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Abstract

This paper examines Maria Campbell’s Halfbreed as a decolonial life narrative
through which Métis identity is reclaimed against histories of dispossession, racial
marginalization, cultural erasure, and institutional oppression. It maintains that
Campbell uses personal experience and place it in a collective Métis memory and
kinship, land and political battle to re-create his autobiography into a kind of counter-
history. Telling of the stories is a way of dealing with colonial shame and regaining
continuity of cultures through the lessons of family, community and especially
Cheechum. The paper also expounds on how Campbell shifts, intersecting, between
alienation and internalized oppression and political consciousness, relational
belonging and Indigenous resurgence. Through reclaiming silenced histories and
through assertion of Metis ways of knowing, Halfbreed provides an example of how
autobiographical narration can serve as testimony, resistance, cultural conservation,
and assertion of Indigenous presence.

Keywords: Métis identity, storytelling, decolonial resistance, cultural resurgence,
Indigenous autobiography

Introduction: Storytelling as a Decolonial Method
The Halfbreed by Maria Campbell can be seen as a text of autobiography,
social testament, or having become a repository of Métis dispossession. Those are

true yet inadequate, as much as they may result in the storytelling itself being a
|
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transparent vessel of historical content. Campbell, instead, includes narrative form as
a part of political work of the book. The story of her life is repeatedly sent off into
family genealogy, Road Allowance history, the Riel resistance, the teachings that
Cheechum remembers, organizing of Native groups in the urban centres and
eventually a community pictured across geographic and legal boundaries.
Storytelling is thus not just the narrative of a rediscovery of an already existent
identity, but a form of it in a stable form. It generates a moving base on which Métis
identity can be reclaimed against colonial nomenclature, racial shame and state
violence as well as state histories that justify a conquered Métis people that fade or
fade away. The essential shift in the memoir is neither out of perplexing cultural
identities to a resolved one; it is a shift of forced classifications to responsible
connections with kin, land, memory, and collective action. In this way, Halfbreed
enacts decolonial resistance through repossession of the powers to tell Metis history
and resurgence when it comes to culture, this involves making recalled relations a
resource to the future.

Campbell proclaims that pre-chronological politics of story is announced.
Coming back to a changed homeland does not mean that she has a recovered past
behind her; the changed scenery compels an inner and narrative exploration. She
decides to write the explicit response to the dispossession and disappearance in
history:

“Like me the land had changed, my people were gone, and if I was to know peace |
would have to search within myself. That is when | decided to write about my life. |
am not very old, so perhaps some day, when | too am a grannie, | will write more. |
write this for all of you, to tell you what it is like to be a Halfbreed woman in our
country. | want to tell you about the joys and sorrows, the oppressing poverty, the
frustrations and the dreams. ” (Campbell 19-20)

The text creates a fruitful contradiction of the first-person singular and the
group of viewers all of you. It is not the self that is closed to history that has to be
searched but one which is founded on an altered land and a lost community. The
resultant interpretation of autonomizing autobiography by Campbell to Native
storytelling in Robin White is, therefore, the unique approach as a community
survival technique and not necessarily a gateway into the mainstream publishing (97).
Jeanie Wills similarly argues that the book translates oral narrative strategies into
print, creating a textual bridge between marginalized Métis and Neéhiyawak
storytelling practices and dominant literary culture (19). These readings are

methodological: why what is being decolonized in Halfbreed is not only in the anti-
- - |
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colonial pronouncements but also in the holding of narrative power, in the collections
of memories that are considered history, and in the ways an autobiographical “I”’ can
still be responsible to a people.

Colonial Dispossession and the Politics of Métis Naming

Such power, is evident in the first historical chapters of the book. Campbell
even postpones her own birth, until she finishes recounting Métis political opposition,
Riel resistance, and loss of land, and the creation of the Road Allowance
communities. The apparent background is the primary of the structure, then. A history
of Canadians that reveals the views of the people whose lives were downgraded by
the histories of the state and the settlers which included squatter, rebel, ward, and
social problems is recounted. Even the term used in the title is a part of this acrobatic
of classification. White argues that adopting a tag that was traditionally used to
designate individuals of mixed ancestry as wanton, Campbell is asserting and
reshaping self-identification in the context of being called to be less than both
indigenous and white (99). Fagan and her co-authors are wary, though, of narrowing
this down to only one unit of identity: Campbell places herself in particular kinship
ties, politically as a Mestiza in Mestiza history, and will eventually identify as part of
a bigger movement in Native history (259-60). Reclamation is thus the designation
of a located sovereignty of self-definition as opposed to the substitution of a single
and unbending category by another.

Storytelling as Counter-History: Cheechum and Intergenerational Memory

Cheechum is the most powerful counter-archive of the story. It is the memory
of the ethical and political life that she brings the resistance at Batoche not as a
finished episode in the national history but as an ethical and living memory. Campbell
is an eyewitness to the historical teaching of her great-grandmother:

“Great Grandma Campbell, whom I always called “Cheechum,” was a niece of
Gabriel Dumont and her whole family fought beside Riel and Dumont during the
Rebellion. She often told me stories of the Rebellion and of the Halfbreed people. She
said our people never wanted to fight because that was not our way. We never wanted
anything except to be left alone to live as we pleased. Cheechum never accepted
defeat at Batoche, and she would always say, “‘Because they killed Riel they think
they have killed us too, but someday, my girl, it will be different.” (Campbell 27)

The linguistic change of family history into our people is the key one. The
stories shared by Cheechum do not honor a dead people, they decline the colonial
solution of time travel whereby defeat in war equates to the loss of culture. According
|
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to White, this knowledge allows Campbell to compare the previous forms of
resistance with subsequent ones of divide-and-rule tactics and to envision agency
beyond colonial prescriptions of mainstream colonialism (112). Her teachings end up
giving Campbell the means with which to draw pride in her Métis nation whose
political ambitions survived defeat (White 117). What is possible to the state to write
about, as rebellion and closure, oral memory could bear as incomplete duty. The
narration of stories by Campbell thus challenges colonial archives on the time front:
Batoche exists in the present since its meanings are not given to the official
commemoration by official structures but are passed on in kinship.

Colonial Shame, Institutional Violence, and the “Blanket”

Another thing that the memoir demands to subjugate is that colonial
domination can cut inwards, by shame and habitual practices of self-abandonment.
This process is condensed by Campbell as he repeatedly envisions the so-called
blanket. In recalling what Cheechum elucidates, she ends up appreciating
government, church and schooling institutions as institutions who are proud of dignity
then present avenues of what seems like protection;

“My Cheechum used to tell me that when the government gives you something, they
take all that you have in return—your pride, your dignity, all the things that make
you a living soul. When they are sure they have everything, they give you a blanket to
cover your shame. She said that the churches, with their talk about God, the Devil,
heaven and hell, and schools that taught children to be ashamed, were all a part of
that government. [ ...] I understood about the blanket now—I wore one too. | didn't
know when | started to wear it, but it was there and | didn't know how to throw it
away.” (Campbell 150-51)

The metaphor is significant as it denies a personalized account of
humiliations. Shame is a creation that is done historically, administratively and then
made to feel like it was part of the person who is being abused. A decolonial reading
should not, though, transform this diagnosis into some other narrative of inevitably
broken Indigenous peoples. Rebekah Ludolph cautions that damage-centred readings
of Halfbreed is capable of recreating the myth that colonial violence has irrecoverably
damaged the Indigenous communities and thus of refuting them of their futurity
(107). 1t is particularly helpful with her subsequent claim of resurgence-based
reading: the book maintains culturally particular intellectual practices and challenges
the readers to perceive more than trauma to the settler media consumption (Ludolph
116-17). The storyline provided by Campbell identifies poverty, addiction, violence,
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and institutional neglect without letting the above to become the soul of Métis
identity. Their mere delineation by identifying them as colonial structures is
epistemically resistant, in that the causal explanation supplants racialized pathology.

Reclaiming Identity through Kinship, Home, and Relational Knowledge

Narratives also render the process of recovery social as opposed to treatment
in its strictly personal form. Linda Warley points out the oral storytelling is not a past
event behind the modern Indigenous literature but rather a literary practice which
continues, and that stories of the lives of Indigenous people are able to have a
connection between memory, political testimony, survival and social regeneration
(48-49). What Campbell has done on coming back to Cheechum is exactly this
transformation of the memory into orientation. Years of city misery and alienation
then start to dawn on Campbell that the imperative that Cheechum had insisted on
traveling out into the world was not a decree to personal progress:

“Because of Edith I began to understand what Cheechum had been trying to say to
me, and to see how | had misinterpreted what she had taught me. She had never meant
that | should go out into the world in search of fortune, but rather that I go out and
discover for myself the need for leadership and change: if our way of life were to
improve | would have to find other people like myself, and together try to find an
alternative.” (Campbell 157)

The difference between luck and leadership turns an assimilative trait of
success the other way around. Not the distance between the Campbell and the Road
Allowance world but rather her ability to give back knowledge to collective struggle
is the tool of strength. The homecoming scenes, according to White, as a sovereignty
of the home are identified in story: the smells of wood-smoke, herbs, and roots, and
food reminding Campbell of her sovereignty as a home where the family, the territory
and the community continue to be mutually constitutive (153-54). Home is no ideal
dimness. It is a location of epistemes where political priorities can be read. The
middle ground, which she so desperately wants to create between Indigenous women,
her street work, and the way she entered the Native organizations, all sprout out of
the assumption that individuals re-claim their agency by creating relationships (than
by saving people in a paternal manner). This is cultural revival at the level of daily
practice: shelter, kinship, listening, political education, and a revival of those
teachings in which the value of whose colonial institutions had tried to undermine.
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From Personal Survival to Political Resistance and Cultural Resurgence

The political sections which appear in the final chapters of Halfbreed make
it difficult to have a happy ending. Campbell is confronted with sexism within the
Native groups, opportunism among politicians and the rediscovery of the ability of
government funding to shove movements apart. Such self-critique is even decolonial.
The memoir never romanticizes the collective identity as a unity which comes
naturally; it challenges political movements to the relational ethic passed through
Cheechum. Emphasizing that the text has been seen by critics both as opposition to
non-Indigenous society and as community-building by Indigenous readers, Fagan et
al. note that their most fruitful way to articulate identity in the book is that it was
politically mobilized through relationships and not simply owned as an attribute
(268). The focus in the story told by Campbell helps it. Political, Métis identity
acquires its strength when it creates a sense of obligation, to the women on the street,
the incarcerated people, children, relatives and other communities of the Indigenous
people and to the histories that the institutions would want to be forgotten.

The conclusion converts identity not as much to certitude as such as it alters
the conditions under which survival is to take place. Campbell shifts out of an
isolating quest to fit in, towards a fraternity of brothers and sisters and out of the
cocoon of forced shame, to solidarity:

“I believe that one day, very soon, people will set aside their differences and come
together as one. Maybe not because we love one another, but because we will need
each other to survive. Then together we will fight our common enemies. Change will
come because this time we won't give up. There is growing evidence of that today.

The years of searching, loneliness and pain are over for me. Cheechum said, “You'll
find yourself, and you'll find brothers and sisters.” I have brothers and sisters, all
over the country. I no longer need my blanket to survive.” (Campbell 172)

In the afterword of 2019 this futuristic nature of this ending becomes even
more obvious. Campbell retells how the elders encouraged the young Indigenous to
revive language and traditions as a basis of artistic, intellectual, and political
activities, passionately speaks in support of the rising abundance of Indigenous
scholars and artists, and says the process of decolonization takes long collective
action (173-75). The implications of this kind of reflections inhibit that reclamation
should be confused with recovery of a static precolonial authenticity. Resurgence is
cyclic: (traditions) are recalled, translated, discussed, enacted and reinvented under
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varying circumstances. Among the infrastructures with help of which this
continuance is possible are the storytelling.

Conclusion

Read this way, Halfbreed becomes an autobiographical process of
decolonization between self, history, land and community. Its counter-history reveals
the nature of dispossession; its family narratives displaces state monopoly on the
meaning of Batoche; its narrative of shame finds psychic injury in colonial
institutions without transforming the Métis people into a colonised object; and its
eventual political action, the turn towards remembrance, make remembering a
collective responsibility. The success of Campbell is thus even greater than talking
back to racism, but she does so with unprecedented zeal. She reinvents on the terms
according to which it is possible to tell Métis identity. This cultural renaissance of the
book lies in that narrative sovereignty: the figure named by colonial can accept the
name, puts it in a setting of genealogies and lessons and holds it responsible to the
relations that the colonial category was unable to hold. The resulting identity is an
isolated self and is not a museum of tradition. It is a practice of continuance that is a
living breathing thing.
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