder. 55 Race and gender are 

significant markers for violence in Western culture.  

In fact, by looking to the current statistical rates of violence experienced by 

Aboriginal women in Canada, we can see that the foregrounding effects of Genesis are 

                                                
54 Erna Buffie, The Burning Times, Documentary, directed by Donna Read (1990: 
National Film Board of Canada, 1990), DVD. 
55 In Canada, Aboriginal women are: 3.5 times more likely to experience violence, are 3 
times more likely to experience spousal abuse than non-Aboriginal women, and have 
rates of homicide 7 times higher rates of homicide asthan non-Aboriginal women. 
Aboriginal women between the ages of 25-44 with Indian Status are 5 times more likely 
to die as a result of violence than their white counterparts. Additionally we see from 
criminal cases such as the murders of Pamela George and Helen Betty Osbourne that 
often the rapist/perpetrators are white men. Statistic from: 
http://www.nwac.ca/files/download/NWAC_3E_Toolkit_e_0.pdf 
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not confined merely to the thought of Euro-Western Canadians.  Here it becomes clear 

why, as King is acutely aware, it is not possible to understand contemporary Indigenous 

experience and culture(s) (and, I would add, contemporary Canadian culture) without 

also understanding the impact of the Western tradition of Christianity and Enlightenment 

on Indigenous people.56 To miss this point is to miss the power of the Western tradition 

in the lives of all Canadians, and the dialogical aspects of understanding that come with 

recognizing the power of traditions. It is essential for all parties to recognize their 

continued connection to their own traditional contexts as doing so can provide insight 

into the processes and effects of colonization, whereas ignoring them only serves to 

continue epistemic violence and disconnection.  

 
 
III. Telling Stories and the Prejudices They Create 
 

Given the traditions I am considering here, it is important to point out that in 

addition to the substantive beliefs foregrounding a tradition (about what constitutes 

metaphysical and epistemological “common sense,” regarding deities, animals, and 

gendered human beings, for instance), there are also methodological preferences 

regarding the transmission of knowledge and tradition. These prejudgements and 

preferences have political significance because they enable certain ways of being to be 

perpetuated and legitimized.   

                                                
56 It is also important to note that Aboriginal status and Christian identities are not 
mutually exclusive categories. There are many Aboriginal peoples who identify as 
Christian which gives evidence to our colonization practices and shared relation to a 
particular history although, as stated earlier, this orientation to tradition and perspective 
may differ.  
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Western and Indigenous peoples of North America have traditions of recording 

creation stories in very different ways. The Western tradition stresses the importance of 

recorded and written data that in its essence becomes fixed in time, space, and history. 

For Westerners, the Western version of creation written in Genesis seems to hold more 

validity, authority, and truth by its nature to remain in a fixed state. By contrast, creation 

stories within Indigenous traditions are meant to be told through oral narratives. Oral 

narratives are less fixed, more fluid, and have the ability to evolve and change. I am 

suggesting, in what follows, that the dominance of the Western story is not dependent on 

the superiority of writing over speaking; I am suggesting that the prejudice in favour of 

the written word is part of the tradition that, for historical reasons, has dominance. 

There are also differences regarding how stories are told and who has the 

authority to tell them. One cannot help but notice how the creation story of the West 

exists primarily as a written text accessible only to those who can and do read. For those 

who are unable to read, there is a reliance on others to read and interpret it for them. The 

Western tradition privileges the written over the spoken word as authoritative, and in that 

context when a story is put into written form it takes on a sense of being fixed and 

unchangeable, something to be held and known, objectively, by a few. Marilyn Verney 

discusses the process of putting a story into a textual format. She writes: “Once ideas are 

written down, in black and white, those ideas become objects, something to be studied 

and taken apart.”57 In the Western tradition the written word is sacred (there is a prejudice 

in favour of the written word), and thus establishing legitimacy for oral traditions of 

communicating wisdom, like those of many Indigenous communities, becomes difficult. 

                                                
57 Marilyn Notah Verney, “Metaphysics of Cognitive Dissonace,” in American Indian 
Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 138. 
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This is equally an epistemological and moral point.  In a situation of unequal political and 

social power, one creation story just seems more authoritative, while the other appears to 

be merely imaginative and fantastical. One story becomes aligned with the civilized 

while the other is associated with the primitive. Ultimately, one particular way of being in 

the world becomes subjugated, fragmented, dismissed, and problematic, while the other 

becomes an assimilating, coercive force of privileged values and traditions.  

A related point of Western foregrounding that can be revealed through the close 

examination of Genesis are the ontological presuppositions about ownership and property 

relations. Adam was given dominion over both the animals and the land. The King James 

version of Genesis reads, “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, 

and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth 

upon the earth.”58 As is well documented, this dominion has extended into Western 

contemporary views regarding property and subsequently the idea of land as objectified, 

a commodity, something to be held and used by a few who have authority to grant it to 

others. One need only look at the proliferation of animal testing/factory farming that 

occurs in Western society. We value nature and animals only in terms of human 

exceptionalism and think that animals/nature are here solely for human utility. Western 

people tend to behave as though nature is at their disposal and this trend can be linked to 

or viewed as a divine right that has its origins in Genesis. There is no acting in relation to 

and for other beings, and thus “man” is seen as the measure and meaning of all things. 

                                                
58 Gn: 1:26.  
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Indigenous philosophies and creation stories, by contrast, articulate a particular 

concern with acting in relation to all things that surround oneself and one’s people. This 

relation is not limited to other human beings, but extends to non-human animals and the 

environment. There is no hierarchy among other beings or forms of being and this is 

reflected in First Nations storytelling. Stories are the people; everything and everyone is 

needed to produce knowledge and philosophy. Philosophical truth and the good life are 

seen to be made possible through a synthesis of experiences and are a product of 

community, language, and the stories that are told. Burkhart further explains: 

It is in this way that stories, ceremonies, and prayers speak the truth. All aspects 
of human expression have something to tell us about the best way for us to live. In 
this way they are all philosophy. And just as American Indian medicine is best 
described by Western terms as magic, philosophy is, perhaps, best described as 
poetry. The knowledge of the earth and her capacity to grow plants and nourish 
humans takes the form of the story of the three sisters. This story is an expression 
of the knowledge of the earth that was acquired though many years of 
observation, much like a poem can be an expression of one’s experience of a 
particular landscape. Because philosophy, literature, science and religion are one 
in American Indian thought, we cannot truly separate the medicine from the 
magic nor the philosophy from the poem.59 
 

Like others, Burkhart shows that American Indian philosophy and the stories on which it 

depends emerge from the world around their knowers. Such philosophy is itself a being-

in-the world that strives to find meaning and understanding through relations with other 

beings and not outside them. This is unlike the Enlightenment and Judeo-Christian ideals 

that dominate North American traditions.  

The creation stories told by Indigenous peoples of North America often reflect a 

strong kinship with the land, which foregrounds any authoritative understanding of First 

                                                
59 Brian Yazzie Burkhart, “What Coyote and Thales Can Teach us: An Outline of 
American Indian Epistemology,” in American Indian Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 23. 
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Nations stories. In this vein, Verney urges a particular view in understanding her people: 

“If non-Natives can understand our traditional spiritual relationship with the land and its 

connections within the universe, that all things have life, then one can better understand 

our people, our culture and our traditional beliefs.”60 She further argues that Indigenous 

peoples of North America tend to view land as precious and vital to their existence. She 

explains this as divergent from non-Indigenous assumptions: 

Nothing is owned, and hence nothing is owned by an individual. In this 
metaphysics, ownership is inconceivable. Mother Earth continually nurtures all 
her children by providing food and shelter. So long as we sustain Mother Earth all 
of our needs are provided for, and there is no desire to commodify our 
environment. Without commodification, everything is shared equally, as needed. 
How can one own what is shared with our Mother? It is inconceivable to claim 
(own) that which must be shared.61  

 
In the Western creation story, humanity seems to stand in a very different 

relationship and orientation to nature. Nature is not seen as a Mother but as an unruly 

child in need of taming and discipline. Nature is not seen as something in need of respect 

and care. In contrast Nature is viewed as an object and thus something distinct and 

separate from humanity. It is viewed as something wild to be dominated, controlled, and 

holds no consideration as a nurturing and necessary entity in balance with and for 

humanity.  

King describes this contrast between the worlds envisioned according to Western 

and First Nations creation stories: 

… [I]n Genesis, the post-garden world we inherit is decidedly martial in nature, a 
world at war—God vs. the Devil, humans vs. the elements. Or to put things into 
corporate parlance, competitive. In our Native story, the world is at peace, and the 

                                                
60 Marilyn Notah Verney, “Metaphysics of Cognitive Dissonance,” in American Indian 
Thought, ed. Anne Waters (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 134. 
61 Ibid. 
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pivotal concern is not with the ascendancy of good over evil but with the issue of 
balance.62 

  
Through the contrast of Genesis and The Earth Diver Myth one can see between them a 

different articulation of being and thus a different ontology of relationships with other 

beings.  

 In King’s telling of the Earth Diver Myth, humanity is not a dominant and 

superior way of being. Human being is one particular being among many beings. No 

dominion is granted and no category of being is given special privilege or power. By 

contrast, the reality articulated in Genesis relies on the creation of an omnipresent God. It 

is a reality of perfection, brought forth out of nothing through the direct will of God.  The 

second best being is thus the human being, made “in his image.”  

Propensities to cultural domination, as I have shown, are made intelligible by 

looking at the relevant foregrounding. Yet we cannot simply get stuck in the past, and we 

must also look to the present and the future. Reflection on the present and openness to the 

future are mediated by what Gadamer considers an inescapable aspect of one’s individual 

understanding. Gadamer argues that traditions, and thus prejudices, aid in the process of 

understanding and the grasping of reality. As I argued in Section I, above, how our 

understanding is foregrounded and shapes how we relate to one another. Our current 

prejudices and biases are also important to consider because they become part of 

epistemic spaces in which some things make sense and others do not. Gadamer shows us 

that the traditions to which we are thrown and the prejudgments or prejudices we carry 

                                                
62 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (Toronto: The House of 
Anasi, Inc., 2010), pg. 24.  
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forward with us shape and inform our new experiences.63 One’s understanding in general 

is always determined by one’s place in history and the tradition one is connected to. Our 

contexts and traditions form our prejudices. Yet recognizing the importance of prejudices 

has generally been frowned upon in Western intellectual circles since the Enlightenment.  

As Gadamer argues, the European Enlightenment movement and its dominant 

theorists interpreted ideal knowledge acquisition to be objective: free from prejudice in 

relation to personal, political, or religious bias. Prejudice in this sense became a largely 

negative term and was something to be avoided as it weakened knowledge claims. There 

began to be a “prejudice against prejudice”. 64  An ideal value- or prejudice-free 

methodology and objectivity has become the privileged way of knowing in contemporary 

Western culture.  

This discussion of Enlightenment values is not meant to discount or discredit the 

process of getting to know the world, but is instead to call into question the ways we go 

about that endeavor and its ultimate implications social and political life. By 

foregrounding the Enlightenment ideals of knowledge, we can demonstrate the ways in 

which we Westerners, contemporarily, marginalize “others” through privileging certain 

ways of knowing over others.  

Robin May Schott brings to light an intrinsic connection between power and 

knowledge that is essential to acknowledge in re-establishing ontological relatedness. She 

also draws our attention to the idea that value-free epistemology is not necessarily as free 

from bias and prejudice as is often claimed. During the sixteenth and seventeenth 

                                                
63 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method 2Nd ed., trans., Joel Weinsheimer and Donald 
G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 271. 
64  Monica Vilhauer, Gadamer’s Ethics of Play Hermeneutics and the Other (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2010), 51. 
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centuries it was assumed that a group of specific individuals were the most reliable to 

claim and report truth. The very rich were seen to be corruptible due to their ties to power 

and wealth. In contrast, peasants and slaves were seen to be dependent on others for their 

livelihood and thus incapable of being impartial. Here we see the privileging of a 

“middle” person between the very rich and the very poor as being the most reliable and 

free of bias.65 Interestingly, what we really glean from this positioning of truth is an 

approach to being objective that insists that knowledge is dependent on certain social 

features, not absent of them.  

The emphasis on value-free objectivity and Enlightenment thinking themselves 

constitute prejudicial ways of knowing which shape and flavour our understanding of the 

world, the beings who inhabit it, and their political ideals. More precisely, what Gadamer 

describes as one’s horizon (one’s perspective) is determined by the tradition to which one 

is connected. In Vilhauer’s words:  

The tradition we belong to offers us the terms in which we initially understand 
new things, and forms the horizon of understanding with which we always start 
when we encounter something new. Our horizon is that background 
understanding or the context of meaning in which we integrate new experiences.66  

 
It is worth emphasizing how a rejection of prejudices – itself a prejudice, in Gadamer’s 

terms – and ignorance of horizons shapes the Western intellectual response to, among 

other things, the role of religion in science.  Noticing this response might further help to 

illustrate how and why storytelling and creation stories are made unintelligible as paths to 

knowledge, while at the same time creating the appearance of severance with Western 

                                                
65 Robin May Schott, Discovering Feminist Philosophy: Knowledge, Ethics, Politics 
(Lanham: Rowman &Littlefield Publishing, INC., 2003), 58. 
66 Monica Vilhauer, Gadamer’s Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2010), 52. 
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traditions: to know is to be free from our stories.  Yet if our capacities to make sense of 

the world are predicated on our traditions and prejudices, then it is important for 

Canadian thinkers to acknowledge their connections to the European Enlightenment, 

Christianity, and colonization, especially if we are to understand ourselves as colonized 

peoples (both as First Nations people and Euro-Western descendants). In Canada, 

colonization continues to shape, consciously or unconsciously, our understandings not 

only of knowledge, but of political phenomena like human rights and desserts.  

Colonization matters in both a historical context and a contemporary one.  

 Throughout the chapter thus far, I have contended that creation stories contribute 

to our understanding and how they specifically foreground essential aspects of human 

being as well as our practices of being in the world with others. In the next section, I will 

think-together Gadamer and King. I will discuss how King’s lectures are not only 

philosophically relevant, but are also an important approach to improving relations 

between Canadian Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples.  I will give a more thorough 

reading of the philosophical ideas of foregrounding, play and historical consciousness as 

tools for thinking about those relations.  

 
 
IV. Art, Play, and Historical Consciousness: Thinking-Together Gadamer and King 
 

By employing Genesis and the Earth Diver Myth as points of foregrounding in his 

own stories, King consistently exposes the differences between the two creation story 

traditions, producing sites of cultural exchange with the audience/reader by drawing the 

traditions into relations with one another. There is a demarcated space created 

purposively between the two stories. The reader/listener is given the opportunity to 
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discover how and why we are in a particular hermeneutic situation by taking up and 

“moving” within the dialogical space King creates between the two stories. But more 

importantly his work disrupts normalized patterns and modes of being in the world.  

Creation stories are tied to the past in specific and meaningful ways. This is why, 

in the moment of their telling, they also require the imagination of both the teller and the 

listener/reader to fully access their use of metaphor, allegory, and language. The 

subjective experiences that are philosophically interesting in relation to creation stories 

are thus similar to what Gadamer describes in Truth and Method as “play.” The type of 

play that occurs in the telling and hearing/reading of creation stories is similar to the kind 

of play that Gadamer describes as happening when one encounters a work of art. The 

subject of the experience, “that which remains and endures, is not the subjectivity of the 

person who experiences it,” but is the subjectivity of the artwork itself.67 Vilhauer 

describes the Gadamerian experience of art as follows:  

Gadamer maintains that when we truly encounter art, we do not simply enter into 
an adventurous dream world or feel some kind of pleasure. Rather, we become 
connected to our shared world in a new and profound way. A real work of art tries 
to say something about the world in which we live. It tries to point out some 
aspect of our reality, show it to us in a particular way, and in doing so make a 
meaningful claim about our world. When we experience art we, in turn, try to 
grasp what the work is trying to articulate and understand its meaning. We do not 
walk from the encounter feeling as if we have simply enjoyed ourselves, but 
knowing that we have learned something more about our world and that we have 
undergone some enriching transformation in the process.68 

 

                                                
67 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald 
G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 103. 
68 Monica Vilhauer, Gadamer’s Ethics of Play: Hermeneutics and the Other (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2010), 11. Also see: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed., 
trans., Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 
133-134. 
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King’s storytelling is an art in the Gadarmerian sense. King similarly provides a 

transformative experience by artistically showing what the world is like in two very 

distinct ways: from an Indigenous North American perspective and from a Euro-Western 

one. In this instance, art is not just a passive viewing of an object but rather an 

“articulation of something—some truth about our shared world—that is meant to be 

recognized by us.”69 However, this process is not merely a romanticizing of the past but 

more specifically a reflection of the present coupled with an uncertain view into the 

future. It gives us access to an aesthetically imaged world prior to colonization. 

Creation stories, as works of art existing between hearer/reader and teller, can be 

likened to play: “For play has its own essence, independent of the consciousness of those 

who play” or for those who bear witness to and yield to the storyteller and the story.70 

The audience is not the subject of the creation story; instead, play merely reaches 

presentation (Darstellung) through the audience and the storyteller. The story may be 

encountered by new individuals and told by different individuals; but the story itself is 

not changed by the individual’s subjectivity.71 Creation stories provide an interactive path 

that ultimately enriches one as a human being through dialogue and play with the other.  

 The concept of play is helpful on many levels to understand the withdrawal from 

epistemic spaces which I discussed in the previous chapter. Play in and of itself is an 

open-ended endeavor. It takes on a life of its own in its creation and implementation (like 

any work of art). Play allows us to abandon instrumental reasoning, to think “outside the 

box,” and to skew the normal goal driven activities that dominate contemporary culture. 

                                                
69 Ibid., 11(Vilhauer). 
70 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method 2nd ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald 
G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 103.  
71 Ibid. 
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It also provides a particular way to relate to the other, by producing a site of ontological 

relatedness in which to experience the other in a less rigid, more nuanced, and regulated 

epistemic space.  

Play resists traditional and institutionalized spaces and often takes place in areas 

marked off as separate or specialized for its particular endeavor. An easy example of this 

is to consider that of a “playground”. It is a space clearly demarcated and designated as a 

space for the particular activity of play.72 Indeed, I take King’s lectures to establish and 

use a kind of mental playground, allowing the listener/reader to enter into a an imagined 

and temporary space of play. “A ‘playground,’” Jeremy Rifkin writes, “is not something 

one owns or possesses but, rather, a pretend setting that people temporarily share. The 

play environment is the classroom by which we learn to be empathetic with our fellow 

human beings.”73 King shows us a playful and imagined world through the process of 

challenging and offering a different reality, a reality where life is seen as sweet, 

cooperative, and without the damnation and spiritual yoke associated with the Fall. A 

different reality outside of the normative Christian doctrine of Western society is engaged 

through King’s space of play. It is within the activity of play that we can learn about how 

to negotiate one another and the human experience: “through play we incorporate parts of 

these other imagined realities into our being. We become connected.”74 Through play and 

playing with one another we are given the space to imagine and to engage with 

contingency, with what could be but generally is not, which allows us to see that what 

generally is need not be so.  

                                                
72 Jeremy Rifkin, The Empathic Civilization The Race To Global Consciousness In A 
World In Crisis (New York: Penguin Group Inc., 2009), 94. 
73 Ibid.  
74 Ibid., 95. 
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In King’s work, the movement created between the two stories and the audience, I 

argue, can be likened to a Gadamerian version of “play.” Vilhauer provides a good sketch 

and description of play which I see as relevant to the task at hand. She writes: 

Gadamer’s theory of understanding as a process of play is meant as practical 
philosophy (in the style of the older Aristotelian tradition) to guide our concrete 
dialogical relation with others so that we may understand better, and – insofar as 
understanding is conceived by Gadamer as our very mode of being and 
developing in the world – so that we may come to live better.”75  
 

We can come to live better by understanding one another not merely by defaulting to 

hierarchal and dominating tendencies but by engaging in dialogical relations. Avoidance 

of dominating tendencies requires (as I discuss in Chapter One) a withdrawal and 

creation of new in-between conceptual spaces. Play and storytelling allow us to access 

such in-between conceptual spaces. The conceptual in-between space skillfully created 

by King also produces a specific understanding and view of the other. This is not merely 

an attempt to tell the audience/reader a particular way of seeing the world but rather, as a 

Gadamerian reading highlights, draws on our mode of being dialogical creatures. We 

make being “be” in terms of relating and communicating with others, as we do by sharing 

stories.  

Play can give a sense of a horizon outside of and beyond the contemporary 

Canadian context and current national politics and economics. It disrupts the normally 

navigated spaces that many of us occupy everyday, perceive and accept as normal, 

because of our familiarity with them. Similarly, King’s lectures show how stories can 

work to connect Canadians at a fundamental level, increasing our capacity for empathy.  

                                                
75 Monica Vilhauer, Gadamer’s Ethics of Play Hermeneutics and the Other (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2010), xii. Also see: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed., 
trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Books, 1975), 
310. 
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Empathetic relations enable human beings to be more concerned about shared living 

spaces and can develop in us a willingness to understand the other. Play with stories 

necessarily brings to my awareness that others concern me and I concern others, which 

can, in turn, foster more equitable interactions based on the notion of cooperation, rather 

than scarcity and competition.   

There are ways of being human within the Western creation story that seem to be 

in opposition to the ways of being human that are expressed in Indigenous stories. As 

Lindsay Christopher points out: 

In the face of a Western capitalist system that cares not for the principles of 
cooperation and balance found in Native stories, preferring instead the 
oppositional hierarchy found in Christian myths, it is all too easy to be lulled by 
the complacency of North American individualism and to ignore or forget the 
stories that make us who we are.76 
 

One can see the processes of colonization at work here. When one privileges written 

traditions over oral traditions, for example, certain stories are consequently given more 

legitimacy, and they appear more plausible, truer. And yet, in the process of separating 

ourselves from our stories, how those legitimacies arise is hidden along with our sense of 

our collective past, culture, and place in history. Stories connect us to a tradition and 

place in the world and subsequently in relation to each other. Stories have power to 

define who and what we are. 

There is a power and identity embedded in the stories we tell in both the Western 

and the First Nation’s traditions. Creation stories are an intricate view of a culture’s 

beliefs but more specifically they tie individuals to history and time within a tradition. 

One can see that stories matter in the sense that what they really articulate are 
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philosophical approaches to being human. I cannot help but see the power of colonization 

and how it has affected what stories I can tell, take seriously, and make sense of. When 

one examines creation stories one is drawn into a dialogue that requires a back and forth 

exchange between cultures: the stories themselves and, most importantly, the stories and 

the culture(s) of the individual. Ultimately, what one begins to see is how the process of 

colonization has shaped First Nation’s people but also those who identify as of Euro-

Western ancestry. 

Gadamer’s definition of art in conjunction with the concept of play can help us to 

understand the history of Canada and the impact of colonization on our political and 

social spheres. In my specific examples it is impossible to fully appreciate Indigenous 

creation stories and their continued importance without knowledge of colonization and 

the monolithic tendency of the Christian creation story and vice versa. We can see 

through the process of examining King’s lecture more closely that a the dominant way of 

viewing the world becomes less certain. Differences are purposively exposed and this can 

cause a new orientation to the other.  

 

V: Stories and the Moral Bond  
 
If Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians are to understand one another we 

must look to one another to help achieve and improve our understandings. This requires 

attempts to open up closed spaces of dialogue that have become embedded with privilege, 

dominating rhetoric and epistemic violence. This is why, I argue, the Gadamerian idea of 

play is so important. A movement occurs when there is play. Play results in a “back-and-

forth movement” that is “in-between players, not inside any one of them” and this is why 



 65 

“play itself cannot be a solitary event.”77 Gadamer defines the human as a “dialogical 

creature who is an engaged being at-play-in-the-world-with others.”78 Our dialogical 

nature makes traditions and histories important aspects of our being. As Vilhauer writes, 

“Tradition is a speaker, mediator, communicator of truth with which we must engage” 

and not marginalize, objectify, or ignore.79 Creation stories offer a glimpse into a world 

of the other (a non-essential perspective-taking of the other’s worldview), and a sense of 

how a tradition has been understood historically and progressively, yet pushed forward 

with each generation.  

Telling and hearing/reading creation stories as presented by King’s lecture 

constitutes a type of play that encourages a conversation between the storyteller, 

traditions from the past, and the interlocutor and/or audience. Cultural histories are 

contained in the narratives of creation stories and they thrive in communities; they carry 

forward histories and express ways of being in the world through the norms, beliefs and 

customs they espouse and privilege. If it is true that one can live a better life by 

understanding a variety of human experiences, and not only those that are dominant and 

perceived as normal by those with social and political power, then having access to a 

variety of stories is of philosophical, cultural, and political benefit.  

  Like engaging with each story on its own, engaging with these two stories 

together involves a type of dialectic that provides an engagement of otherness, making 

possible an authentic reflection of historical consciousness. Historical consciousness is 

made apparent through King’s hermeneutic practice of moving dialectically between 
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Genesis and The Earth Diver, without merely assimilating one to the other. This type of 

movement and orientation to understanding exposes difference, makes explicit our 

individual cultural biases as well as our individual culture’s foregrounding. More 

accurately, the inter-“play” of the two stories together creates an instance of what 

Gadamer calls a “moral bond”.  

I read the use of “moral bond” as a type of necessary engagement and space given 

to contingent and subjugated histories.  Gadamer writes,  

A person who reflects himself out [denies his prejudices and fails to see how these 
prejudices manifest themselves in the hermeneutic situation] of the mutuality of 
such a relation changes this relationship and destroys its moral bond. A person 
who reflects himself out of a living relationship to tradition destroys the true 
meaning of this tradition in exactly the same way.80  

 
King understands this relationship and appreciates its importance to grasping the 

contemporary Canadian context and social/political terrain. The task of hermeneutics is 

not to force one story to emerge victorious; rather it is to reveal that we are able to hold 

onto more than one story at once, comparing and synthesizing them. This is a crucial 

point: in order to have a dialogue there needs to be more than one story to interact with. It 

is crucial because the process of coming to simultaneously hold more than one story at a 

time is a process of revealing their relations. It reveals a tension with and necessity of the 

other in shaping traditional ways of understanding being in the world and with others. As 

Gadamer tells us, “the hermeneutic task consists in not covering up this tension by 

attempting a naïve assimilation of the two but in consciously bringing it out.”81 It is 
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within this dialogue and play that King reveals tensions between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal North Americans.  

 Creation stories are never finished and they are a “continuous to-and-fro play of 

presentation and recognition in which meaning is communicated, and shared 

understanding of some subject matter takes place.”82 They are never finished because 

they are continually handed down from generation to generation. My claim is that we 

need to continually work through creation stories in their contemporary context in order 

to establish meaning and to engage in play. We establish meaning by embracing the 

“creation of spirit or an articulation by some human being – some ‘Thou’ – who speaks to 

us from the past and presents to us something meaningful about our reality for us to 

understand and recognize as true.”83 We understand reality and each other through 

community, dialogue, and play. Aesthetics, dialogue, and play are precisely what King 

exemplifies during his lectures. King artistically utilizes irony and humour throughout his 

storytelling to engage his audience. He invites the audience to interact and laugh with 

him, surrendering to play, while both he and the audience come to understand new 

meaning through the storytelling dialogue and in the particular “living” work of art (as it 

is created and given life in the artistic project). Through dialogue, he creates a space 

between Aboriginal tradition, Western hegemony, past, present, and future, by drawing 

on cultural understandings of creation.  

Gadamer’s hermeneutical philosophy (and King’s storytelling) requires the 

individual to have a practical approach to understanding that is rooted in culture, 
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language, and history. This approach makes it difficult to create an “other” category in 

the traditional Western sense. Instead, what is needed is historical consciousness and 

connections to what one is attempting to understand. This understanding cannot be 

obtained from the abstract or objectivist position, but from within our own personal 

biases and preconceptions. While an individual’s horizon is limited, it can shift and 

move, allowing him or her to acquire new knowledge and to take up a different 

orientation toward a text, story, or culture(s).  

Between any two horizons there is always an overlap. The overlap may be small 

or large but it is never completely absent due to our historical ties and overlaps, and our 

inhabiting of the same world. For most Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians, the 

overlap is large: no one can reasonably dismiss the impact of colonization on 

contemporary Canada, an impact which continues in particularly negative ways for First 

Nations people(s) and in particularly positive ways for Euro-Canadian people. As such, it 

only makes sense for Canadians to account for this overlap in our stories and 

understandings of each other. Yet, the reasoning capacity to account for this overlap is 

often accompanied and limited by significant affective-emotional resistance on the part of 

Euro-Western Canadians.  An account of this resistance and a rethinking of the role of 

affective states in political situations of inter-traditional conflict is thus essential to my 

project. As I will demonstrate in the next chapter through a consideration of aesthetic 

experience, in addition to creating in-between spaces of dialogue, creating spaces for 

affective experiences such as shame are crucial for social transformation. 
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Chapter Three: 
Shame and The Aesthetic Experience 

 
I shall submit the following thesis: the radical qualities of art, that is to say, its 
indictment of the established reality and its invocation of the beautiful image 
(shöner Schein) of liberation are grounded precisely in the dimension where art 
transcends its social determination and emancipates itself from the given universe 
of discourse and behavior while preserving its overwhelming presence. Thereby 
art creates the realm in which the subversion of experience proper to art becomes 
possible: the world transformed by art is recognized as a reality which is 
suppressed and distorted in the given reality. The experience culminates in 
extreme situations (of love and death, guilt and failure, but also joy and happiness 
and fulfillment) which explodes the given reality in the name of a truth normally 
denied or even unheard. The inner logic of the work of art terminates in the 
emergence of another reason, another sensibility, which defy the rationality and 
sensibility incorporated in the dominant social institutions. 

Under the law of the aesthetic form, the given reality is necessary 
sublimated: the immediate content is stylized, the “data” are reshaped and 
reordered in accordance with the demands of the art form, which requires that 
even representation of death and destruction invoke the need for hope—a need 
rooted in the new consciousness embodied in the work of art.  

–Herbert Marcuse84 
 

The aesthetic dimension contains something specially liberating in its articulation 

and expression. As Alexis Shotwell writes, “The aesthetic form transcends the given 

social conditions; it is radical both in its indictment and estrangement, and in its 

invocation of something new. The aesthetic form opens not only a negation of the given 

reality but also an affirmation of that which it resists.”85 In its indictment, estrangement, 

and invocation of something new, Thomas King’s storytelling fits into the realm of the 

aesthetic.  It also emulates the description of Gadamer’s aesthetics of play discussed in 

Chapter Two.  King, through his juxtaposition of the Earth Diver Myth and Genesis, 

                                                
84 Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension: Toward a Critique of Marxist Aesthetics 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1978, 6-7. 
85 Alexis Shotwell, Knowing Otherwise: Race, Gender and Implicit Understanding 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), 55. 
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disrupts the rational hegemony of Western culture and challenges prevalent implicit 

understandings. He does so through subtle aesthetical appeal to the sensuous and to the 

affective ways we come to understand. Within this conceptual and aesthetic space King 

suggests the potential for a different possible reality. The individual is challenged to 

conceptualize this possible reality, and is, in this struggle, transformed. The art of 

storytelling is transformative because it can get at and bring to light the listener’s/reader’s 

implicit understandings and seemingly unconscious assumptions.  In this chapter, I will 

look at the ways storytelling encompasses a revelatory art form. I will further show how 

King’s approach to storytelling merges the rational and sensuous experiences of the 

individual to produce a state of cognitive dissonance regarding race and colonization. 

Affective states and the disorienting sensations of cognitive dissonance play an important 

role in our relational dealings with each other, and can transform ideological and deeply 

ingrained naturalized ways of being in the world. 

 

I. Cognitive Dissonance, Disjuncture, and the Aesthetic 

The concept of cognitive dissonance is important in understanding why aesthetic 

experience can be so powerful and, by extension, why it can be effective in altering 

racial/cultural relations.  I begin with a description of it here. There are three 

interconnected features of cognitive dissonance that are central to my analysis and 

understanding of the aesthetic experience. First, experiences of cognitive dissonance arise 

because human beings are sensitive to inconsistencies between actions and beliefs (we 

are alerted to and made aware of this through negative or positive experiences in our 

daily lives and interactions).  Second, the recognition of such inconsistencies causes an 
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experience of dissonance, and will motivate an individual to resolve the dissonance (the 

individual will strive to reconcile the dissonance). And third, human beings tend to act so 

that such dissonance will be resolved (either through changed beliefs, changed actions, or 

changed perceptions of actions).86  

King’s work exposes listeners/readers to inconsistencies by accessing First 

Nations/Canadian worldviews through the aesthetic realm. Through the process of 

synthesis (by comparing and contrasting the two creation myths) we recognize that, at 

some level, our perceived reality can, and often does, look differently to others than it 

does to ourselves. Our histories and stories produce worldviews that can begin to seem 

contestable, and experiences of cognitive dissonance can remind us that things might 

have turned out very differently than they have done, based on any number of contingent 

factors. King’s storytelling acts as a bridge between aesthetic experience and cognitive 

dissonance. This experience, I argue, makes what we implicitly understand momentarily 

and instructionally explicit, allowing us to examine it, question it and, in some instances, 

radically change it. 

Shotwell finds the experience of the “implicit becoming explicit” helpful in 

thinking about actively transforming social and political ideology. She writes: 

… the implicit may be visible primarily at sites of certain rupture in habitual 
activity, or points of breakdown in our conceptions of our selves. When our own 
self-conception reveals itself as contradictory or – as in some moments of strong 
emotion or unpremeditated reactions – as simply unexpected, there is the 
possibility of “seeing” our implicit understanding. Likewise, the experience of 
one person’s network of understanding catching on another person’s could 
produce a revealing disjuncture.87  

                                                
86 Richard Hall, “Cognitive Dissonance,” Psychology World, accessed March 18, 2014, 
http://web.mst.edu/~psyworld/cognitive_dissonance.htm 
87 Alexis Shotwell, Knowing Otherwise: Race, Gender, And Implicit Understanding 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), xvi. 



 72 

 
“Catching” oneself on another involves the ability to see difference without attempting to  

reduce that difference to universal similarities. The process of catching involves a type of  

conceptual disjuncture and irony. It provides an ironical cultural mirror, offering a 

different lens with which to view the self. That lens explicitly presents one’s way of 

being as other than what one expects. Such disjuncture is necessary, in my view, for 

white Canadians to get a sense of their epistemic spaces and privilege.  

Disjuncture, as I read it, is a specific form of cognitive dissonance that has its 

roots in and refers to contextual and particular cultural understanding. The concept of 

disjuncture is an important one and King subtly and effectively utilizes it in practice 

throughout his storytelling (in a way that only stories used as epistemological tools can 

do). He provides multiple particular sites of disjuncture – cognitive dissonance – between  

Western and First Nations’ epistemologies. Such disjuncture can be seen/heard in the 

following examples. 

Of course, none of you would make the mistake of confusing storytelling 
strategies with the value or sophistication of a story. And we know enough about 
the complexities of cultures to avoid the error of imagining animism and 
polytheism to be no more than primitive versions of monotheism. Don’t we? 
 
Nonetheless, the talking animals are a problem. 
 
A theologian might argue that these two creation stories [Genesis and The Earth 
Diver Myth] are essentially the same. Each tells about creation of the world and 
the appearance of human beings. But a storyteller would tell you that these stories 
are quite different, for whether you read the Bible as sacred text or secular 
metaphor, the elements of Genesis create a particular universe governed by 
hierarchies—God, man, animals, plants-that celebrate law, order, and good 
government, while in our Native story, the universe is governed by a series of co-
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operations—Charm, the Twins, animals, humans—that celebrate equality and 
balance.88 

 
King uses the two creation narratives in his storytelling to provide context for noticing 

specific disjuncture. King’s question-asking raises the possibility that the listener may 

implicitly hold views of stories as “primitive,” and taking that to be self-evident truth. 

Through the use of irony, King shows that, as listeners or readers, we (know that we) 

really might make the error of confusing the unfamiliar with the primitive, or of thinking 

that all stories are the same. Thus, we are shown ourselves in a potentially unflattering 

light.  But that is not really the main concern.  The central problem King illustrates is that 

if such views are implicitly held, then by extension we do not actively engage and/or 

question them. King brings to light that the force of the Western story might already be 

part of the listener’s/reader’s assumptions. The aesthetic experience of hearing stories 

here liberates the listener/reader from their usual reality and exposes them to a new and 

different way of understanding themselves and their social reality. 

 A different possible reality is something many successful works of art gesture 

toward in highly specific ways. Shotwell describes the experience of this sort of art as an 

“ontological catharsis.”89 This type of catharsis creates a new way of seeing a given 

subject’s (perhaps one’s own) place in the world and furthermore calls into question the 

assumptions about ontological distance of the subject from other beings. The aesthetic 

thus provides a space from which to re-orient ourselves to our being with others. In 

King’s case, he creates a world where animals and humans relate to one another 

                                                
88 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (Toronto: House of 
Anansi, 2003), 23-24.  
89 Alexis Shotwell, Knowing Otherwise: Race, Gender, And Implicit Understanding 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Park, 2011), 57. 
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cooperatively and harmoniously. In his stories, it is his own understanding of himself as a 

First Nations person that becomes “caught” on his understanding of Western ways of 

being. This catching produces a kind of rupture – a bringing to light what was previously 

implicit – wherein implicit understanding regarding how one views the self and its others 

is exposed. The catching and rupture of one culture onto and into another is made 

possible by the poiesis of King’s hermeneutical storytelling. King brings forth and creates 

a work of art through his skillful mediation between dominant and marginalized cultures. 

King exemplifies a form of art, I argue, that holds the power to liberate current 

problematic assumptions that underlie Canadian worldviews and contemporary politics.  

 

II. Art, Liberation, and Exposing Epistemic Spaces 
 

Marcuse describes art’s persuasive properties in the following way: “The truth of 

art lies in its power to break the monopoly of established reality (i.e., of those who 

established it) to define what is real.”90 The experience of art is a type of estrangement 

from the self which performs a “cognitive function: it communicates truth not 

communicable in any other language; it contradicts.”91 This exposed contradiction, in 

turn, alienates the self from naturalized ways of being that have become habituated over 

time, in space, and through socio-political relations. As we can see in King’s work, art 

also exposes on a fundamental level those assumptions and practices that are often taken 

as self-evident and calls to awareness certain types of privilege (including white 

privilege) that has become invisible and ungraspable. 

                                                
90 Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension Toward a Critique of Marxist Aesthetics 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1978), 9.  
91 Ibid., 10. 
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In his book, The Racial Contract, Charles Mills describes and persuasively 

illustrates the inability of the privileged to fully grasp their own privilege. He draws on 

the idea of the disembodied, abstract knower, which I discussed in Chapter One. Mills 

writes: 

Nonwhites … find that race is, paradoxically, both everywhere and nowhere, 
structuring their lives but not formally recognized in political/moral theory. But in 
racially structured polity, the only people who can find it psychologically possible 
to deny the centrality of race are those who are racially privileged, for whom race 
is invisible precisely because the world is structured around them, whiteness as 
the ground against which figures of other races – those who, unlike us, are raced – 
appear. The fish does not see the water, and the whites do not see the racial nature 
of a white polity because it is natural to them, the element in which they move.92 

 
Racial and other privileges impact the ways that knowers (listeners/readers) move and 

condition the spaces in which they can move; or, more specifically, race and privilege 

condition what claims each of us has to certain epistemic spaces. Such spaces are, in turn, 

formed and inscribed with privilege or its absence and implicit understanding. When the 

individual with privilege cannot see his or her privilege there is a conceptual roadblock to 

understanding; certain “waters” (epistemic privilege) makes life invariably easier for 

some and/or more difficult for others, and it can be unclear how that ease and that 

difficulty are mutually constituted.  

If those with privilege cannot see the water in which they move, they inevitably 

continue the practices of their communities, in effect recolonizing the other.  In that case 

there is little hope of ever grasping the importance of their ontological relatedness to 

those without privilege, or of inviting the assessment of the other. In other words, 

ignorance of privilege leads people to continue to re-inscribe dominant social and 

political paradigms that render others invisible in seemingly benign ways that are actually  

                                                
92 Charles Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 76. 
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violent and harmful – for example, in failing to see the continued benefits of colonizing 

practices in contemporary culture. Such failures are really failures to see how we concern 

others and others concern us. We continue to perpetuate violence through ignorance of 

the other, but this is caught up with and founded upon ignorance of ourselves. Mills’ use 

of the analogy of the water is very much an analogy for implicit understanding. In 

Canada, our colonial and racialized “water” forms, shapes, and conditions the 

unconscious ways in which we move in and are in the world.  Yet colonial and racialized 

privilege makes the water, for some of us, as it is for the fishes: invisible, taken for 

granted, and unquestionable.  

Privileged forms of implicit understanding are often overlooked in areas where 

propositional knowledge and the view from nowhere are hailed as the legitimate avenue 

from which one comes to understand and navigate the world. Shotwell describes 

propositionality as, “claim-making activity; to put something propositionally is to put it 

in a linguistically intelligible form that can be evaluated as true or false.”93 Similarly, the 

privileging of particular ways of knowing over others is part of the view from nowhere, 

which often makes sense of things through dichotomies and oppositional thinking (this is 

another way of accessing Chapter One’s discussion of the primitive/civilized knower). 

This intellectual habit is often important; it can clarify what is at stake in a particular 

situation.  But using it exclusively limits us to thought confined by what is expressible 

propositionally, excludes that which we cannot (or cannot currently) express in that form, 

and reduces us to either/or thinking. King’s work shows the Western tendency toward a 

fascination with oppositional thinking, and further illustrates the problematic view from 

                                                
93 Alexis Shotwell, Knowing Otherwise Race, Gender and Implicit Understanding 
(Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), x. 



 77 

nowhere.94 This type of thinking seems to shape much of Western culture as well as 

Canadian social/political spaces. King explains the troublesome results of oppositional 

thinking: 

If we see the world through Adam’s eyes, we are necessarily blind to the world 
that Charm and the Twins and the animals help to create. If we believe one story 
to be sacred, we must see the other as secular. You’ll recognize this pairing as a 
dichotomy, the elemental structure of Western society. And cranky old Jacques 
Derrida notwithstanding, we do love our dichotomies. Rich / poor, white / black, 
strong / weak, right / wrong, culture / nature, male / female, written / oral, 
civilized / barbaric, success / failure, individual / communal. We trust easy 
oppositions. We are suspicious of complexities, distrustful of contradictions, 
fearful of enigmas.95 

 
In this simplistic way of thinking it is often easy to miss the ontological complexities of 

these dichotomies. Within this style of thinking there is a failure to see the intricate ways 

in which opposites shape one another as concepts. In addition, these concepts shape 

individual understandings and ultimately contribute to individual prejudices (also see 

Chapter Two). Though it is poorly recognized, in Canada, what it is to be non-Aboriginal 

is caught up with and shaped by what it means (to non-Aboriginal people) to be 

Aboriginal. Yet, given how we tend to understand those terms, is it not illogical to 

imagine that Western culture shapes the world for First Nations people, but also that First 

Nations cultures could, in fact, shape Western culture.  

If a relational shaping of Western culture seems implausible, it might be because 

there is a tendency in that culture to not acknowledge the “other” in its formation.  In 

much of Western thinking about dichotomies, the only relation between dichotomous 

concepts is their mutual exclusion: the only relation between nature and culture is their 

                                                
94 I would also note how this type of oppositional thinking pervades Canadian political 
structures in the form of adversary politics. 
95 Thomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (Toronto: House of Anansi 
Publishing Inc., 2003), 25. 
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mutual exclusion; the only relation between West and non-West is their mutual xclusion. 

That which mutually excludes something else does not shape or contribute to it except by 

providing its boundary-line. This tendency is thus another example of what Mills might 

consider the water of privilege; more importantly, it shows both a tendency and a failure 

to engage the concept of ontological relatedness. Clearly, if one is to grasp how one 

understands the world there needs to be an account of and for these omplexities, social 

structures, habits, daily interactions, traditions, and uses of language because they 

foreground future understanding and knowledge acquisition.  

Implicit understanding is something to seriously consider and discuss in relation 

to aesthetic understanding, racist ideology, and one’s individual horizon. One might think  

that prejudices and implicit understandings are interchangeable terms, but Shotwell 

(drawing on the work of Hubert Dreyfus and Gadamer) shows that there are additional 

factors to consider when thinking about implicit understanding. Dreyfus argues that 

prejudices are far more complex than is normally implied and that they include things 

such as: “explicit assumptions, implicit assumptions, and practices, skills, or non-

propositional epistemic ‘contents’ which are neither beliefs nor assumptions.”96 Perhaps, 

these areas of non-propositional epistemic contents can be attributed to and best 

understood in relation to “sensuous” experience.97 Sensuous experience marks a site of 

learning that cannot be reduced to propositional knowledge, learned rules, or prejudices. 

In fact, non-propositional epistemic content often occupies an ambiguous space that can 

be triggered and marked (spontaneously and unpredictably) by a sensuous reaction. The 
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sensuous experience/reaction offers a dual access to particular spaces through disjuncture 

and withdrawal from dominant culture. This reaction and the space it provides grants an 

important site for potential political, racial, and social transformation. In Shotwell’s 

work, affect or emotion plays a vital role in bridging sensuous, embodied being with 

aesthetic and disjunctive experience. Before turning to that, I would like to step a back 

and briefly discuss the value and necessity of emotion as an affective, non-propositional 

experience in understanding. In particular, I want to call attention to emotion and it’s vital 

connection with embodiment and the sensuous experience. This is a fruitful topic to 

discuss in and of itself because it speaks directly to the problem of motivation in social 

and political change: if one is to view other people differently, one must first be 

motivated and inclined to do so. 

 
 
III. Affective States, Rationality, and Human Understanding 
 

Our emotions play a part in motivating change in our practices and naturalized 

beliefs.  Even a strong argument does not work by reason alone; strong arguments that 

provide genuine insight or provoke changes in belief do so by soliciting an affective 

response, for example, about the truth or strength of the argument.  In this section, I 

challenge one of the strongest dichotomies for members of the orthodox Western 

philosophical community:  the one that stands between rationality and emotion. One 

(rationality) is viewed as philosophically privileged, sound, and proper, while the other 

(emotionality) is nonsensical, untrustworthy, and deeply flawed. From Plato to Descartes, 

emotion is generally viewed as something from which the proper human subject (read as 

both detached from the world and male) distances himself. Emotion and the affective 
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states of the body are not only not to be trusted as sites of knowledge formation or truth, 

they have often been thought to get in the way, to prevent us from acquiring knowledge 

and justifiable belief. Yet, despite appearances, this is not a self-evident maxim. In fact, 

contemporary cognitive science seems to point to the contrary.  

The idea that the body, aided by emotion, has an ability to be a site of knowledge 

is not a novel one. Antonio Damasio’s work, for instance, establishes the value and 

necessity of human emotion.  He emphasizes the importance of emotional intelligence in 

the paradigm of affective states, arguing that emotion and the capacity to “feel” affective 

states has and does offer an evolutionary purpose and advantage. He writes: 

Having feelings is of extraordinary value in the orchestration of survival. 
Emotions are useful in themselves, but the process of feeling begins to alert the 
organism to the problem that emotion has begun to solve. The simple process of 
feeling begins to give the organism incentive to heed the result of emoting 
(suffering begins with feelings, although it is enhanced by knowing, and the same 
can be said for joy).98 

 
Emotions and the ability to affectively “feel” them is, he argues, a vital part of how one 

comes to understand the world. Or, more specifically, our affective states trigger the 

process of planning action and conditions reasoned responses. One’s emotions become in 

this sense not only part of the rational process, but its origin, and are not merely isolated, 

unhelpful byproducts of embodiment.  

In a 2009 interview, Damasio explains how emotions help guide reasoning: 

“Emotions mark things as good, bad or indifferent.”99 Within his theory, emotions are 

                                                
98 Antonio Damasio, “ The Feeling of What Happens,” in What is an Emotion? Classic 
and Contemporary Readings, 2nd Edition, ed. Robert C. Solomon (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), 156. 
99 Antonio Damasio, interview by David Brooks, Aspen Ideas Festival, “Antonio 
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important aspects of decision-making and in fact are a necessary component in doing so. 

He does not downplay the importance of logic or reason in the process of forming a 

decision but merely implies that these faculties and abilities are enhanced by emotions 

and are indebted to the body’s ability to make them known.100 Furthermore, he suggests 

that without emotions to serve as a preliminary guide, one would be plagued with 

indecision (i.e., about where to apply one’s reasoning capacities) and would thus lack the 

ability to be fully rational.  

 Damasio asserts that emotions allow the agent to act in the world. His research 

largely focuses on individuals who have suffered brain damage due to a tumor or cerebral 

vascular accident.101 His subjects mainly suffered from injuries to the prefrontal cortex, 

which is associated with both decision-making and emotion. Through his research he 

discovered that while individuals often had no observable changes in their IQ post-

incident, they showed disturbances in their emotional reactions in social situations. They 

could speak rationally about which restaurants to eat at, for instance, as evidenced by 

their ability to discuss the pros and cons of eating of each particular place, but lacked the 

ability to definitively decide one over the other.102 This claim seems to contradict the 

current trend and historical context of philosophical thinking.  

The view from nowhere, as I discussed in Chapter One, which advocates a 

rejection of embodiment and context, seems to run contrary to what Damasio’s research 

                                                
100 Ibid.  
101 The emotions were not originally the focus of Damasio’s (scientific) research. His 
work on the emotions and reasoning is an area he stumbled upon accidently while 
working on other things. (See footnote 99 for reference.) 
102 Ibid.  
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suggests. Damasio’s theory is supported by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s work in 

cognitive science. They write: 

There is no such fully autonomous faculty of reason separate from and 
independent of bodily capacities such as perception and movement. The evidence 
supports, instead, an evolutionary view, in which reason uses and grows out of 
such bodily capacities. The result is a radically different view of what reason is 
and therefore of what a human being is.103 

 
They argue that any attempt to alienate and disassociate from the body in an effort to 

acquire knowledge is deeply problematic. After all, if we are embodied beings, then 

bodies are necessary for us to navigate, understand, and experience the world we reason 

about. Embodiment is not merely a contingent aspect of our existence but a necessary one 

(reinforcing Burkhart’s assertion that our embodied experiences matter). Reality, for 

Lakoff and Johnson, is initially revealed to us as sensuous beings and thus embodiment is 

essential to our knowledge of the world and to how we relate to others.  

Embodiment therefore carries responsibility. For this reason, Shotwell discusses 

the responsibility associated with being a sensuous being. She writes that “[being ensuous 

and embodied] makes a kind of ethical-ontological claim: to be sensuous is to be in 

relation with others, to whom we are responsible and who can affect us. To be sensuous 

is to suffer: to experience, to undergo, to be affected, to be in relation to.”104 Our 

embodiment requires us by our very nature to be in relation to each other, therefore 

affective states shape and transform how we understand and view one another.  

 If affective states play a big role in how we understand and relate to each other, 

then this aspect of our being requires more attention in social and political reasoning than 
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we usually pay it. Paying attention to our affective states, however, reveals that this 

aspect of our being has been grossly distorted through the stories Western culture tells 

about knowledge and about human life. If we go back to a point briefly mentioned earlier 

in this chapter (Section I), in relation to the idea of adversarial politics, we will see this 

distortion in action.  

Consider, for example, the stance of the political theorist Chantal Mouffe, in 

whose work we can see the effects of the story of Genesis, particularly the scarcity of 

resources and the competitive necessity of humanity, perpetuated into political practices 

and epistemic spaces. Mouffe argues for the idea that there is a necessary aspect of 

agonism – predicated on “we” and “they” – in democratic politics for it to function and 

continue to flourish.105 This necessity seems to also suggest conflict is the normal 

expression of politics and human nature.106 Yet in this stance, it is easy to identify how 

the tendencies of thought established by the Western creation story continue to play out 

in our contemporary context. Mouffe’s work, among others, demonstrates how 

naturalized the Western creation story have become in our social, political and epistemic 

spaces.  

 In Genesis, humanity is punished in response to perpetrating original sin and 

partaking in the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge. For this disobedient and evil act,  

Adam and Eve are cast from a world of plenty into an uncertain world of scarcity, fear, 

and competition. God chastises Adam and Eve in the following passage and explains the 

consequences of their disregard for his divine authority:  

                                                
105 Chantal Mouffe, On The Political (New York: Routledge, 2005), 18. 
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Because you have done this, cursed are you among all animals and among all wild 
creatures; upon your belly you shall go, and dust you shall eat all the days of your 
life. I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring 
and hers; he will strike your head, and you will strike his heel.107 

 

Adam and Eve are thrown into a nature seen as “against” them without the protection and  

security of the civilized and harmonious garden. They become “fallen” beings doomed to  

live an existence that is wrought with a constant struggle for survival. Genesis, in its 

depiction of the fall of “man,” is echoed on the conceptual level in the work of Thomas 

Hobbes. The fall of man happens to sound eerily a lot like Hobbes’ threat of returning, 

from the commonwealth regulated by sovereign power, to the state of nature. The 

Hobbesian state of nature is uncertain, violent, and characterized by the war of all against 

all. It is a place that is both inevitable in the absence of strong political authority and to 

be avoided at all costs.  

Where democracy is characterized by the absence of the absolutist authority of the 

Hobbesian sovereign, elements of the state of nature will be present.  The “other” in this 

classic view is not to be trusted and is considered a violent, immediate, and continual 

threat. Hobbes writes, of the state of nature: 

In such condition there is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is 
uncertain; and consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the 
commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodities building; no 
instruments of moving and removing such things are require much force; no 
knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no 
society; and which is worse of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and 
the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.108 
 

These kinds of conditions (whether describing the fall of man or a state of nature) seem to  
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encourage a particular orientation to each other that assumes a set of necessarily violent 

and suspicious relations. It is interesting to note that Hobbes is arguing from a rational 

and logical perspective but ultimately his approach appeals to the nature of the affective 

or sensual experience of fear. We, in his telling, are asked to imagine a violent world 

devoid of reason, empathy, or cooperation.  

 Likewise, violent relations and naturalized “savage” ways of being seem to be a 

tacit premise of Mouffe’s political account of democracy. She continues to perpetuate the 

story of the fall into our political realm by her insistence on a necessary agonism in our 

political relations. She invokes this necessity based on a Hobbesian-Freudian 

understanding of human nature. Mouffe writes: 

The aggressive instinct can never be eliminated but one can try to disarm it, so to 
speak, and to weaken its destructive potential by several methods which Freud 
discusses… What I want to suggest is that, understood in an agonistic way, 
democratic institutions can contribute to this disarming of the libidinal forces 
leading towards hostility which are always present in human societies.109 

 
It appears, in this passage, that Mouffe perceives violent and aggressive tendencies in 

humans as natural, and should therefore be considered to be and anticipated as the default 

in our relations with one another. I have been arguing that the stories we tell inherently 

shape our views of human nature, and thus our political expectations of one another.   

Here, we can ask whether an agonistic story is the best way to understand our social and 

political relationships in the Canadian historical and current context.  

Part of the problem with continuing to tell versions of the story of the Fall is that 

we perpetuate and continue to accept the views it espouses without much question. It 

seems to suggest that there is no other way, and no alternative expression of being in the 
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world with others. Yet, this is also a point about truth. In Canada, it is clear that the 

continued dominance of the tradition of Genesis points not to the strength of its claims or 

the truth of its way of seeing the world, but to a political arena formed by the use of this 

story, and maintained by those whom it (currently) serves.110  

I suggested above that the philosophical claim that affective responses are a 

hinderance to good reasoning turns out to be questionable.  Here, the view that human 

beings are as Hobbes describes and Mouffe assumes looks not only increasingly 

questionable, but increasingly outdated, in light of recent advances in neuroscience. In 

1996 a team of researchers made an accidental but significant discovery in non-human 

primates: a neurological phenomenon which is now described as the result of “mirror 

neurons”. As Jeremy Rifkin puts it, “Mirror neurons allow humans – and other animals – 

to grasp the mind of others ‘as if’ their thoughts and behavior were their own.”111 This 

finding implies that we can, for example, experience the plight of others as if it was, 

indeed, something like our own. MRI imaging demonstrated that the same areas of the 

brain light up when we watch a certain activity being performed by another as if we were, 

in fact, doing the activity ourselves.112 All of this happens involuntarily. Hence, mirror 

neurons have additionally been referred to as “empathy neurons.” It is not difficult to 

recall experiences that confirm this discovery in our own individual everyday lives 

without the use of MRI imaging as confirmation.  

The phenomenon and sensation of mirror neurons is not an entirely unmentioned  

                                                
110 The story and tradition of the Earth Diver Myth persisted under the conditions of its 
oppression, which suggests that there is something about the way it portrays the world 
that is not just hopeful, but recognizable in the world. 
111 Jeremy Rifkin, The Empathetic Civilization: The Race to Global Consciousness In A 
World In Crisis (New York: Penguin Group, 2009), 83. 
112 Ibid., 85. 



 87 

philosophical idea. Aristotle invokes this sort of response in his work on tragedy in the 

Poetics; his description of catharsis draws on his view of human beings as imitative 

creatures, there, able to imitate the emotional responses of theatre actors.113  I am certain 

we can all remember obvious empathic responses in ourselves to sad, painful, socially 

embarrassing, or touching events, even if we were only indirectly observing the moment 

between others. These sensations may include (although they are certainly not limited to): 

a lump forming in our throats, a tearing up of the eyes, a flushing of our skin, or even an 

involuntary facial grimace. This implies that we are able to grasp the affective states (and 

thus perhaps the reasoning) of others not through willed and rational processes but by 

direct stimulation and feeling.114 This finding further suggests that we are “wired” for 

empathy, feeling, and cooperation, at least as much as for competition and conflict. An 

important observation about empathy is that competition requires we be empathic, at least 

in the sense that we anticipate another’s actions, moods, or thoughts to acquire a strategic 

advantage. Competition, by comparison, in itself does not explain empathy. As stated 

earlier, the sensuous enables us to be in relation with one another and our empathetic 

biology calls to a particular orientation to others.  

 If emotions shape and play an important role in our understanding of and relations 

with one another, they can also help to expose implicit understandings and draw us into 

new relations with one another. Certain emotions and affective states can help us to 

access the less obvious ways in which we understand the world and our relationships with 
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other people. In particular, the affective experience of shame often exposes 

understandings that are not otherwise easy to discern or identify. 

Shotwell suggests a crucial reason why affective states are effective in shaking the 

individual. She writes that negative affects are “both epistemically and politically 

salient.”115 She further asserts, of shame, that “feeling bad might be important to shifting 

our common sense assumptions;” it can produce “meaningful solidarity across difference, 

particularly for individuals who benefit from racist social/political structures.”116 One 

could, perhaps, argue that feeling shame forces a momentarily different relatedness to the 

other. As I illustrate, below, this shift in relatedness is often produced by King’s use of 

disjuncture.  

 
IV. Synthesis Through Ontological Relatedness and Shame 
 

King uses disjuncture to create shaming moments in his storytelling. In much the 

same way Burkhart uses the example of the prairie dog town and Coyote (see Chapter 

One of this thesis), King shows (and does not tell) the audience the effects of 

colonization. He says: 

The animals and the humans and the Twins and Charm looked at the world that 
they had created. “Boy”, they said, “this is as good as it gets. This is one beautiful 
world.” 
 
It’s a neat story, isn’t it? A little long, but different. Maybe even a little exotic. 
Sort of like the manure-fired pots or the hand-painted plates or the woven palm 
hats or the coconuts carved to look like monkey faces or the colourful T-shirts 
that we buy on vacation. 
 
Souvenirs. Snapshots of a moment. And when the moment has passed, the hats 
are tossed into closets, the T-shirts are stuffed into drawers, the pots and plates 
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and coconuts are left to gather dust on shelves. Eventually everything is shipped 
off to a garage store or slipped into the trash. 
 
As for stories such as the Woman Who Fell From the Sky, well, we listen to them 
and we forget them, for amidst the thunder of Christian monologues, they have 
neither purchase nor place. After all, within the North American paradigm we 
have a perfectly serviceable creation story.117 

 
King shows the tendency among Westerners to be cultural tourists. He reveals a type of 

consumer attitude within capitalist culture. He suggests a view from nowhere as part of 

that consumer attitude. These “souvenirs,” acquired (and thus minimally acknowledged) 

as part of the process of cultural tourism, are objects devoid of the particular meanings, 

ontologies, or traditions which inevitably matter to the people who have made them – 

anyone can possess them, and thus, the thinking goes, anyone can understand their 

meaning. Through the analogy of the souvenir, King shows the listener/reader how a 

dominant Western perspective appears to prize otherness, but in fact tends to devalue and 

discard the other’s traditions and stories. It would be difficult for many Westerners not to 

recognize themselves or their cultural practices in his description.  The other’s view of 

those practices “catches,” producing the experience of disjuncture, of seeing what one 

might be for someone who does not share one’s cultural assumptions, of shame. 

I am certain I am not alone in possessing and discarding such cultural souvenirs.  

Recognizing this is a distinct moment of catching and disjuncture when one grasps one’s 

individual arrogance and experiences shame. As a member of a culture in which the 

collection of souvenirs makes sense and is encouraged, King forces me to to ask myself: 

Do we collectors really have no purchase or place for another’s way of being in the 

world? Are another’s stories and the way they understand themselves merely trash, not 
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relevant to how we live or choose to live our life? Who and what determines what stories 

we tell? How, as sensuous beings (when we clearly affect others and others affect us), 

can we be unconcerned with our ontological relations? How might obliterating another’s 

stories serve as a way of rejecting relatedness? How do I perpetuate this practice? Do I?  

 Such experiences could be easily read as demonstrating the affective state of 

shame as non-propositional knowledge of oneself, or of oneself as one does not want to 

be. “[S]hame,” Shotwell argues, “reveals something you ‘were then’, perhaps ‘are now’ 

but also a self you refuse in the fact of feeling shamed.”118 In this sense, everything need 

not continue to be lost. Shame experienced and coupled with evaluative reflection can 

produce an opportunity and hope for a different way of being with others. Shotwell 

additionally describes the experience of shame in this way: 

Because identity is fluid, the moment of shame seems able to cathect and reify an 
already present pattern that manifests as a solid identity. It may also be 
particularly able to reveal the fluidity of identity formation – one has something 
one does not want to be.119 

 
The experience of shame shows a level of implicit understanding and reveals a level of 

relatedness not necessarily articulated and made known prior to the experience. As 

Shotwell writes, “in shame we are affected.”120 The experience of listening to Thomas 

King’s storytelling can provide such an avenue for this sensuous experience. In being 

affected, one is alerted to one’s ontological relatedness; as Shotwell argues: “[feeling] 

shame is itself a form of communication.”121 The experience of shame as aesthetic 

experience opens a space for new and relational dialogue. Furthermore and most 
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importantly, while experiencing shame, one is led to see how the other views oneself and 

evaluates one’s own actions or practices. Shame then becomes a reciprocal act that 

invites the other to conversation.  

However, as Shotwell points out, “Shaming is an active, transitive practice; 

‘whiteness’ is an equally transitive location, but one that is densely reified, defended, and 

normalized.”122 It is not always possible to open and transform every individual due to 

the naturalization of the categories of race and the invisibility of privilege to those who 

experience it. A tendency and failure to engage with the other is not only problematic as 

it perpetuates epistemic violence, it is also harmful to the self. Monica Vilhauer puts the 

point this way, “Avoiding the difficulties involved in engaging with others and their 

unfamiliar points of view, and refusing the growing pains involved in expanding or 

revising our own “comfort zone” of knowledge, result in a limitation of our own 

possibilities.123 However, thinking and talking about race and colonization are difficult. 

One’s comfort zone can, in fact, interfere with the ability to fully embrace the sensuous 

experience of shame. But, perhaps, talking about these things in the form of stories, as 

King does, may make race and Canada’s history easier and more readily accessible. 

Shame can be a valuable tool/experience to disrupt our epistemic spaces. 

Shame additionally reveals important aspects about how one is socially 

positioned. Shame, in certain instances and individuals, results in a blatant refusal to 

acknowledge the other due it its discomforting nature. Shotwell writes: 

…[G]iven the widespread refusal and avoidance of negative affects in many 
social spaces in North America in particular and an implicit idea that the purpose 
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of life is to be endlessly comfortable and at ease, it is worthwhile to encourage 
socially and self-identified white people to lean in to the sharp points of 
discomfort frequently attached to racism rather than cushioning ourselves from 
it.124 

 
The subjective experience of shame can be an important and salient feature of any real 

move towards solidarity and antiracist work. However, even this experience may not be 

transformative to all who undergo it.  

The capacity of recognizing inter-and intra-subjective experience is vital to how 

one sees one’s self and one’s others. Shotwell writes:  

Shame turns on a inter- and intra-subjective hinge, which is to say that I see 
myself in relation to others. I feel toward them-perhaps even when the feeling I 
manifest in relation to people who have shamed me or toward whom I feel shame 
is anger or resentment. Shame always relates to others.125  

 
One rarely experiences shame in isolation and it is usually felt in relation to another 

person. In other words, shame provides a moment of disjuncture in vision and in the 

understanding of oneself. It causes self-identity to catch on someone else’s view of one’s  

own being in the world. Or more specifically, we experience ourselves through another’s  

gaze and perspective. 

Emotions are complex and it is important to distinguish the difference between 

shame and guilt. Shame is different than the experience of guilt in its political 

implications because of the space of disjuncture it creates. Shotwell describes guilt as a 

“hopelessly reductive” and I cannot disagree with this evaluation.126 The perpetual 

feeling of guilt is counterproductive and often paralyzing in its prolonged state. That is 

because guilt does not provide the ambiguous momentary space of disjuncture and 
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transformation that shame seems to facilitate. It does not address or get at the ways in 

which white and colonizing people excuse themselves from any possible guilt for racist 

histories and continued privilege as a result of those racist histories. Certain statements 

(“I didn’t have anything to do with colonization” or “That happened so long ago and 

before I was even born”) seem to display the tendency of Canadians not to address our 

contentious history. I cannot recall how many times I have heard these similar sentiments 

in relation to First Nations people and the history of colonization in Canada. I 

additionally cannot help but think how these responses are a willful ignorance and how 

they most assuredly reinforce the invisibility of privilege. These comments recognize that 

something has gone wrong, but fail to express their speakers’ connection with or shame 

for continued benefits and social advantages accumulated from a violent history. 

Shotwell further describes guilt as being “part of the process of becoming 

minimally aware of injustice perpetuated along racial lines.”127 The experience of guilt 

does not allow the examination of and fleeting loss of self that shame does. One is not 

required within the experience of guilt to check one’s own mode of being within the 

dominant discourse because they can navigate spaces without restraint or barriers: “More  

generally, a big part of the choice to feel guilty rather than responsible is precisely the 

fact of it being a choice – whiteness frequently carries the ‘option’ of choosing whether 

and how to think about actively respond to racial situations.”128 Feeling guilty can, in 

fact, “feel good”, in the sense that it allows us to look at ourselves in the mirror without 

necessitating alternative praxis or individual change. The key to social transformation and 
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social movements is the ability to act, thus the process of being immobilized 

(complacently stagnant) in guilt is futile. One must be moved (affectively) to act in a 

meaningful way, and not merely stuck in a negative affect which is neither reflective or 

ontologically motivated.  

I cannot help but notice how King simultaneously draws on the “option” of 

feeling guilt and produces a significant shaming moment. We, as he concludes his story, 

are left to ask the important and fundamental questions: Is that me? Do I do that? King 

uses the story of Genesis and the fall to highlight his point. He states: 

Unfortunately, by the time we arrive in the wilderness, broke and homeless, the 
story of being made in God’s image, of living in paradise, of naming the animals 
must have gone to our heads, for while we weren’t the strongest or the fastest 
creatures on the planet, we were, certainly, as it turned out, the most arrogant.  
God’s Chosen People. The Alpha and The Omega. Masters of the Universe. 
It is this conceit we continue to elaborate as we fill up our tanks at the gas station, 
the myth we embrace as we bolt our doors at night, the romance we pursue as we 
search our guidebooks for just the right phrase. The lie we dangle in front of our 
appetites as we chase progress to the grave. 
 
It was Sir Isaac Newton who said, “To every action there is always opposed an 
equal reaction.” Had he been a writer, he might have simply said, “To every 
action there is a story.” 
 
Take Charm’s story, for instance. It’s yours. Do with it what you will. Tell it to 
friends. Turn it into a television movie. Forget it. But don’t say in the years to 
come that you would have lived your life differently if only you had heard the 
story. 
 
You’ve heard it now.129 

 
The storytelling process and its contents are given to the audience to do with what they 

will. It is like any piece of art created in freedom, offered in freedom, and most 

importantly, allowed to be interpreted freely.  
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V:  Conclusion  

It is essential, I think, that King completely relinquishes the authority to tell the 

audience how they should feel, or what actions they should pursue, but instead, through 

precise juxtaposing and the use of examples, shows the audience the results of 

colonization. There is a significant shaming moment in the suggestion that we can choose 

to forget his story as many Canadians “forget” about the cultural and physical genocide 

associated with the process of colonization. Does he hope to move the audience in this 

precise moment? Do we in the moment of forgetting his story perpetuate white privilege 

and colonizing practices? I have argued that we do. And for that reason I read his 

question as a call for solidarity and social transformation, a call that is aided by the 

experience of shame. Shame, not guilt, moves an individual to act. Shotwell writes: 

Shame [unlike guilt] is a paradigmatic example of discomfort. Shame rarely, if 
ever, feels good. Most of us want to avoid shame, in part because the experience 
of it holds few avenues of escape. Perhaps we cannot address the experience of 
shame by directly doing something in the world, or we think that we cannot 
change the thing that has happened to cause shame. Shame seems to stick to our 
skin, seep in through our pores, run along our veins. It feels as though it is part of 
our body and our being. At the same time, shame hums between people, arises 
constitutively in relation to real or imagined others.130 

 
This “humming” of shame between people is an important piece of the puzzle of racial 

relations and solidarity work. Such work should never feel entirely good. King and 

Shotwell point toward the same kind of orientation and relation to the other that is 

necessary in living meaningful ontological relatedness and essential in making social 

transformation. Storytelling and/as sensuous experience is a way in which to foster and 

promote understanding to achieve this mandatory orientation to the other.  
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 The stories we tell have the capacity to open and close social and political spaces. 

Ultimately, stories reveal something simultaneously within us and to us in a way that 

scientific inquiry and rational, abstract thought alone cannot. In this fashion, stories do 

control our lives. Stories emulate what and who we are as beings. They can put being into  

a type of dialogue which reconnects us with tradition and ultimately each other. But most  

importantly, stories enable us to engage in our humanness through sensuous experience, 

which demonstrates to us that: 

… all of human activity is embodied experience – that is, participation with other 
–  and that the ability to read and respond to another person “as if” he or she were 
oneself is the key to how humans beings engage the world, create individual 
identity, develop language, learn to reason, become social, establish identity, 
develop language, learn to reason, become social, establish cultural narrative, and 
define reality and existence.131 

 
I conclude that Thomas King is right. Stories are all that we were. I am reminded of a 

poignant title of a book by Joan Didion: We tell Ourselves Stories in Order to Live.132 

Storytelling and stories are, on the one hand, much more complex and ethereal than this 

title implies, yet, on the other hand, they are not. I have become convinced (by thinking 

with Coyote) that we tell ourselves stories in order to be able to understand each other 

and by extension what it means to be human. We tell ourselves stories because I concern 

you and you concern me. We tell ourselves stories so that we may come to live better.  
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