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Abstract 

This dissertation examines how the places inhabited by the racialized dead have been threatened, 

destroyed, or disallowed in regimes of racialization and colonization  in the territories of the 

Saugeen Anishinaabeg (an area colonially known as Bruce and Grey Counties, Ontario) and 

throughout eastern North America. In this dissertation I include the burial places of four 

interconnected peoples: Anishinaabe nations of the greater Great Lakes region, Black 

communities descended from enslaved Africans in Ontario and the Mid-Atlantic, Protestant 

English-speaking white populations of Ontario and the eastern United States, and Muslim 

communities who may be part of any of the three preceding groups, but who also comprise large 

numbers of late 20th century and early 21st migrants to eastern North America. This dissertation 

maps a variety of case studies across these communities, while remaining centred on the 

Anishinaabe world. I chronicle how white people have engaged in a pattern of desecration and 

destruction of the burial places of Indigenous and Black communities and resisted efforts by 

Muslims to establish space to bury their dead. White people have thus maintained the landscape 

of whiteness both through the destruction of existing graves and the denial of new ones. 

  

I argue first that processes of racial dehumanization and colonial dispossession have not only 

been inflicted on the living but also the dead and the sites they inhabit, and that this violence has 

its roots in traditions of posthumous dehumanization that are part of British/North American 

Protestant cultures while also, paradoxically, being deeply at odds with this culture’s worldviews 

about the dead and the respect owed to them. Second, I argue that processes of colonial 

dispossession rooted in the removal of peoples from their lands extend to the grave itself, and 

that the grave is a symbol of power over a place. Thirdly, I argue that there is a wide pattern of 

burial place destruction across eastern North America. Finally, throughout this dissertation, I 

highlight the profound and magnified importance of these sites to Indigenous, Black, and 

Muslim communities, as evidenced by both reclamation or establishment efforts, and the 

presence of burial places (and instances of their destruction) in the spoken statements and the 

creative literatures of these communities, for whom these sites are essential connectors to 

threatened pasts, violent presents, and resurgent futures. 
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the desecration of the burial places of Indigenous and Black communities, and racist 
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The land is a being who remembers everything. 

 

-Joy Harjo (“Conflict Resolution for Holy Beings,” 2017) 

 

 

-- 

 

 

When Earth yieldeth up her burdens 

And humankind saith: What aileth her?  

That day she will relate her chronicles 

 

- Qur’an 99: 2-4 (Marmaduke Pickthall translation)  

 

-- 

 

 

the earth is a living thing 

 

is a black shambling bear 

ruffling its wild back and tossing 

mountains into the sea 

 

is a black hawk circling  

the burying ground circling the bones 

picked clean and discarded 

 

is a fish black blind in the belly of water 

is a diamond blind in the black belly of coal 

 

is a black and living thing  

is a favorite child 

of the universe 

feel her rolling her hand 

in its kinky hair 

feel her brushing it clean. 

 

- Lucille Clifton (“the earth is a living thing”) 

 

-- 

 

 

Je crois que les choses restent et que certains événements tragiques marquent les lieux où ils se 

sont déroulés.  

 

- Eva de Vitray-Meyerovitch (Islam, L’Autre Visage, 1995, 76) 
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INTRODUCTION 

  

Having left Dundalk, Ireland, my maternal ancestor Mary Grey (nee Lowry) and her 

husband Elias Brabazon settled in another Dundalk located in Grey County, Ontario, where they 

were buried in a shared grave upon their deaths. It was Elias who named their new town after his 

native town.1 The lands on which they settled had been recently confiscated from the Saugeen 

Anishinaabe,2 who in being pushed out of their lands were forced to leave behind generations of 

ancestors buried in the soil. Mary and Elias were participants in a process of colonial 

dispossession; not only was Elias able to settle on lands coerced from the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, 

but he was also able to lend the name of his place of birth to the newly colonized lands. Such 

toponymic evidence of dispossession abounds in Grey County: Irish Mountain, Scotch 

Mountain, Southampton, Dundalk, and Thornbury are just a few examples of Grey County place 

names. These place names point to an originary mythos of the redemptive hardships of intrepid 

white pioneers − often members of the Orange Order or other British Protestant fraternal orders − 

turning uninhabited and unproductive wilderness into the celebrated agricultural outputs of the 

present day.  

This mythos is complicated in part by the reality that the first non-Indigenous 

communities in Grey County were made up of Black inhabitants, whose existence in Priceville 

and other places has until very recently “been vanquished by an overemphasis on the history of 

 
1 Alan Rayburn, Place Names of Ontario (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 98. 
2 As there are many ways to spell Anishinaabe, I have opted for the sake of consistency to defer to spelling offered 

by the Ojibwe People's Dictionary project, based t the University of Minnesota. See “Anishinaabe” in Ojibwe 

People’s Dictionary, https://ojibwe.lib.umn.edu/main-entry/anishinaabe-na. Thus, throughout this dissertation, I 

used Anishinaabe as a singular noun or adjective, and Anishinaabeg in the plural. In the case of specific First 

Nations or community governments, I have deferred to official spellings used by each respective community. 

Variations in spelling and nomenclature in the Anishinaabe world are discussed on pages 38-39. 

https://ojibwe.lib.umn.edu/main-entry/anishinaabe-na
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pioneers from Great Britain and Ireland.”3 Places of burial, along with a few surviving 

tombstones bearing the names of the members of these communities, are among the only lasting 

traces of erased Black presence in these areas. The violent erasure of both Indigenous and Black 

presence in Grey County is a microcosm of historian Ian McKay’s characterization of Canada as 

“in essence a White settler society” (emphasis my own), and as a nation that was “a grand 

experiment in ‘whiteness.’”4 This grand experiment variously invisibilizes, disciplines, and 

manages Indigenous and Black communities, as the former are confined to an ever-diminishing 

land base, while the latter’s very presence on the land is disavowed or denied. In recent decades, 

newcomers have arrived in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing,5 including a growing Muslim community 

in Owen Sound and other places, who have been targets of Islamophobic vandalism and other 

racist incidences.6 Across eastern North America, where settler white people have settled, they 

have participated in the making and maintenance of white landscapes and the erasure of, or 

resistance to, the presence of racialized and colonized others, including when that presence 

manifests in the form of graves and burial places. As a white person, a scholar of Indigenous and 

Canadian studies born and living in the Anishinaabe world, a convert to Islam, and a husband, 

father, uncle, and neighbour in close reciprocal kinship with Black communities through 

marriage and religious affiliation, this dissertation begins from a place of responsibility vis a vis 

the ongoing legacies of colonialism and racialization that I have inherited and benefit from, as 

enacted in both past and present and on the sacred places of four communities to which I am 

 
3 Naomi Norquay, “Land’s Memory: Looking for Traces of the Old Durham Road Black Pioneer Settlement,” 

Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal 7, (2010): 21. 
4 Ian McKay, Reasoning Otherwise: Leftists and the People’s Enlightenment in Canada, 1890-1920 (Toronto: 

Between the Lines, 2008), 350-351. 
5 Saukiing Anishinaabekiing is the Anishinaabemowin term used by the Saugeen Anishinaabeg for their territory. 

See Saugeen Ojibway Nation, “Home // Endaayang,” Environment Office Saugeen Ojibway Nation, accessed 2021, 

https://www.saugeenojibwaynation.ca/. 
6 Outlined further in Chapter 5: Necrogeographic Islamophobia.  

https://www.saugeenojibwaynation.ca/
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connected. Mary and Elias’ grave continues to stand undisturbed in Maple Lawn Cemetery in 

Dundalk, like millions of other graves of settler white people throughout Ontario and its 

neighbouring states and provinces. Meanwhile, the graves of Indigenous and Black people have 

been bulldozed, desecrated, and destroyed, and the burial places of Muslim communities have, in 

recent decades, been repeatedly denied a place in the white landscape of North America. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: 

Grave of Elias 

and Mary 

Grey, 

Dundalk, 

Ontario.7 

 
7 William Felepchuk, Grave of Elias and Mary Grey, 2018, personal collection, Dundalk ON. 
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Figure 2: Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, the territory of the Saugeen Anishinaabeg.8  

 

Considering the dead who are left behind when the living are dispossessed adds 

additional dimension to the study of what Cole Harris calls “the experienced materiality of 

colonialism,” which is “grounded … in dispossessions and repossessions of land.”9 This thesis 

begins with the small piece of land holding the grave of Elias and Mary, my ancestors, and 

 
8 Saugeen Ojibway Nation, “Home // Endaayang,” Environment Office Saugeen Ojibway Nation, accessed 2021, 

https://www.saugeenojibwaynation.ca/. 
9 Harris, Cole, “How Did Colonialism Dispossess? Comments from an Edge of Empire,” Annals of the Association 

of American Geographers 94, no. 1 (2004): 167. 

https://www.saugeenojibwaynation.ca/
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radiates narratively outwards from there. This dissertation argues that where white people people 

have occupied Indigenous lands, subjugated Black people, or resisted the presence of racialized 

newcomers, they have also engaged in egregious patterns of discrimination, desecration, and 

destruction in relation to burial grounds, even as these patterns unfolded in contravention of their 

own worldviews surrounding the dead, and cause profound anguish in communities for whom 

these sites are essential connectors to threatened pasts, enduring presents, and resurgent futures.  

I term these patterns racial necrogeographies: the experienced materiality of colonialism and 

racialization in relation to the dead and the burial places they inhabit. I root my work in theories 

of racial and colonial geography articulated by both Anishinaabeg scholars and theorists from the 

Black radical tradition who shift the geography of reason and question the bounds of the human 

as defined by colonial modernity. These theorists seek to understand the fundamentally racial 

sub-humanizing/dehumanizing processes that are constitutive of modern conceptions of the 

human itself. They also articulate the spatial dimensions of these processes of dehumanization 

and colonization. My work is a distinctive synthesis of these theories to the space of burial, and 

to the forms of sub/dehumanization that are inflicted on the dead of racialized communities.  

Burial, or more broadly, a relationship with the dead, is a fundamental practice associated 

with human communities, with norms of respect for the human dead being present across 

cultures (including the cultures of settler white people). Racial dehumanization therefore extends 

to the racialized dead = and the burial places of racialized people are devalued and destroyed as 

part of this process of rendering as less than human. A relationship with the dead is part of the 

full life of human communities, the same fullness of life the racialized are consistently denied: 

“the reality is that Black Life in Canada finds itself being expressed and circumscribed by the 
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demand from Black people that it be a full life, yet this is resisted by a set of forces, structures 

and people that insist it be something less than a full life.”10 

According to Sylvia Wynter, racial dehumanization in colonial modernity is rooted in the 

“ongoing imperative of securing the well-being of our present ethnoclass (i.e., Western 

bourgeois) conception of the human, Man, which overrepresents itself as if it were the human 

itself.”11 This well-being is secured at the expense of those who are not represented as Man, of 

racialized communities, of the descendants of the enslaved, and communities of precarious 

newcomers, and of Indigenous people in particular.12 Frantz Fanon argued that the colonial 

conception of Man, rooted in slavery, had to necessarily dehumanize the enslaved in order to 

define itself. As Fanon wrote, while the Hegelian dialectic of Master-Slave was based on the 

mutual recognition of “the being of the other,”13 this does not describe the relationships of White 

people to subjugated Black communities. Black people are denied the circuit of “absolute 

reciprocity”14 that exists between the Hegelian Master and his Slave: “If I shut off the circuit, if I 

make the two-way movement unachievable, I keep the other within himself. In an extreme 

degree, I deprive him even of this being-for-self.”15 Fanonian scholar Lewis Gordon explains 

that in Fanon’s argument, “since racism is a denial to an Other attributes of the self and even 

those of another self – in other words, even of being an Other − the resulting schema is one of 

 
10 Walcott, Rinaldo, and Idil Abdillahi, BlackLife: Post-BLM and the Struggle for Freedom (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 

2019), 12. 
11 Sylvia Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Toward the Human, After Man, its 

Overrepresentation - An Argument,” CR: The New Centennial Review 3, no. 3 (2003): 260. 
12 It is important to note that Melanie J. Newton and others have noted “the resilience of this aboriginal extinction 

narrative” in the colonial discursive formations of the Caribbean, and that this narrative of absence of Indigenous 

peoples in the Caribbean context, and a corollary indigenization of African peoples in the same region, persists in 

the texts of some decolonial scholars, including Wynter. See, Melanie J. Newton, “Returns to a Native Land: 

Indigeneity and Decolonization in the Anglophone Caribbean,” Small Axe: A Journal of Criticism 17, no. 2 (2013): 

121. 
13 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York, NY: Grove Atlantic, 2008), 192.  
14 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 192. 
15 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 192. 
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location below, in the zone of non-being.”16 Cole Harris, in describing colonial geographies, also 

draws upon Fanon, who observed “that colonialism created a world ‘divided into compartments,’ 

a ‘narrow world strewn with prohibitions,’ and a ‘world without spaciousness’”17, made up of 

“the native town, the Negro village, the medina, [and] the reservation.”18 These spaces form the 

locations below, the zones of non-being and abject exclusion. 

Nor is the zone of non-being purely a historical phenomenon specific to the height of 

European colonial expansion; the zone of non-being manifests as “the permanence of Black 

exclusion and subjection in Canada”19 and in each ishkonigan (according to Lindsay Keegitah 

Borrows, “the Ojibway word for reservation - it literally means ‘the leftover thing’”20) to which 

Anishinaabeg have been confined while being dispossessed and dehumanized. For Black 

scholars, “the ongoing terror of the afterlife of slavery” continues to shape the present and 

produces “in both psychic and material ways, the violence at both micro and macro levels that 

produces Black death.”21 Burial place destruction is a kind of compounding of the material 

violence of racialization and colonialism, the death of the dead. Denied a place in the zone of the 

fully human, racialized communities struggle to protect or establish the burial places 

fundamental to human life, and to protect living relationships with their dead. In many instances 

outlined in my dissertation, white pleasure, leisure, or profit is put before the preservation or 

consecration of the fundamentally sacred places of racialized communities. 

 
16 Lewis Gordon, What Fanon Said: A Philosophical Introduction to His Life and Thought (New York, NY: 

Fordham University Press, 2015), 69.  
17 Harris, Cole, “How Did Colonialism Dispossess? Comments from an Edge of Empire,” Annals of the Association 

of American Geographers 94, no. 1 (2004): 167. 
18 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York, NY: Grove, 2004), 39. 
19 Walcott and Abdillahi, Blacklife, 15. 
20 Lindsay Keegitah Borrows, “On the Road Home: Stories and Reflections from Neyaashiinigiming,” in Centering 

Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, 

and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2013), 406. 
21 Walcott and Abdillahi, Blacklife, 27. 
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The argument I present in this thesis is fourfold: first, I argue that processes of 

racialization and dehumanization have not only been inflicted on the living but also on the dead 

and their sites of burial, and that this violence, paradoxically, has its roots in European and white 

North American cultures and their traditions of posthumous dehumanization, while also being 

deeply at odds with the worldviews of white people people about the dead and the respect owed 

to them. Secondly, I argue that processes of colonial dispossession rooted in the removal of 

peoples from their lands extend to the grave itself. Thirdly, through various case studies, I argue 

that there is a wide pattern of burial place destruction across North America, and that colonial 

and racial processes of erasure and exclusion extend to the dead. In the case of mainly newcomer 

Muslim communities, this exclusion has been pre-emptive and in the form of resistance to the 

establishment of cemeteries in the first place. Finally, throughout this dissertation, I argue that 

burial places are profoundly important to Indigenous, Black, and Muslim communities, as 

evidenced by both reclamation and establishment efforts, and by the presence of burial places 

(and their destruction) in the spoken statements and creative literatures of these communities.  

This introductory chapter proceeds with a brief description of my approach to and 

understanding of the dead, their places of rest, and of their relationship to the living. This 

approach, rooted as it is in ontological distinctions, underscores the extensive silences in the 

archives in relation to this topic. It also allows for a reading of archival paucity, absence, and 

silence as instead filled with the commentaries, voices, and sites of racialized and marginalized 

communities and their dead. I then explore my own positionality to this research, as a white 

Muslim living in the Anishinaabe world, before continuing with an explanation of my 

methodology, research questions, the geographical scope of my research, and the materials I 

draw upon for this study. The introduction concludes with a detailed chapter outline. 
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I - “To read the archive is to enter a mortuary”22:  Silences in the Archive  

 

Saidiya Hartman, in examining archives of companies that participated in the brutal 

traffic of the enslaved, observes that “in every line item, I saw a grave.”23 The silences in the 

archives are grim reminders of the erasure of human communities, and the use of censuses, 

statistics, reports, and other records as metonyms for sub-humanization and violence. I am thus 

attentive to the fact that should my research rely purely on archives and textual evidence, it 

would contain egregious silences. The archive, being a depository of Eurocentric sources that 

have often ignored the presences and worldview of Indigenous, Black, and other racialized 

communities, is at best limited in completeness and at worst a place of violent erasure and 

complicit in silencing. In the context of the study of “the slipperiness and elusiveness of 

slavery’s archive,”24 Hartman asserts that “the archive is…a death sentence, a tomb, a display of 

the violated body, an inventory of property…an asterisk in the grand narrative of history.”25 The 

archive for colonized and racialized communities is a site of exclusion and omission of the 

unspoken deaths of those in the zone of non-being. 

Dominant historiography which bases itself purely on the paper archive, and the 

historical assumptions that attend such a method, is largely unable to take into account differing 

ways of being and conceiving of the world, relegating them to what Tiya Miles calls the 

“discursive abyss”26 that emerges from “the persistence of archival gaps.”27 Vivek Dhareshwar 

 
22 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), 17. 
23 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 17. 
24 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 17. 
25 Hartman, Saidiya, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small axe: a journal of criticism 12, no. 2 (2008): 2. 
26 Tiya Miles, All That She Carried: The Journey of Ashley's Sack, a Black Family Keepsake, (New York: Random 

House, 2021), 17. 
27 Miles, All That She Carried, 18. 
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asserts that “as long as we regard the historical past as exhausting the conception of the past, and 

historiography as the only approach to it, we will not be able to inquire into the cultural learning 

that transmits a certain way of relating…”28 Saugeen Anishinaabeg elder and scholar Basil H. 

Johnston similarly notes that “books still present Native peoples in terms of their physical 

existence, as if Indians were incapable of meditating upon or grasping the abstract.”29 Such 

works, relying purely on the archive, absent the voices of non-European peoples, thereby 

furthering a one-dimensional conception of the past.  

I thus read the extensive silences in the local archive not as an absence but as an erasure 

of “populations whose lives were mostly under recorded or misunderstood.”30 There are two 

ways I attempt to counter this erasure. First, I draw upon statements of worldview and 

imaginative literature by Anishinaabeg, Black, and Muslim poets, scholars, community leaders, 

and activists in relation to burial places. In the context of Anishinaabeg studies, Basil H. 

Johnston invites minds to “read my literature, and you will get to know something of my 

thoughts, my convictions, my aspirations, my feelings, sentiments, expectations, whatever I 

cherish or abominate.”31 For Johnston, literature is a window into the cultural and ontological 

abstract that he asserts is often excluded from white texts on Indigenous people, and this 

includes ideas about death, afterlife, and relationships between the dead and the living. 

Anishinaabeg poet Heid E. Erdrich elaborates:  

“What helps us know a place? Landmarks. What helps us know a people? The 

marks/signs they leave, that we find. These marks and landmarks help us follow 

 
28 Vivek Dhareshwar, “Sites of Learning and Intellectual Parasitism: The Case for New Humanities,” in Critical 

Humanities from India: Contexts, Issues, Futures, ed. Rao D. Venkat (London: Routledge, 2018), 77. 
29 Basil H. Johnston, “Is That All There Is?: Tribal Literature,” in Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding 

the World through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark 

(Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2013), 4. 
30 Miles, All that She Carried, 17. 
31 Johnston, “Is That All There Is?”, 6. 
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their path across a landscape of time…We follow our literary ancestors – not with 

a destination in mind, not with intent to claim territory, but because we want to 

know who has gone before us, who now guides us.”32 

Edwige Danticat explains that “poems, essays, memoirs, stories, and novels can help fill 

depth gaps in a way that numbers and statistics can’t. One person’s well-described life and death 

can sometimes move us more than the mere mention of thousands of deaths can.”33 Literature 

can thus provide a guide to and by those who came before and fill in these depth gaps. Similarly, 

though the paper archives upon which I draw might outline the contours of conflicts – it is in 

poems and plays, stories and songs, that the true cultural and ontological significance of burial 

places can be beheld. As Francesca D’Amico points out in her dissertation on rap music in the 

United States, creative output and imaginative literature have allowed for alternative conceptions 

of history to be put forward, allowing rappers “to explore, clarify, and expose the discourse of 

American racial progress as both a falsehood and a performance.”34 

Secondly, the archival silences are also filled by the living archives that are burial places 

themselves – some stones recording names, but also with undulations, intangible presences, and 

the community narratives associated with sites. Material objects are the elemental archive; as 

Miles notes, quoting Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “history begins with bodies and artifacts.”35 

Communities that have been denied a place in the paper archive are by no mean without 

archives, finding meaning and record of past events and voices in archives that are unrecognized 

by western Eurocentric archival traditions. For Anishinaabeg novelist Louise Erdrich, the land 

 
32 Heid E. Erdrich, “Name’: Literary Ancestry as Presence,” in Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the 

World through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark 

(Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2013), 14. 
33 Edwidge Danticat, The Art of Death, (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2017), 49-50. 
34 Francesca D’Amico, “Welcome to the Terrordome: Race, Power and the Rise of American Rap Music, 1979-

1995”, (PhD diss., York University, 2020), 30. 
35 Miles, All that She Carried, 19. 
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itself is archive: “Books are nothing all that new. People have probably been writing books in 

North America since at least 2000 BC. Or painting islands. You could think of the lakes as 

libraries.”36 These are archives in the forms of pictomyths that include “rock art, birch-bark 

scrolls, and other symbolic writing on stone, bark, hide, and bone. These are known as visual 

memory aids or mnemonic devices to visually symbolize complex mythical, historical, and 

ecological knowledge.”37 Even if it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to approach, as a 

historical geographer such archives are essential to acknowledge, to underscore, and recognize 

the limits of what is within the knowable for me. Miles asserts the mneomic power of everyday 

objects as repositories of marginalized pasts, observing that “our foremothers wove spiritual 

beliefs, cultural values, and historical knowledge into their flax, woolen, silk, and cotton 

webs.”38 For Miles, “things become bearers of memory and information, especially when 

enhanced by stories that that expand their capacity to carry meaning.”39 It is not because much of 

the past and present of racialized and marginalized communities is unavailable to conventional 

historiography that it cannot be invoked or referenced; taking seriously the poetry, speech acts, 

and narrative transmission of descendants and marginalized community members, as well as the 

material reality of sites, can reveal ways of relating to the dead and their places that are 

unavailable if one adheres too closely to censuses, property records, and township newspapers. 

History, especially as written by someone with a relatively privileged position vis a vis white 

supremacist modernity, should take into account a multiplicity of sources, archives, and voices 

 
36 Louise Erdrich, Books and Islands in Ojibwe Country: Traveling Through the Land of My Ancestors, (New York: 

Harper Perennial, 2014), 5. 
37 Melissa K. Nelson, “The Hydromythology of the Anishinaabeg: Will Mishipizhu Survive Climate Change, or Is 

He Creating it?,” in Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, 

Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 

2013), 219. 
38 Miles, All that She Carried, 16. 
39 Miles, All that She Carried, 13. 
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that strive “to represent the lives of the nameless and the forgotten, to reckon with loss, and to 

respect the limits of what cannot be known.”40 

 

II - Personal Positionality: The Livingness of the Dead  

 

When I was completing my Master’s degree at the University of Ottawa, I occasionally 

worked for a day or two at Ottawa’s only dedicated Muslim Cemetery. Opened in 2013, the 

organization that manages this peaceful plot wedged between two farmers’ fields, framed by 

rows of trees, and frequented by deer and wild turkeys, would sometimes need a temporary 

worker to fill in when one of the usual cemetery workers was unwell or indisposed. While 

working on the digging of a grave for a departed Ottawa resident, one of my colleagues pointed 

to a nearby plot. “That is the grave of an elder who was one of the first to be buried here,” said 

my colleague. He explained to me that this elder had been on his deathbed, and he knew the 

Muslim cemetery was on the cusp of opening. The elder repeatedly asked his relatives if the 

cemetery was open yet. His relatives would answer in the negative. One day the relatives heard 

that the cemetery had indeed opened and informed their elderly relative. The man soon after 

passed away. According to my colleague, this man held on to life until he knew with certainty 

that he could join a community of the dead − a place of belonging. 

It pains me to know that this place of belonging has been denied to some members of my 

community of faith. As detailed further in Chapter 5, on January 29, 2017, during night prayers 

at the Centre Culturel Islamique de Québec (CCIQ), a white non-Muslim gunman opened fire on 

worshippers, killing six and wounding nineteen others. As the community mourned this act of 

 
40 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 4. 
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terrorism, they were faced with another difficult reality: with no Muslim burial ground in Quebec 

City, one victim was taken to the nearest Muslim burial ground in Laval, 250 kilometers away, 

while the other five dead were flown to their countries of origin to be interred. A solution was 

proposed in the town of St-Apollinaire near Quebec City, but the community faced sustained 

opposition from residents in the largely white and Catholic town, and the cemetery project was 

voted down by local non-Muslim residents. It was only in August of 2017 that the Mayor of 

Quebec City helped to acquire a property for use as a Muslim burial ground. Though the Muslim 

community of Quebec City finally has a consecrated Muslim burial ground, it came only after 

years of struggle and the attention drawn to their situation by the massacre of six of our own. 

In relation to the Anishinaabeg of the Lake Nipigon region, Patricia 

Kishebakabaykwe McGuire writes that ancestors were often anointed with red ochre upon their 

burial. McGuire reminds us that “red ochre sites are considered animate spaces on the 

landscape.”41 She also notes that burials would often involve various items, and that the “the 

Anishinaabe would refer to such items (e.g. pipes) as being alive and sacred.”42 For McGuire, the 

dead are not inanimate objects to be scrutinized scientifically, but are rather living beings with 

whom communities maintain ongoing relationships. Here, I draw on McGuire’s work on 

Anishinaabe graves in order to underscore that my approach, while underpinned both by my own 

positionality as a Muslim descendant of mainly white, Protestant, Irish settlers and by my 

Indigenist methodology, seeks to fundamentally take into account ontological positions as to the 

status of the dead and their relation to living humans. This is reflected both in my centering of 

community perspectives in my approach to spaces of burial, but also through the nomenclature I 

 
41 Patricia Danielle McGuire, “Anishnaabe Giikeedaasiwin- Indigenous Knowledge: An Exploration of Resilience,” 

(PhD diss., University of Saskatchewan, 2013), 23. 
42 McGuire, “Anishnaabe Giikeedaasiwin,” 91. 
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use: I often refer to burial places as places inhabited by the dead, out of respect for the many 

spiritual realities and living relationships that are connected to these sites. Nowhere do I assume 

that the dead are inanimate objects of study, or that the places they inhabit are simply heritage or 

monumental markers. My work further centres such ontological distinctions in my discussion of 

burial place obliteration and backlash, and the effects of white violence and dehumanization 

targeting burial grounds on the communities impacted. 

I sit intellectually between two worlds. I am descended from white, Orange Order 

Protestant Irish families through my paternal and maternal grandmothers, though both turned 

away from the rigid traditions (and, at times, bigotry) of their forefathers and left my parents, 

who grew up in the Pierre Trudeau era of Canadian nationalism, official bilingualism, and 

multiculturalism, with few attachments to religious institutions or practice. Yet, I have also 

inherited all the unearned privileges of whiteness and of colonization. As a child, my knowledge 

of graves and burial came from popular cultural representations, rather than personal experience, 

family visits, or communal religious belief. Now, as a Muslim, I will request to be buried 

(cremation is forbidden) facing the holy city of Mecca, where the body will dwell in the grave 

(an intermediary existence known as the barzakh), occasionally visited by the soul, until the Day 

of Resurrection. For Muslims, burial is intimately connected to ontological conceptions of 

mortality and humanness, relationality and eternity. I know that there is a life of the grave. I 

expand further on these worldviews in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. During the course of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which disproportionately devastated the Muslim community to whom I 

belong by religious affiliation, and the Somali community, to whom I have responsibilities and 

kinship via marriage, I wrote the following poem to capture the differences between my 
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childhood experience of death, the comforting Muslim reality of death, and the havoc wrought 

by the pandemic:  

Jumah43 Reflection  

 

1  

Childhood: white, deathless suburbia.  

Funerals: known ones only.  

Death: only action films 

or inside dim homes 

for the hushed, tired.  

 

2 

Then Islam, its cycle: 

washed bodies, whispered prayers, 

crowding to carry coffins, 

to hold rusty spades, 

toss in some soil. 

 

3 

Funerals broadcast and proclaimed:  

Kin, friends, strangers, (me).  

We, shoulder to shoulder,  

Could be next. Death: 

softened by the cycle. 

 

4 

Then the breath-pillaging virus. 

The same text messages, 

Announcements of From God 

we come and to Him return.  

But they go alone. 

 

5 

Mosques barred, gravesides silent. 

Death hardens, things grey. 

Shiyukh,44 elders, cousins, friends -  

From last sweet salaams45 

We are kept away. 

 

 

 
43 Friday, in Arabic, the day of congregational prayer services.  
44 Spiritual teachers or elders. 
45 Salaam is the Arabic greeting or farewell of “Peace” used by Muslims; it is often colloquially pluralized in 

English.  
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My phone frequently and ominously buzzed with notifications of the passing of 

community members, against a backdrop of graveyards filling, and my own heart heavy, with the 

Muslim dead taken by the pandemic. It was during this time of frequent reminders of death that I 

sat down to draft this dissertation. Muslims affirm the reciprocal benefits of visiting the dead, as 

informed by the conception of ziyara, or the etiquette of visiting and honouring the interred dead. 

We attend one another’s funerals, even if we did not know one another in life. The pandemic 

halted these practices, and as my poem mentions, hardened the reality of death. At the same time, 

reflecting on the absence of these rituals caused me to think deeply about their meaning. 

 Though ziyara is usually an intrareligious practice during which Muslims visit the graves 

of other Muslims and engage in specific practices, such as making supplications for the dead and 

reading Qur’an, the holy book of Islam, in my longing to reconnect with the soft cycle of death 

and mourning I have let the concept of ziyara theoretically inform how I approach the topic of 

graves generally. Numerous prophetic and saintly traditions in Islam attest to the pleasure and 

peace that those in the grave feel when passages of the Qur’an are read to them or when the 

space of their grave is beautified, and to the benefits the living gain during graveside moments of 

reflection and visitation. Thus, ziyara is an interaction between the visitor and the visited and 

between the living and the dead.  In keeping with this, and with McGuire’s description of the 

livingness of Anishinaabe graves and the Muslim conception of barzakh, or the life of the grave, 

I consider those contained in graves to be living. I also take this assumption to be as 

intellectually legitimate as those which may hold that graves are simply heritage places 

containing inert, dead cadavers. In my intellectual work, I have decided not to shy away from the 

spiritual world informing my existence, and to also think of my work as reciprocal and as 
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bearing responsibilities, both as a white man living in the occupied Anishinaabe world, and as a 

Muslim connected to my family and community.  

 
 

III - Methodology 

 

Methodological Influences  

 

Though far from claiming to be a scholar fully immersed or conversant in Indigenist 

methodologies or paradigms, I am informed by Shawn Wilson’s discussion of Indigenist 

approaches and the principles of this paradigm, as well as other scholars who advance Indigenist 

research frameworks (see footnote 43). Wilson encourages non-Indigenous scholars to consider 

these principles in their own work that centres Indigenous communities and nations.46 Several of 

the principles of his Indigenist research paradigm inform my work, including the need for 

scholars to “place themselves and their work firmly in a relational context.”47 According to 

Wilson, academics “cannot be separated from our work, nor should our writing be separated 

from ourselves (i.e., we must write in the first person rather than the third). Our own 

relationships with our environment, families, ancestors, ideas, and the cosmos around us shape 

who we are and how we will conduct our research. Good Indigenist research begins by 

describing and building on these relationships.”48 As the preceding section suggests, and as the 

following description of this project’s methodological approaches will demonstrate, I seek to 

 
46 Shawn Wilson, “Guest Editorial: What is an Indigenist Research Paradigm?” Canadian Journal of Native 

Education 30, no. 2 (2007): 193-95. Other works on Indigenist methodologies that inform my research include 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. (London: Zed Books, 1999); 

Karen Martin and Booran Mirraboopa, “Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing: A Theoretical Framework and 

Methods for Indigenous and Indigenist Re-Search,” Journal of Australian studies 27, no. 76 (2003): 203–214; 

Kathleen E. Absolon, Kaandossiwin: How We Come to Know, (Halifax: Fernwood Pub., 2011). 
47 Wilson, “Guest Editorial,” 194. 
48 Wilson, “Guest Editorial,” 194. 
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firmly situate myself and my own subjectivities, as a white, Muslim, and non-Indigenous 

scholar, throughout my dissertation. It is essential that I do so, not only in recognition of these 

subject positions, but also to eschew any notions of objectivity, detachment, or distance in 

relation to my study. It is for these reasons that I choose to open this dissertation with a 

description of the place of burial of my own ancestors, and why I seek to embody my own 

perspective throughout, wherever possible and appropriate. However, I also remain attentive to 

those many moments when it is not appropriate to insert my own perspective or story, and to 

make space for Indigenous, and Black scholars and writers, as well as the perspectives of 

racialized Muslims. This is also reflected in my commitment to draw mainly on Indigenous, 

Black, and Muslim scholars. 

 

Research Questions  

 

In keeping with the orientation and rationales of this project, as outlined in the opening of 

this introduction, I approach this dissertation’s topic through several key research questions and 

sub-questions: 

a. How are the dead treated in the dominant worldview of white settlers, and how have 

these practices changed over time? How are the dead normatively treated in the Christian 

worldviews of white English-speaking peoples? What do white settlers say about their 

own interred dead, and how do their actions towards Indigenous, Black, and Muslim 

burial places align with, and/or contradict, this worldview? 
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b. How have white people treated their own “forgotten and despised” 49 dead? (For example, 

those deemed criminal or undesirable?) 

c. What role have places of burial played in: the workings of white colonization and 

racialization; processes of laying claim to Indigenous lands; removing or dehumanizing 

racialized Black communities; and excluding Muslim communities? 

d. To what extent does the destruction of burial places figure into wider patterns of racial 

and colonial violence and dispossession? Is racial and colonial dehumanization, wrought 

upon communities of the racialized living by white people, also directed at the dead of 

these communities and the places of burial they inhabit? 

e. How have Indigenous, Black, and Muslim communities reacted, been proactive, and 

protected ⸺ in word and action ⸺ to threatened or destroyed burial places? How have 

these communities articulated the importance of such sites? 

 

Geographical Scope of Research: A Translocal Approach 

 

Across North America, where settler white people have built their societies, they have 

dispossessed Indigenous Nations and racially dehumanized communities of enslaved or formerly 

enslaved African people. These processes of dehumanization and dispossession have not spared 

the dead of these communities. My approach to this dissertation’s topic is thus informed by the 

basic assertion that the enmeshed and foundational dehumanizations of Indigenous and Black 

communities are central to the workings of North American white settler colonialism, and that 

 
49 Thomas W Laqueur, The Work of the Dead (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 32. 
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treatment of later newcomers is based in the long-established logics of these processes of 

dispossession and racialization.50 

As previously described, my work begins at the site of the grave of my ancestors Mary 

and Elias in Dundalk, which is located in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, the territories of the 

Saugeen Anishinaabeg (what are colonially known as Grey and Bruce Counties). These 

territories are also home to Black communities with historic roots in the early 19th century, and to 

later Muslim arrivals in the late 20th century and early 21st century. All four of these communities 

(Anishinaabeg, white, Black, and Muslim) exist on both sides of the U.S.-Canada border, and are 

influenced by the aforementioned racial and colonial formations that exist across North America. 

Rather than attempting a continent-wide inventory of burial place destruction and desecration, I 

have taken a translocal approach, which encompasses a “multiplicity of spatialities within a 

common space marked not by firm boundaries but by the intensity and concentration of 

interactions”51;  in other words, I have chosen wider research regions that are connected to 

Saukiing Anishinaabekiing through the movement of peoples and historical identities between 

specific locales on either side of the border. 

This approach allows me to concentrate on certain regions and communities connected 

culturally and historically to Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, and to emphasize my argument that the 

Saugeen Anishinaabeg region is a microcosm of much deeper and wider patterns of destruction. 

In the context of Canadian studies ⸺ my academic home ⸺ an understanding of these 

dehumanizing foundations cannot be achieved through a strictly national approach. 

Understanding these foundations, as well as the interwoven realities of racialization and 

 
50 These arguments are outlined further in Chapter 1: Literature Review – Necrogeography, Race, and 

Dehumanization.  
51 Arif Dirlik, “Performing the World: Reality and Representation in the Making of World Histories,” Journal of 

World History 16, no. 4 (2005): 407.  
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colonialism, is more aptly achieved through the use of a translocal lens that, drawing upon 

Montreal-born Black Atlantic theorist and political scientist Richard Iton, emphasizes the deep 

relation of communities long separated by colonial borders and racial categories.52 My research 

thus seeks to center both “different and dissident maps and geographies” in ways that are “not 

reducible to the language of citizenship and governance… [and that are] allergic to the 

sensibilities underlying the national (and to some extent, the international and the transnational to 

the degree that they depend on or reinscribe the nation-state).”53 Following Iton, my 

geographical methodology seeks to betray the national, and maintains a suspicion of “any 

authenticating geographies that demand fixity, hierarchy, and hegemony.”54 An Indigenist 

translocal approach also transcends nation-based conceptions,55 where the nation has been 

understood by both Black and Indigenous scholars as a formation that is “intrinsically 

antiblack”56 and “an assault on the cultural integrity of native societies.”57 Retrieving the deep 

relationality “that exists underneath the wounds of coloniality”58 helps also to counter the over-

emphasis granted to the national dimension in Canadian studies. Indeed, defining and delineating 

Canadian studies in strictly national terms risks intellectually perpetuating violences inflicted on 

racialized communities by and through the border. 

I seek to map sites of conflict and destruction related to Indigenous, Black, and Muslim 

community burial places with extant white Christian burial places in order to develop a 

 
52 Richard Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic: Politics and Popular Culture in the Post-Civil Rights Era (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 200-1. 
53 Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic, 200. 
54 Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic, 200. 
55 Wilson, “Guest Editorial,” 193. 
56 Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic, 197. 
57 Eileen M. Luna-Firebaugh, “The Border Crossed Us: Border Crossing Issues of the Indigenous Peoples of the 

Americas,” Wicazo Sa Review 17, no. 1 (2002): 160 
58 Robbie Shilliam, The Black Pacific: Anti-Colonial Struggles and Oceanic Connections (London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 2014), 13. 
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contrapuntal59 and critical bird’s eye view of the racial necrogeography of the territory and its 

connections to regions beyond Saukiing Anishinaabekiing (See Figure 3 below). I also consider 

that while racial segregation is the most common organizing principle in the burial places of 

Saukiing Anishinaabekiing and beyond, there are many instances where economic destitution 

intersects with race as the segregating principle. For example, according to a municipal website, 

the Potter’s Field, or Indigent Lot, in Greenwood Cemetery, Owen Sound, contains “at least 

1,242 vulnerable people from our community,” comprising of “hundreds of 

newborns/stillborn/toddlers, orphans, seniors, the working poor, the homeless and hundreds of 

members of Owen Sound's black community including those who escaped on the Underground 

Railroad and their descendants,”60 as well as Saugeen Anishinaabeg. 

 

 
59 I draw upon Edward Said’s theory of reading archives of colonialism contrapuntally ⸺ that is “not univocal [but] 

with a simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitan history that is narrated and of those other histories against 

which (and together with which) the dominating discourse acts. In the counterpoint of Western classical music, 

various themes play off one another, with only a provisional privilege being given to any particular one; yet in the 

resulting polyphony there is concert and order.” (Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism, (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopff, 1993), 51). My study is similarly polyphonous and sees space as reflecting the layered realities of white 

settler colonial, Anishinaabe, Black, and Muslim communities.  
60 Aly Boltman, “Potter’s Field,” Owen Sound: Where You Want to Live, City of Owen Sound, last modified May 

2021. https://www.owensound.ca/en/exploring/potters_field.aspx#. 
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Figure 3: Sites mentioned in this thesis. Cartographer: Megan Julian  

Key: 1: Lac Seul First Nation; 2: Gaa-waabaabiganikaag Anishinaabeg - White Earth Nation; 

3: Chisago County (Muslim Cemetery Proposal), Minnesota; 4: Cheboiganing Band of Indians (Burt Lake Band 

of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians); 5: Whitefish River First Nation; 6: Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe of 

Michigan; 7: Pi maa dash kode yaang (Rice Lake) - Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg; 8: Cramahe Township (Muslim 

Cemetery Proposal), Ontario; 9: Kâ-babikwâkwadjiwang (Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg); 10: Saint-Apollinaire 

(Muslim Cemetery Proposal), Quebec; 11: Dudley (Muslim Cemetery Proposal), Massachusetts. 
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Figure 4: Map 

A (Inset to 

Figure 3) 

Cartographer: 

Megan Julian  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: 

Map B (Inset 

to Figure 3) 

Cartographer: 

Megan Julian  
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 White People and  Whiteness  

 

Whiteness, as defined by scholars of critical whiteness studies, is "empty, defined only 

negatively by what it is not, a rule or norm established only after the phenomena that it came to 

define as inadequate or abnormal."61 Thus, it is not a category defined by definite characteristics, 

but rather in negative relief vis a vis outsiders. Lacking independent substance, whiteness “does 

not speak its own name.” However, the groups and communities who may be encompassed by 

whiteness are diverse and hold unequal power and are also historically contextual. Additionally, 

as previously mentioned in my description of Greenwood Cemetery Potter's field note, and as my 

discussion in the subsequent chapter on Victorian class distinctions suggests, class difference 

amongst white people can lead to significant necrogeographical inequality. Throughout this 

dissertation, I have focused my discussion primarily on English-speaking white people of 

Protestant British or Irish origin, as these are the people from whom both my grandmothers 

came. I nuance differences between white class and religious communities further in Chapter 1.  

 

 
61 Warren Montag, “The Universalization of Whiteness: Racism and Enlightenment,” in Whiteness: A Critical 

Reader, ed. Mike Hill (New York: New York University Press, 1997), 291. 
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The Anishinaabe World

 

 Figure 6: The Anishinaabe World. Cartographer: Megan Julian  

 

I define my region of study based on the territory of the Saugeen Anishinaabeg nation (see 

Figure 2), which is part of a wider cultural and linguistic continuum of peoples called the 

Anishinaabeg. This includes the Ojibwe, Potawatomi, Odawa, Algonquin, Mississauga, 

Saulteaux, and other linguistically and culturally related nations. Today, the territories of these 

nations include an area covering much of what is known as the Great Lakes region, from western 

Quebec to eastern Saskatchewan, and from northern Ontario to Illinois and Indiana (see Figure 

6).62  Much of this dissertation, and my discussions throughout, are thus situated and 

 
62 Saugeen Ojibway Nation, “Home // Endaayang.”  
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substantively rooted in the Anishinaabe world, a concept I expand further upon in Chapter 3. The 

Anishinaabe world encompasses the territories of a spectrum of Indigenous Nations speaking 

related dialects of Anishinaabemowin, stretching from the Kichi Sibi (Ottawa River) watershed 

to the Prairies on both sides of the imposed U.S.-Canada border. Anishinaabe is the endonym of 

Anishinaabe nations themselves. As Gerald Vizenor asserts, “today the people named the 

odjibwa, otchipwe, ojibway, chippewa, chippeway and indian still speak of themselves in the 

language of their religion as the Anishinaabe.”63 Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, 

and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark note that though there are many alternate spellings of 

Anishinaabe, these variations are akin to “strands and points of an interconnected web. [T]hese 

specific and shared names are what communities known now as Ojibwa, Ojibwe, Chippewa, 

Ojibway, Saulteaux, Mississauga, Nipissing, Potawatomi, and Odawa (and others) use to 

describe themselves. Each different incarnation of Anishinaabe shapes a connection, defines, a 

relationship, and is an offering to a multiply defined whole.”64 Thus, while the Saugeen 

Anishinaabe territories form the centre of the discussion outlined in Chapter 3, I also trace a 

wider pattern of burial place destruction across the Anishinaabe world.  

 

Black Communities 

As mentioned above, and as will be outlined more fully in Chapter 4, Black communities 

descended from enslaved Africans arrived in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing in the early 19th 

century. They came from other parts of what was then Upper Canada (southern Ontario, 

including such localities as Essex, Kent, and Simcoe Counties), as well as from states where they 

 
63 Gerald Vizenor, The Everlasting Sky: Voices of the Anishinaabe People (St Paul: Minnesota Historical Society 

Press, 2000): 11. 
64 Doerfler, Sinclair, and Stark, “Bagijige,” xvii. 



40 
 

had been enslaved, including most prominently Virginia, Maryland, and other states on the 

border between the U.S. north and south. Many of the historic Black communities in Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing had moved there from locales further south in Upper Canada, away from 

discrimination in more densely settled white areas closer to the U.S. border. Communities in 

these regions also lived in constant fear of the possibility of trans-border abduction by human 

traffickers seeking to re-enslave them. Thus, Chapter 4 takes as its starting point Black 

communities established in Grey and Bruce Counties, but also includes wider surveys of burial 

place obliteration in places such as Virginia, Maryland, and Washington D.C., as well as in parts 

of Ontario outside of Saukiing Anishinaabekiing. 

 

Muslim Communities 

 Muslim communities, whose members may also belong to any of the three preceding 

groups, include large numbers of late 20th century and early 21st racialized immigrants to North 

America. In Chapter 5, my discussion of contemporary struggles to establish Muslim cemeteries 

includes case studies of white backlash to Muslim cemetery proposals in Quebec, Ontario, and 

the eastern United States, many of which overlap with regions discussed elsewhere in this 

dissertation. As Chapter 5 argues, white people in these regions have responded with racial 

dehumanization when asked by Muslims for space to bury their dead. In these places, white 

people have denied the dead a place in advance, maintaining the landscape of whiteness through 

not only the destruction of existing graves, but through the Islamophobic denial of new ones. 

Scholars of Islamophobia argue that Islamophobia is far from being simply an interreligious 

prejudice, but rather a form of racial hatred born out of white supremacy; they argue that though 

‘Muslim’ is a faith ascription, Muslims are dealt with by white Islamophobes in racial terms: 
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“While Muslims, of course, do not constitute a ‘race,’ Islamophobia operates as racism, as 

evidenced by discrimination in the labor market, hate crimes, police profiling, et cetera.”65 

In addition to the three racialized communities discussed here, Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing is also home to East Asian and Jewish communities, both of which have 

struggled throughout North America to keep safe the places they have established for their dead 

to inhabit.66 While outside the scope of my dissertation, these are important areas of inquiry that 

intersect with the research approaches taken here, including the sustained antisemitic attacks on 

 
65 Mattias Gardell, “Crusader Dreams: Oslo 22.7, Islamophobia, and the Quest for a Monocultural Europe,” 

Terrorism and Political Violence 26, no. 1 (2014): 133. 
66 Owen Sound is home to a historic synagogue and a longstanding Jewish community. See Stuart Laidlaw, 

“Answered prayers; In remarkably similar ways, blacks and Jews in Owen Sound re-establish their 

congregations,” Toronto Star, December 2, 2006. For examples of the desecration of Jewish cemeteries around the 

world in the first years of the 21st century, including the 2005 attack on the Beth Israel cemetery and national 

historic site in Quebec City, see Canadian Press, “MPs deplore cemetery desecration,” Toronto Star, May 23, 1990; 

Myron Love, “Winnipeg police charge five in cemetery desecration,” Canadian Jewish News, August 26, 1999; 

Janice Mawhinney and Bruce DeMara, “Vandals’ crime spree sparks outrage: Headstones toppled in Jewish 

cemetery - Martin promises national racism action plan,” Toronto Star, March 22, 2004; Rita J. Simon and Jeffrey 

A. Schaler, “Anti-Semitism the World Over in the Twenty-First Century,” Curr Psychol 26, no. 3 (2007): 152-82; 

Kenyon Wallace, “Vandals desecrate Jewish cemetery,” National Post, October 24, 2009; Lauren Kramer, “Rabbi 

reaches out to cemetery vandals,” Canadian Jewish News, January 12, 2012, https://thecjn.ca/news/canada/rabbi-

reaches-cemetery-vandals/;  Dalila-Johari Paul and Jason Hanna, “Vandals damage 100 headstones at Jewish 

cemetery, police say,” CNN, February 21, 2017, https://www.cnn.com/2017/02/21/us/jewish-cemetery-

vandalized/index.html; Ralph Ellis and Eric Levenson, “Jewish cemetery in Philadelphia vandalized; 2nd incident in 

a week,” CNN, February 27, 2017; Joshua Berlinger and Rob Frehse, “Jewish cemetery vandalized in New York, 

third case in recent weeks,” CNN , March 3, 2017, https://www.cnn.com/2017/03/03/us/jewish-cemetery-

vandalized-headstones-new-york/index.html; and Seth Mandel, “Grave matter: the desecration of Jewish cemeteries 

has a long history--one that has nothing to do with the election of Donald Trump,” Commentary 143, no. 4 (2017): 

27-30. For examples of vandalism and destruction targeting North American communities of East Asian origin, see 

VIU News, “VIU anthropology students and professor probe cemetery mystery,” Vancouver Island University 

News, December 16, 2010, https://news.viu.ca/viu-anthropology-students-and-professor-probe-cemetery-mystery; 

Sandra Thomas, “Central Park: Cemetery vandals damage family memories,” Vancouver is Awesome, August 1, 

2012, https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/courier-archive/news/central-park-cemetery-vandals-damage-family-

memories-2925598; Paul Welitzkin, “Vandals spray-paint Asian slurs, topple headstones in Brooklyn 

cemetery,” China Daily USA, August 18, 2017, http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2017-

08/18/content_30760463.htm; Jaimie Ding, “They were paved over and forgotten for decades. Now a cemetery 

garden will honor Chinese workers buried in SE Portland,” The Oregonian, April 25, 

2021, https://www.oregonlive.com/portland/2021/04/they-were-paved-over-and-forgotten-for-decades-now-a-

cemetery-garden-will-honor-chinese-workers-buried-in-se-portland.html.    

 

 

https://thecjn.ca/news/canada/rabbi-reaches-cemetery-vandals/
https://thecjn.ca/news/canada/rabbi-reaches-cemetery-vandals/
https://www.cnn.com/2017/02/21/us/jewish-cemetery-vandalized/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/02/21/us/jewish-cemetery-vandalized/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/03/03/us/jewish-cemetery-vandalized-headstones-new-york/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/03/03/us/jewish-cemetery-vandalized-headstones-new-york/index.html
https://news.viu.ca/viu-anthropology-students-and-professor-probe-cemetery-mystery
https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/courier-archive/news/central-park-cemetery-vandals-damage-family-memories-2925598
https://www.vancouverisawesome.com/courier-archive/news/central-park-cemetery-vandals-damage-family-memories-2925598
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2017-08/18/content_30760463.htm
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2017-08/18/content_30760463.htm
https://www.oregonlive.com/portland/2021/04/they-were-paved-over-and-forgotten-for-decades-now-a-cemetery-garden-will-honor-chinese-workers-buried-in-se-portland.html
https://www.oregonlive.com/portland/2021/04/they-were-paved-over-and-forgotten-for-decades-now-a-cemetery-garden-will-honor-chinese-workers-buried-in-se-portland.html
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Jewish cemeteries throughout North America, as well as the destruction of East Asian, and in 

particular Japanese American and Japanese Canadian, burial places throughout the Pacific region 

during and after the Second World War. 

 

Resources and Sources, Archives and Counterarchives 

  

The specific geographic phenomenon of burial places and their racialized destruction or 

proscription is an area which, as outlined in the next chapter, has received little scholarly 

attention. My dissertation, therefore, draws on diverse primary and secondary materials in the 

areas of geography, historical and archival inquiry, law, and literature. I have also visited several 

sites in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing; these visits provide insight into the location and current state 

of burial places and are a living archive themselves.  

 

Local Archives 

Much of this dissertation draws upon local archival materials found in the following 

collections: the Grey Roots Museum and Archives in Owen Sound, the Bruce County Archives 

in Southampton, the public libraries in Owen Sound and Neustadt, and Les McKinnon’s papers 

in the possession of Professor Naomi Norquay. The latter were given to Professor Norquay by 

Mr. McKinnon prior to his death and outline his extensive involvement with efforts to reclaim 

and preserve Black community burial places in southern Grey County. I had the honour of 

visiting Mr. McKinnon at his resting place at Evergreen Cemetery in Priceville, accompanied by 

Professor Norquay, just down the road from the Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery.67  

 
67 Mr. McKinnon’s papers were recently given by Professor Norquay to the Grey Roots Museum and Archives in 

Owen Sound. Evergreen Cemetery, as explained to me by Professor Norquay, is an unacknowledged racially mixed 

cemetery, containing descendants of both white and Black local families.  
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These archives have allowed me to understand localized expressions of reverence and respect 

for the dead and burial practices enacted by settler white people in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing 

and connected regions. They have also allowed me to understand the reactions to and 

perspectives of local white people in relation to the destruction and reclamation of Indigenous 

and Black community sites, as well as limited Indigenous and Black community perspectives as 

mediated by predominantly white journalists or local historians. My research reveals that such 

data is often ephemeral or informal, and includes notes from historical societies, newspaper 

clippings, unpublished essays, personal letters, church records, and other disparate sources. 

Locating such material allows me also to trace cemeteries and burial places that may not be 

widely publicized or present in the historical record. I am indebted in particular to the work of 

local historical societies who have often created rich archives-within-archives of newspaper 

clippings and other ephemera related to Indigenous and Black history, including hand-drawn 

maps of sites related to Indigenous and Black history. These sources have enabled me to trace 

incidents of destruction and desecration across Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, and for the story of 

this region to emerge clearly. Finally, local archives proved to be an invaluable resource through 

their holding of extensive collections of local small news publications, which are often not 

digitized in library collections to the same extent as larger newspapers. I also draw upon a 

variety of local history texts, often self-published by local authors, that articulate hidden or 

hyperlocal histories in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing. These local texts also often contain vital 

information that draws upon many hours of dedicated research in local archives that I would not 

have been able to complete single-handedly. 
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News and Social Media 

I rely upon news and social media sources, mainly through university databases and through 

scanning Facebook, for primary materials in three places: as sources on both Indigenous and 

Black community burial place conflicts outside of Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, and for the 

entirety of Chapter 5. News media serves as the main primary source in Chapter 5 due to the 

recent nature of events surrounding Muslim cemeteries, which have not yet received scholarly 

attention or made their way into archives. Furthermore, a variety of Islamophobic discourse 

related to Muslim cemeteries has primarily been hosted on Facebook comments sections. The 

case studies highlighted within this chapter offer a content analysis of a variety of news media 

texts detailing conflicts surrounding Muslim cemeteries, and from comments of local residents 

and cemetery opponents on these news stories. From these texts, I trace patterns related to the 

manifestations of Islamophobia present in the white backlash to planned Muslim cemeteries, 

which include concerns surrounding groundwater quality, noise pollution, and fears of 

cemeteries acting as a foothold for future expanded Muslim presence. In all three chapters in 

which I engage with news media sources, I am sensitive to the ways in which community 

struggles are mediated by dominant discourses, and the potential biases of overwhelmingly white 

journalists and newspaper editors.  

 

Laws 

Chapter 2 draws on primary and secondary texts from the law and literature of mainly 

British-origin white people, which are rooted in Common Law traditions. I rely, in particular, on 

materials related to the Orange Order, Protestant churches, and English Common Law legal 

traditions. I draw upon laws, ordnances, and legal materials written by settler white people, 
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intended to protect the dead from the very kinds of destruction and desecration this dissertation 

addresses. These texts fall into a distinct area of the common law variously called cemetery, 

funerary, sepulchral, or mortuary law. As this area of law is vast, and includes such diverse sub-

areas as cremation, funeral homes, autopsies, and other issues in the disposition of the dead, as 

well as legal definitions of death itself, I rely only on those sources relevant to the preservation 

and destruction of burial places themselves. Throughout chapter 2, I read these texts as 

statements of a dominant (i.e., white) group on the value of and protections afforded to places 

inhabited by the dead. I then compare these statements to the practices of destroying Indigenous 

and Black graves, and to contemporary backlash against potential Muslim ones.  

 

Literature  

As mentioned earlier in this introduction, I draw upon imaginative literatures such as poetry, 

story, theatre, and song to articulate cultural and ontological insights into the relationships 

between communities and the dead. Chapter 2 turns to representative texts from the British Isles 

and Canada in order to contextualize archival, legal, and secondary texts. I also place archival 

material and statements from descendants and community members in conversation with literary 

expressions of the importance of burial places. I draw heavily from imaginative literatures, 

academic work, and public statements of Anishinaabeg, Black, and Muslim scholars, poets, 

writers, and activists, and, in doing so, intend to fill silences left by other sources upon which 

this dissertation draws.  
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Secondary Necrogeographical and Historical Scholarship 

My primary source materials throughout this dissertation are supplemented by 

necrogeographical and historical scholarship, including material that chronicles the history and 

traditions of protections for the dead amongst settler white people in Ontario, the U.S., and the 

British Isles. In Chapters 3 and 4, I look to a wide range of scholarly secondary source material 

in history and historical geography to tell the story of the destruction of the burial places of 

Indigenous and Black communities both within and beyond Saukiing Anishinaabekiing; 

wherever possible, I have favoured Indigenous and Black scholars. Chapter 5 draws upon 

existing Islamophobia scholarship in order to extend existing definitions to include the 

(necro)geographic dimension of anti-Muslim hostility in the west. 

 

IV - Chapter Outline 

 

Following this introduction, my dissertation is divided into five chapters, followed by a brief 

conclusion.  In the first chapter, I situate my work on racial necrogeographies at the confluence 

of two bodies of scholarship. The first of these consists of theories and histories related to racial 

geographies, as articulated by decolonial scholars of the Black radical tradition who interrogate 

the definitions of the human in colonial modernity, and by Indigenous and Black scholars and 

geographers examining the manifestations of spatio-racial exclusion in a North American 

context. The second consists of geographers working with terms necrogeography and 

deathscapes, who take as their objects of analysis burial places as cultural landscapes. My work 

deploys a distinctive set of approaches to examine the racialized destruction of burial places by 

settler white people and the reclamation of these spaces by these communities, and in the 

comparative way it takes into account both sides of the colonial U.S.-Canada border. 
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In the second chapter, I examine the history and place of the dead in white, primarily Anglo-

Protestant, society, in both the British Isles and in North America. I look first at ecclesiastical 

traditions of respect for the dead that prevailed in the centuries leading up to the Industrial 

Revolution, including traditional exceptions to respect for the dead (for example, in the cases of 

those who committed suicide). Secondly, I draw on Richard Iton’s conception of the 

prophylactic state to look at the shift during the Industrial Revolution, amidst rapid urbanization 

and public alarm over the unsanitary disposal of the dead, towards new secular practices of 

disposing of the dead. These measures included the introduction of the first park-like public 

cemeteries. Finally, I draw further on Iton, this time on his idea of the haunted duppy state, to 

examine how nation-states that claim to have overcome or moved past dark chapters in their 

history continue to be haunted by their treatment and neglect of the dead of racialized 

communities. In particular, I use Adam Barker’s idea of necrosettlement to understand how 

white graves and burial places have become tools for laying claim to land during processes of 

colonial dispossession, and how the desecration of the Indigenous dead continues to challenge 

the discourse of reconciliation.  

In Chapter 3, I examine the pattern of destruction of Anishinaabe burial places by settler 

white people and argue that this pattern is a manifestation of wider and well-studied processes of 

colonial dehumanization and dispossession. I first situate this discussion in the context of 

Anishinaabe conceptions of nationhood and relationships with land and other-than-human beings 

(including relationships with the dead). I continue by examining the ways in which Anishinaabe 

graves have fallen prey to grave robbery by white institutions, how Anishinaabe communities 

have faced racial dehumanization, and how this dehumanization has extended to the destruction 

of burial places. I conclude with a discussion of reclamation and resistance efforts by 
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Anishinaabeg. Throughout the discussions in this chapter, I begin first in Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing, and then include other parts of the Anishinaabe world. I also weave the 

writings, both creative and scholarly, of Anishinaabeg throughout, in recognition that my own 

approach as a white scholar should rely primarily on Anishinaabe worldviews and interpretations 

when discussing destruction wrought by settler white people on Anishinaabe sites.  

The fourth chapter begins with a discussion of the presence of Black communities in 

Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, and the ways it is informed by an ever-present history of racial 

sub/dehumanization enacted by settler white people against Black people in this region and in 

other parts of Ontario. I continue by chronicling the obliteration of historic Black community 

burial places in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, in other parts of what is colonially known as 

Ontario, as well as in former regions of enslavement in the Mid-Atlantic U.S. (Virginia, 

Maryland, and Washington D.C.). I then proceed with three sections outlining how Black 

communities have sought to reclaim spaces of burial: through creative and imaginative literature 

by Black writers; through the use of the law and of legal challenges to protect sites; and through 

community reclamation, as enacted through physical presence, occupation, or acts of protest. In 

this chapter, and the preceding one, I thus trace how communities of dead “forgotten and 

despised” by the majority are granted “a life by the living as they seek to redeem the past.”68 

The fifth chapter begins by mentioning of recent manifestations of Islamophobia in Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing, before looking at Islamophobic white backlash to proposed Muslim 

cemeteries in Quebec, Ontario, and the eastern United States. I argue that existing definitions of 

Islamophobia need to take into account the geographic dimensions of Islamophobia in addition 

to political, cultural, and economic elements; Muslim spaces are often painted discursively by 

 
68 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 32. 
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non-Muslim white people as inherently suspect, threatening, or invasive. While my first two case 

studies examine how white people have extended longstanding regimes of white supremacy and 

racial terror to the destruction of historic community sites and their erasure in favour of white 

landscapes, this chapter examines contemporary backlash that sees potential Muslim burial 

places as unwelcome interruptions to those same landscapes.  

My conclusion discusses recommendations for the protection of sites and offers some final 

reflections on my research questions and central arguments. I also offer some final observations 

on the importance of the reclamation or consecration of specific sites by racialized communities, 

both in the recent past and the present, and how they might be either commemorated, or 

contemporarily supported, in both practice and policy. Most significantly, I reflect here on the   

recent attention drawn to Indian Residential School mass burial sites, and some of the 

implications of these sites on my work.  
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CHAPTER 1 – Literature Review: Necrogeography, Race, and Dehumanization 

 

“[T]his is the central puzzle of the law of the dead: The human corpse is a thing, a material 

object—a messy, maybe dangerous, perhaps valuable, often useful, and always tangible thing— 

and the law has much to say about such things. But the dead human body is also something very 

different: It is also my father, and my friend, perhaps my child, and some day, me. For even the 

most secular among us, a dead human body is at the least a very peculiar and particular kind of 

thing”1   

 

 

As outlined in the introduction to this dissertation, a central goal of my research is to 

develop an emerging understanding of the racial necrogeographies of eastern North America. 

To contextualize my approach to racial necrogeographies, this chapter situates my work at the 

confluence of two broad bodies of scholarly work, while also identifying the gaps in the extant 

scholarship – namely, those in relation to burial places – to which my work will attend. In the 

first section of this chapter, I situate my work in the context of racial geographies. I discuss the 

applicability of theories of racialized deathworlds (sub/dehumanization, the zone of non-being, 

the abyssal line, and necropolitics) to the destruction of burial places. These theories are 

formulated primarily by Afro-Caribbean scholars who critique definitions of the human within 

discursive formations of modernity and coloniality, and the resulting sub/dehumanization 

resulting from racialized definitions of the human. I then consider work related to the spatial 

exclusion/destruction of racialized communities in North America, how sub/dehumanization 

takes place in practice in the context of Ontario and the Eastern US. In so doing, I read together 

Indigenous and Black scholars in North America who trace the spatial dimension of 

racial/colonial exclusion. While this section outlines a body of work that critically examines the 

creation of racial deathworlds, zones of sub/dehumanization that relegate racialized communities 

 
1 Ellen Stroud, “Law and the Dead Body: Is a Corpse a Person Or a Thing?” Annual Review of Law and Social 

Science 14, no. 1 (2018): 117. 



51 
 

to exclusion, violence, and in many cases, destruction, my work seeks to understand the place of 

the dead, and the places they inhabit, within these racial geographies.  

In the second and third sections of this chapter, I place my research within a sphere of 

knowledge that, since the 1960s, has focused on the cultural landscape of burial places. Known 

variously as necrogeographies or the study of deathscapes, I take up the body of 

necrogeographic scholarship and explore the extent to which race has been considered by this 

body of work. In this chapter’s second section, I delineate my approach to racial 

necrogeographies through a consideration of the scholarly origins of the term “necrogeography”, 

and its related term “deathscapes.” Finally, I examine scholarly work on necrogeographies in 

order to underscore the unique location and orientation of my research, and its focus on the 

destruction of, or backlash to, the burial places of Indigenous, Black, and Muslim communities 

by settler white people on both sides of the border (with a focus on the Canadian context), and 

the efforts of these communities to make space for their dead and their relationships with them. 

Existing scholarship around struggles to establish Muslim cemeteries in the west, and white 

backlash to these efforts, is treated separately in the beginning of Chapter 5.  

 

I - Racialized Deathworlds and Burial Places  

 

The Space of the De/subhumanized Other 

 

According to Frantz Fanon, in regimes of colonial and racial domination, the colonized are 

denied recognition as an other and are relegated to the zone of non-being. In this colonized zone 

of non-being, the colonizer “is not only The Other but also the master.”2 This results in a 

 
2 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, Against War: Views from the Underside of Modernity (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2008), 106. 
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geography of separation, of absolute subjectivity and humanity on the one hand, and absolute 

abjection and violence on the other. The territory of the colonizer is thus “the world of the 

master, and the colonial territory the world of the slave.” 3  For Sylvia Wynter, the zone of non-

being is the demonic grounds “outside of our present governing system of meaning, or 

theory/ontology”4, and is manifested geographically in and through “the space of Otherness, the 

grounds of being human, poverty archipelagoes, archipelagoes of human Otherness, les damnes 

de la terre/the wretched of the earth, the color-line, [and] terra nullius/lands of no one.”5 As 

spaces of otherness, slated for destruction, burial grounds of the racialized and colonized 

obliterated or threatened by white people can be added to this list of examples of zones of non-

being, and of demonic grounds. 

Ramon Grosfoguel reflects on Fanon’s zone of non-being, arguing that in the 

“capitalist/patriarchal western-centric/Christian-centric modern/colonial world-system” the line 

of the human separates those who are “recognized socially as human beings and, thus, enjoy 

access to rights” from those “considered subhuman or non-human”, whose humanity is 

questioned and/or negated.6 In the context of Spain’s conquest of the Americas, the Spanish 

questioned the human-ness of the people they encountered, creating what Wynter calls liminal 

categories which maintained only some of the characteristics of humanity, such as the “status of 

natural slaves.” The line of the human might be blurred, or traversed/transgressed, but some are 

always on the subhumanized side of it, while others are undoubtedly on the human side. Paget 

Henry explains that “a group’s estimated degree of rational capability determined whether or not 

 
3 Maldonado-Torres, Against War, 106. 
4 Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, “"Theorizing in a Void": Sublimity, Matter, and Physics in Black Feminist Poetics.” 

South Atlantic Quarterly 117, no. 3, (2018): 617-648. 
5 Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (Minneapolis, MN: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 123. 
6 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 10. 
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it fell into this liminal category. Spanish estimates of the level of rationality among the ‘Indios’ 

were used to justify their liminal redefinition as natural slaves.” 7 Thus, racial and colonial 

classifications were not simply dichotomous either-or categories, but complex systems of 

classification and domination that could expand or retract, include and exclude, and hierarchize 

the degree of subhumanization or human-ness ascribed.  

 Grosfoguel closely connects his elaboration of the zones of being and non-being with 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ conception of the abyssal line, both of which are articulations of 

the liminal categories relegating peoples to sub-humanness. For Santos, “modern Western 

thinking goes on operating through abyssal lines that divide the human from the subhuman in 

such a way that human principles do not get compromised by inhuman practices.”8  The line is 

abyssal because it is the line of the human. As the zones are heterogeneous spaces, they 

themselves contain many lines. The zone of being thus contains lines between racially privileged 

men and women, and between racially privileged rich and poor, etc. The line of the human, 

however, is also abyssal because on one side of it being is denied. The abyss, in Santos’s 

formulation, is the “other side of the line... produced as non-existent” and “radically excluded” 

from the realm of the thinkable.9 These unthinkables are the “popular, lay, plebeian, peasant, or 

indigenous knowledges on the other side of the line” that are not allowed entrance as “relevant or 

commensurable knowledges.”10  

Those in the zone of non-being also lose “all ontological weight in the eyes of the 

colonizer.”11 Thus, even when they are spared physical destruction, they have their knowledges 

 
7 Paget Henry, Caliban's Reason: Introducing Afro-Caribbean Philosophy (Abingdon: Taylor and Francis, 2002), 

132. 
8 Boaventure de Sousa Santos, Epistemologies of the South: Justice Against Epistemicide (Boulder: Paradigm 

Publishers, 2014), 124. 
9 Santos, Epistemologies of the South, 119. 
10 Santos, Epistemologies of the South, 119. 
11 Maldonado-Torres, Against War, 106. 
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and ways of being utterly devalued and slated for destruction. This assault on ontology, as 

theorized by Santos, is called epistemicide, or “the murder of knowledge.”12 Santos notes that 

“unequal exchanges between cultures have always implied the death of the knowledge of the 

subordinated culture, hence the death of the social groups that possessed it”, and further defines 

epistemicide as “the destruction of the social practices and the disqualification of the social 

agents that operate according to such knowledge.”13 Thus the targets of epistemicide may 

continue to exist physically, even as they are slated for a living death through the destruction of 

their way of being in the world; Santos defines epistemicide as “the other side of genocide.”14  

The inhuman practices inflicted on those on the other side of the line are excused 

precisely as a function of the definition of those relegated there as inhuman, as subhuman, and as 

something other-than, while the knowledges of these communities are also devalued and 

rejected. Thus, in burial places, practices that would be abhorrent in the context of white 

cemeteries have consistently been inflicted on places inhabited by the dead of racialized and 

subhumanized communities. Furthermore, the ontological relationship of these communities to 

the dead is also the target of espistemicidal destruction.  

 

Death-worlds and the Living Dead 

 

Geographies of the human/subhuman in the schema of racial colonialism are, according 

to Achille Mbembe, characterized by the “creation of death-worlds” in which subhumanized 

 
12 Santos, Epistemologies of the South, 92. 
13 Santos, Epistemologies of the South, 153. 
14 Boaventura de Sousa Santos, João Arriscado Nunes, and Maria Paula Meneses, “Opening Up the Canon of 

Knowledge and Recognition of Difference,” in Another Knowledge is Possible, Beyond Northern Epistemologies, 

ed. Boaventura de Sousa Santos (London: Verso Publishing, 2007), xix. 
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racialized/colonized people are given the status of the “living dead.”  15 Like Santos’ conception 

of the abyssal line, these zones of sub-human death become socially acceptable spaces of 

violence in which all manner of desecration, depravity, and destruction occur and are made 

permissible. Acts of violence and destruction are thus permitted in the zone of non-being “that 

would otherwise be unacceptable in the zone of being.”16    

An example of these death-worlds is furnished by Hussein Abdilahi Bulhan. While 

Bulhan examines the context of Apartheid South Africa, his work echoes with contemporary 

geographies of racial dehumanization in North American contexts. He writes: 

 “The all-white government of South Africa forces millions of Africans into homelands, 

even though studies have shown that the majority of urban blacks have at best tenuous 

links with these parcels of land…For those Africans who have already been pushed into 

homelands, life is a nightmare replete with the sight of malnourished children, frequent 

death, and daily burials in the makeshift cemeteries that dot the landscape. These 

homelands, with no economy of their own, are also dumping grounds for aged laborers 

who no longer are useful in the white areas. In effect, the so-called ‘homelands’ are mass 

graveyards for living millions who legally have been pronounced dead.”17 (emphasis 

added) 

If the living are already effectively declared dead, then the dead of the living dead are 

even less worthy of protection. Where human communities have been corralled into spaces of 

absolute abjection and written-off as the collateral damage of the modern project, spaces of 

sacrality, remembrance, ancestry, or belonging are unlikely to be preserved. These zones of sub-

 
15 Achille Mbembe, "Necropolitics," Public Culture 15, no.1 (2003). 11-40.  
16 Ramon Grosfoguel, "What is Racism?" Journal of World - Systems Research 22, no. 1 (2016): 14. 
17 Hussein Abdilahi Bulhan, Frantz Fanon and the psychology of oppression (New York: Plenum Press,1985), 169.  
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human death recall Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s conception and categorization of 

bare life, in which state sovereignty is exercised through the power to render humans as killable. 

Human communities reduced to bare life exist in a state “in which human life is included in the 

juridical order solely in the form of its exclusion (that is, of its capacity to be killed).” 18 The 

subhumanized person has their existence “reduced to a bare life stripped of every right by virtue 

of the fact that anyone can kill him without committing homicide.”19 Indigenous studies scholar 

Circe Sturm explains Agamben’s theory as describing: 

“a particularly insidious form of sovereign violence by creating a state of exception, one 

that gives them the power to kill or make live and allows them to strip certain human 

beings of their political significance, reducing them to bare life and making them subject 

to state-sanctioned biological death.”20  

I extend Agamben’s bare life and Mbembe’s death worlds to include spaces inhabited by 

the racialized dead themselves. White people relegate those in the zone of non-being to three 

deaths: first, by declaring them the living dead; secondly, by sanctioning their biological death; 

and finally, through destroying the relationship of communities to the departed through the 

destruction of sites, the opening of graves and theft of remains, the dissection of ancestors, the 

measuring of skulls, and the construction of white spaces of business and leisure. All of this 

becomes permissible as a result of deathworlds, variously theorized as zones of non-being, 

abyssal line, status of the living dead, demonic grounds. Acts of violence and destruction become 

the norm when those in the zone of being do not recognize the site as belonging to this same 

 
18 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 8. 
19 Agambem, Homo Sacer, 183. 
20Circe Sturm, “Reflections on the Anthropology of Sovereignty and Settler Colonialism: Lessons from Native 

North America," Cultural Anthropology 32, no. 3 (2017): 342-43. 
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zone, and result in even the leisure of Man (in its eurocentred conception) taking precedence 

over the being of the subhumanized.  

French historian Philippe Ariès asserts that “the cemetery has been – and may still be—

the identifying sign of a culture.”21 This ontological centrality of burial is underscored by 

literary scholar Robert Harrison, who remarks in The Dominion of the Dead that “it is not for 

nothing that the Greek word for ‘sign’ sema, is also the word for ‘grave’.” 22 For the Greeks, the 

grave marker was not just one sign among others. It signified the source of signification itself, 

since it stood for what it stood in − the ground of burial itself.”23 Graves are signs of not only the 

worldly death of the person they contain, but also of the mortality of those who created the 

grave. The grave, or other practices honouring or sacralizing the dead, thus demarcates the 

human as world-creating subject. Harrison holds that “to be human means to be the surrounding 

center of such world-forming intentionality.”24 Harrison underlines the connection between the 

humic (referring to humus, the dark soil produced when the bodies of organisms decay) and the 

human, and the grave-bounded and gravebound nature of our being in space. He further argues 

that “we cannot understand the...institution of places on the earth independently of the 

institution of burial.”25 What makes a place a place, and not merely undifferentiated space, are 

the human marks that are created to bind it to time. The most primordial such marking, or sema, 

is the grave. As outlined in Chapter 2, the centrality of burial places to necro-settlement projects 

and white landscapes and the explicit sacrality of these places in the discourse of settler white 

people points to a deep sensitivity to their significance in Protestant white settler communities. 

 
21 Phillippe Ariès, The Hour of Our Death (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing, 1981), 476. 
22 Robert Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 20. 
23 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, 20. 
24 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, 21. 
25 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, 23. 
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Because burial places are generally recognized by these white people as hallowed by the 

presence of dead humans, the desecration of burial places belonging to racialized communities 

is accompanied by a rendering of these communities as less-than-human. 

One of the few scholarly works that explores the connection between wider discussions of 

racialized death-worlds and violence inflicted on places of burial is Noam Leshem’s examination 

of the conflict related to Ma’aman Allah Muslim Cemetery in Jerusalem, which was threatened 

with destruction when the Simon Weisenthal Centre planned to build a Museum of Tolerance on 

a portion of the cemetery. Leshem importantly brings together academic discourses of 

necrogeography, which he defines as “traditional engagements with the spatiality of death and 

geography”, and necropolitics, which according to Leshem “considers death as part of 

contemporary systems of biopolitical governmentality.”26  Building on Mbembe’s 2003 essay on 

necropolitics, Leshem fruitfully brings together Mbembe’s conception of “the realities of bare 

life that dominate the multiple configurations of contemporary conflict”27 with his discussion of 

the necrogeographical conflict surrounding Ma’aman Allah.  

 

Racial/Spatial Exclusion in North America  

 

Scholarship chronicling the spatial exclusion of racialized communities in North America 

has not included extensive treatment of the burial places of these communities. The zone of 

non-being in the North American context has manifested in the spatial 

segregation/marginalization and dispossession of Indigenous Nations and Black and other 

racialized communities. The lens of Indigenous and Black geographies allows me to identify 

 
26 Noam Leshem, “‘Over Our Dead Bodies’: Placing Necropolitical Activism,” Political Geography 45, (2015): 34. 
27 Leshem, “‘Over Our Dead Bodies,’” 36. 
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and trace a wider pattern of racial and colonial geography in North America while examining 

the racialized destruction of the burial places of marginalized communities by settler white 

people.  

Adam Bledsoe, Latoya E. Eaves, and Brian Williams, in the introduction to a special issue 

of Southeastern Geographer on “Black Geographies in and of the United States South” 

underscore how Black geographers have “cogently pointed out the overwhelming ‘whiteness’ 

of the discipline [of geography] and the problems this brings with it.”28 They emphasize that 

Black geographers continue “the tradition of critiquing the oppressive aspects of racialization”, 

as seen in what geographer Clyde Woods calls the creation of “racially defined zones of 

destruction.”29 Bledsoe, Eaves, and Williams emphasize that “Black Geographies are also 

fundamentally concerned with highlighting the various ways Black communities create their 

own unique political practices and senses of place, thereby acknowledging the spatial 

capacities of Afro-descendant populations.”30 In both these approaches, they assert “that Black-

oriented epistemologies remain crucial critiques of reductionary claims to and knowledge of 

Black subjects and Black space.”31 I take these assertions to be essential to understanding how 

critical geography in both Canada and the USA encompasses both the marginalization and 

destruction of racialized space, and its creative constitution through the placemaking strategies 

of Black and Indigenous communities.  

Katherine McKittrick argues: 

 
28 Adam Bledsoe, Latoya E. Eaves, and Brian Williams, “Introduction: Black Geographies in and of the United 

States South,” Southeastern Geographer 57, no. 1 (2017): 8. 
29 Clyde Woods, "Life After Death,” The Professional Geographer 54, no. 1 (2002): 63. 
30 Bledsoe, Eaves, and Williams, “Black Geographies,” 8. 
31 Bledsoe, Eaves, and Williams, “Black Geographies,” 7. 
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 “unseen black communities and spaces...privilege a transparent Canada/nation by 

rendering the landscape a ‘truthful’ visual purveyor of past and present social patterns. 

Consequently, ‘truthful’ visual knowledge regulates and normalizes how Canada is 

seen - as white, not blackless, not black, not nonwhite, not native Canadian, but white. 

‘Other’ geographic evidence is buried, ploughed over, forgotten, renamed, and 

relocated...displacement and blackness are implicated, unexpectedly, in the nation 

through black presence and blacklessness, burial, forgetfulness, renaming, 

relocation.”32  

These unseen communities, and their sacred places, are excised through a process of 

mapping that imposes a common-sense white space. In the case of rural Ontario, this is achieved 

in part through a neat grid of concessions, county and township lines, and colonization roads that 

plough through extant communities. These features normalize white space, causing it to appear 

as natural, or as a fait accompli. In the documentary film Speakers for the Dead,33 Allan Miller, a 

Black descendant of those buried at the Old Durham Road site in Grey County laments that when 

a new road was built next to the cemetery, many of the dead of the Black community, and their 

tombstones, were likely paved over during construction. The Black community, settled in the 

Priceville area in a time before officially sanctioned white settlement. The road formed an 

unstoppable imposition over any sacrality that might have preceded it.  

Writing in the context of Halifax, Ted Rutland argues that “urban planning…is, and has 

always been, a world-altering instrument of power and race,”34 and that it has “a penchant for 

 
32 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 96-97. 
33 Speakers for the Dead, directed by David Sutherland and Jennifer Holness (National Film Board of Canada, 

2000), https://www.nfb.ca/film/speakers-for-the-dead/. 
34 Ted Rutland, Displacing Blackness: Planning, Power, and Race in Twentieth-Century Halifax (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2018), 1. 
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wrecking lives, particularly the lives of racialized populations.”35 Rutland, and other 

geographers such as Katherine McKittrick, maps the spatio-racial exclusions central to 

Canadian history and contemporary life. McKittrick traces how “a presumably Euro-white and 

colonial nation is concealing and/or obscuring unexpected social and geographic narratives.”36 

She goes on to note how “concealment is accomplished at least in part by carefully landscaping 

blackness out of the nation”, and lists a litany of denigrations, removals, and fracturings in the 

context of Black Canada, including:  

“the demolition of Africville in Nova Scotia and Hogan’s Alley in Vancouver...the 

renaming of Negro Creek Road to Moggie Road in Holland Township, Ontario; the 

silence around and concealment of Canada’s largest invisible slave burial ground, N—

N----- Rock, in the eastern townships of Quebec…[and] the ploughing over of the 

Black Durham Road Cemetery in southwestern Ontario”.37  

The spatial segregation and unequal protections afforded to Indigenous and Black 

communities of the dead are part of what George Lipsitz calls “distinct spatial imaginaries rooted 

in the links between space and race”38 and existing between white and racialized communities in 

North America. According to Lipsitz, the geography of the United States is organized according 

to a “white spatial imaginary [which] functions as a central mechanism for skewing opportunities 

and life chances in the United States along racial lines.”39 Like Lipsitz’ studies of how white 

supremacy dictates where Black people can live, I argue that white spatial imaginary has not 

 
35 Rutland, Displacing Blackness, 7. 
36 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 96. 
37 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds, 96. 
38 George Lipsitz, “The Racialization of Space and the Spatialization of Race: Theorizing the Hidden Architecture of 

Landscape.” Landscape Journal 26, no.1 (2007): 11. 
39 Lipsitz, “The Racialization of Space,” 13. 
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only dictated where Indigenous, Black, and other racialized people can rest after death, but also 

which burial places are allowed to survive and which are obliterated.40 

In Louise Erdrich’s novel Tracks, as the forces of allotment hem in the lands of the 

Anishinaabe Pillager family, the character Fleur speaks with certainty that “no one would be 

reckless enough to try collecting for land where Pillagers were buried.”41 To Fleur, the presence 

of graves marks an inalienable relationship to place. Nanapush, however, articulates a future in 

which there are “leaves covering the place where I buried Pillagers, mosses softening the boards 

of their grave houses, once so gently weeded and tended by Fleur. I saw the clan markers she had 

oiled with the sweat of her hands, blown over by wind, curiosities now, a white child’s toy.”42  

He thus imagines what was once sacred unravelling in the face of dispossession and 

displacement.   

Geographer Cole Harris asserts that the lands of Indigenous Nations “could not have been 

reorganized into colonial space without something like the map.”43 The colonial map flattens the 

world, making a singular toponymic dimension. The mapping mind unites all places, as Dionne 

Brand observes, with an “unnameable familiarity among us”, which she defines simply as 

“Empire.”44 She describes visiting London for the first time as landing in a place already known 

to her. This was a knowing she shared in common with other new arrivals who debarked at 

Heathrow with her: “we have the same roadmap in our heads. We’ve walked the same streets of 

colony.”45 The grid, in its tidy delineation, is facilitated by the map − the concession lines and 

county roads, and the occasional farm differentiated only by the number of outbuildings or the 

 
40 Lipsitz, “The Racialization of Space,” 13. 
41 Erdrich, Louise, Tracks (New York: Harper & Row, 1989), 174. 
42 Erdrich, Tracks, 174. 
43 Cole Harris, “How Did Colonialism Dispossess? Comments from an Edge of Empire,” Annals of the Association 

of American Geographers 94, no. 1 (2004): 175. 
44 Dionne Brand, Map to the Door of No Return (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2002), 75. 
45 Brand, Map to the Door, 77.  
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colour of the house. Colonial mapping thus renders uniformity; it creates a world out of many 

worlds. Worlds that do not conform constitute “‘Other geographic evidence”, and are “buried, 

ploughed over, forgotten, renamed, and relocated.”46 

Leanne Simpson, in her discussion of the Otonabee river that runs through her city of 

Nogojiwanong (Peterborough), notes that “the word ‘otonabee’ is heard or read differently by 

Canadians and Nishnaabeg peoples. When I hear or read the word ‘ontonabee,’ I think 

‘odenabe,’ and I am immediately connected to a physical place within my territory and a space 

where my culture communicates a multi-layered and nuanced meaning that is largely unseen 

and unrecognized by non-Indigenous peoples.”47 This unseeing and illegibility by the non-

Indigenous is not a mundane or benign process: “throughout the process of colonization, 

identity and specificity were eroded”48 to create a world in which the names of places are a 

litany of lies “so tiresome and so insulting. Squaw Rock. Devil’s This and Devil’s That. Indian 

or Tomahawk Anything.”49 In Books and Islands in Ojibwe Country, Louis Erdrich predicts 

that “some day, when there is nothing more important to do, the Anishinaabeg will demand 

that all the names be changed.”50 Erdrich earmarks the maps of coloniality as sites of future 

contestation and struggle. She also highlights Anishinaabeg resistance to the colonial mapping 

project. In Tracks,  Erdrich’s character Nanapush points to a map showing areas of the 

Anishinaabeg reservation given up to white people under allotment, and observes: “the lapping 

 
46 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds.  
47 Leanne Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaabeg Re-Creation, Resurgence and a New 

Emergence (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2011), 95. 
48 Margaret Noori, “Beshaabiiag G’gikenmaaigowag Comets of Knowledge,” in Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: 

Understanding the World through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi 

Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2013), 36.  
49 Louise Erdrich. Books and Islands in Ojibwe Country (Washington: National Geographic, 2003), 65. 
50 Erdrich, Ojibwe Country, 66.  
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pink, the color of the skin of lumberjacks and bankers, the land we would never walk or hunt, 

from which our children would be barred.”51  

Both Erdrich’s fictional community, and colonized people more generally, have 

undergone what Cole Harris calls “the experienced materiality of colonialism”, which is 

“grounded … in dispossessions and repossessions of land.”52  Mbembe explains that this 

dispossession takes place through “seizing, delimiting, and asserting control over a physical 

geographical area − of writing on the ground a new set of social and spatial relations.”53 

According to critics of colonial mapping, this writing on the ground is a constant assault on 

both Black and Indigenous spaces, which are treated as undesirable remnants to be pushed out 

and excised. Such spaces include: “the ‘reservation’, the ‘housing project,’ and ‘the priority 

neighborhood’ (the latter is the name given to the archipelagos of poverty in Toronto), [and] 

the project of deportation and the dispossession of people beyond Canada's borders.”54  

 

II - Defining Necrogeography and Deathscapes 

 

It is important to contextualize my use of the term racial necrogeographies by first 

exploring the origins of the term necrogeography itself. This term has been used since the 

1960s55, primarily in a US context, to describe the geographic study of burial places. According 

to Riedesel (1979) “until the late 1960’s, the cemetery as a primary historical and geographical 

 
51 Erdrich, Tracks, 174. 
52 Harris, “How Did Colonialism Dispossess?” 167.  
53 Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” 25-26. 
54 Rinaldo Walcott, “The Problem of the Human: Black Ontologies and ‘the Coloniality of Our Being,’” in 

Postcoloniality - Decoloniality - Black Critique: Joints and Fissures, ed. Sabine Broeck, and Carsten Junker 

(Frankfurt: Campus Verlag, 2014), 100. 
55 Fred Kniffen, “Necrogeography in the United States,” Geographical Review 57, no.3 (1967): 426. 
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source had received little attention.”56 The scant attention to burial places as a geographic 

phenomena has resulted in even less scholarly attention being paid to the nuances of burial 

places and their intersection with orders of racial and colonial dominance and dehumanization 

(outlined in this chapter’s next section).  

The term necrogeography was coined in a brief 1967 article by Fred Kniffen. Kniffen 

wrote that “formal disposal of the deceased is a universal practise…[that] reflects traditional 

values, religious tenets, legal regulation, economic and social status, and even natural 

environment.”57 He further noted that “since there is a special reluctance to disturb graveyards, 

they often lie surrounded by bustling urban activities, preserved for study far longer than might 

normally be expected of an outmoded folkway. There can be few other subjects as untouched or 

promising as the geographical study of burial practises.”58 Here, it is interesting to consider 

Kniffen’s emphasis on the “special reluctance to disturb graveyards”59 in relation to the 

widespread destruction of Indigenous and Black burial places in North America. Kniffen’s 

common-sense emphasis on this reluctance to disturb burial places points to the embeddedness 

of this assumption in white settler society (explored further in Chapter 2). 

 

Deathscapes 

 

‘Deathscapes’ is a synonymous term for necrogeographies used by some scholars outside 

of the US context, and has developed largely independently of the field of necrogeography.60 The 

 
56 Gordon M. Riedesel, “The Cultural Geography of Rural Cemeteries: Saunders County Nebraska” (Master’s thesis, 

University of Nebraska at Omaha, 1979), 1. 
57 Kniffen, “Necrogeography in the United States,” 427. 
58 Kniffen, “Necrogeography in the United States,” 427. 
59 Kniffen, “Necrogeography in the United States,” 427. 
60 Alistair Hunter, “Deathscapes in Diaspora: Contesting Space and Negotiating Home in Contexts of Post-

Migration Diversity,” Social & Cultural Geography 17, no. 2 (2016): 241-261. 
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concept of deathscapes captures the connection between place and the private and public 

experiences of death, dying, mourning, and bereavement. This literature incorporates spatial 

dimensions by describing death and dying in spatial terms, as well as the significance and 

meaning of space in experiences of death and bereavement. The emerging discussion of 

deathscapes, emerging in parallel to necrogeographies and used primarily amongst U.K. 

geographers, thus seeks to bring a “spatial lens to death, dying, mourning and remembrance,”61 

and has its roots in the work of Lily Kong62 and Kate Hartig and Kevin Dunn.63 While I have 

chosen to mainly use the term necrogeography throughout my dissertation, I use the concept of 

deathscapes in  relation to the work of Elizabeth Meade’s “Prepare for Death and Follow Me:” 

An Archeological Survey of the Historic Period Cemeteries of New York City (discussed below), 

and in my chapter on Muslim cemeteries, as the deathscape-related work of Kong and other 

geographers has taken the burial places of Muslim minorities as one of its subjects.   

 

Early Geographies of Burial Places 

 

Though Kniffen was the first scholar to employ the term necrogeography, several 

geographers and sociologists preceded him in opening preliminary discussions of the cultural, 

social, and geographic significance of burial places. Kniffen references several of these, 

including William D. Pattison’s 1955 article on the cemeteries of Chicago, and Larry W. Price’s 

“Some Results and Implications of a Cemetery Study.” Other cemetery geographers prior to 

 
61 Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway, eds., Deathscapes Spaces for Death, Dying, Mourning and Remembrance 
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Kniffen include Frank W. Young and William M. Kephart. While these white American scholars 

do not focus on race, an important theme of racial exclusion and dehumanization runs through 

their work.  

Pattison’s work is acknowledged by later geographers, including Price and Kniffen, as 

the first paper about cemeteries to appear in a U.S. academic journal of geography. Pattison notes 

that in the “literature of urban land use, cemeteries have tended to be more deplored than 

studied.”64 He observes that in the development of cities, cemeteries have often been more of an 

inconvenience or a grim necessity, rather than a central concern. His survey of 70 Chicago area 

cemeteries occupying “12 square miles of land”65 distinguishes between “mere burial grounds, 

only fulfilling the purpose of disposing of the dead” and “true cemeteries”, distinguished by their 

“adornment”, including individually marked graves and “subdivisions comparable to residential 

districts.” In these true cemeteries, “the ground is considered to possess a sacred quality which 

can be dispelled only by the removal or complete disintegration of the contents of the graves.”66 

“Mere burial grounds,” on the other hand, are often publicly owned and serve the primarily 

utilitarian purpose of burying the poor and unwanted. 67  A sociologist, William M. Kephart, 

elaborates on the nature of these abject burial grounds in the context of Philadelphia, in the form 

of the publicly owned and dreaded potter’s field. According to Kephart: 

“A pressing fear among many lower class families is the vision of a burial in 

potter's field. Such families, it was reported, will go to almost any length to avoid this 

kind of burial. If potter’s field in Philadelphia can be taken as typical, it would probably 

 
64 William D. Pattison, “The Cemeteries of Chicago: a Phase of Land Utilization,” Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 45, no. 3 (1955): 245. 
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be no exaggeration to state that so far as social class is concerned, such fields literally 

represent the end of the line. Here, generally speaking, lie the social ciphers. Individuals 

interred at potter's field are stripped of all the symbols which classify them as human 

beings. They are buried without flowers, without clothes, without graves, and without 

names. Burials take place in long rows of trenches with a number on a wooden paddle 

marking each body. If the body is not claimed in a certain length of time, it is dug up and 

burned in the adjoining crematorium. Since about ninety percent of the bodies are never 

claimed cremation is necessary in order to make room for the new bodies, which arrive at 

a rate of between fifteen and twenty-five per month. Before the idea of cremation became 

popular, it was necessary to keep moving potter’s field, and a check with the 

Pennsylvania Historical Society revealed that at present there are nine extinct fields 

within the city limits.”68 

Kephart’s landscape of dread and exclusion in Philadelphia describes an urban landscape 

underlain by a necrogeography of the dehumanized and forgotten dead. He and other early 

scholars of necrogeographies mention in passing that these forgotten dead disproportionately 

encompass the dead of racialized communities as well.  

Drawing on W. Lloyd Warner’s book The Living and the Dead, Frank W. Young (1966) 

asserts “that cemeteries express the deepest values and structure of the community…[and] that 

the class, associational, family, and age and sex patterns, along with the values, changes, and 

conflicts that they involve, are reflected in the artifacts of the graveyard.”69 A final scholar of 

cemetery geography writing prior to Kniffen’s influential coinage of the term necrogeography is 

Larry W. Price (1966). Price cites Pattison as his sole antecedent on this topic in the field of 

 
68 William M. Kephart, “Status After Death,” American Sociological Review 15, no. 2 (1950): 643. 
69 Frank W. Young, “Graveyards and Social Structure,” Rural Sociology 25, no. 1 (1960): 446. 
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geography. Noting that “the geographical implications of cemeteries as cultural features and as 

space-utilizing phenomena have received little attention,”70 and identifying his aim as 

“show[ing] some possibilities and potential values of the systematic study of cemeteries”71, he 

also anticipates Kniffen and Ridiesel in his assessment of both the scarcity and potentialities of 

cemetery-based scholarship, and the potentialities he opens for inquiry into racial iniquity in the 

space of death, outlined later.  

 

Elaboration of the Concept of Necrogeography  

 

Two scholars developed Kniffen’s necrogeography in the years following 1967. Richard 

Francaviglia’s oft-cited article “The Cemetery as an Evolving Cultural Landscape” centres on the 

“changing morphology of cemeteries”72, which in Francaviglia’s reckoning is a “microcosm of 

the real world, and binds a particular generation of men to the architectural and perhaps even 

spatial preferences and prejudices that accompanied them throughout life.”73  For Francaviglia, 

the cemetery is a place and a landscape and is rich in “spiritual and mystical overtones.”74 He 

surveys five Oregon cemeteries and including the types of gravestones and their frequencies, as 

well as the trends and eras of cemetery layout. Importantly, he underscores that “differential 

property values characterize most cemeteries…[as] there are ‘good’ and ‘bad’ neighborhoods in 

cemeteries as well as in cities and towns.”75 Francaviglia echoes earlier scholars on the topic of 

cemeteries when he states that “in the cemetery, architecture, ‘town’ planning, display of social 

 
70 Larry W. Price, “Some Results and Implications of a Cemetery Study,” The Professional Geographer 18, no. 4 

(1966): 201. 
71 Price, “Some Results and Implications,” 201. 
72 Richard V. Francaviglia, “The Cemetery as an Evolving Cultural Landscape,” Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 61, no. 3 (1971): 501. 
73 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery,” 501. 
74 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery,” 502. 
75 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery,” 506. 
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status, and race segregation, all mirror the living, not the dead. Cemeteries, as the visual and 

spatial expression of death, may tell us a great deal about the living people who created them.”76  

As he writes: 

“Cemeteries are but one element in the cultural landscape, but they may bridge 

the nebulous gap between subconscious and conscious motivation in the manipulation of 

form and space. They suggest that architectural form and settlement patterns are so 

deeply ingrained in the genre de vie that they even affect relatively sacred places.”77  

 Francaviglia’s 1971 article is critiqued by geographer Donald G. Jeane in “A Plea for the 

End of Tombstone Style Geography.”78   Jeane asserts that Francaviglia’s and Price’s methods 

are inadequate, that they failed to account for substantial differences in the cultural landscapes of 

cemeteries in different parts of the United States, and that Francaviglia, in particular, neglects 

“fundamental questions in necrogeography”,79 including folk traditions, cemetery layout, 

ornamental vegetation, the clearing of vegetation and other characteristics and practises. 

Francaviglia’s reply emphasized the preliminary and exploratory nature of his previous article. 

Both Jeane and Francaviglia, as well as earlier scholars, shared the intention that their work was 

an initial foray into a nascent field of cemetery related scholarship, and that places of death in the 

U.S. remained an understudied and largely ignored area of geography.  

 The slow emergence of cemetery scholarship was emphasized again by Jeane in his 1978 

article “The Upland South Cemetery: An American Type”, in which he states that “the cemetery 

remains virtually untouched as a source of valuable information for geographers…[and] so little 

 
76 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery,” 509. 
77 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery,” 509. 
78 Donald G. Jeane, “A Plea for the End of Tombstone-Style Geography,” Annals of the Association of American 

Geographers 62, no. 1 (1972): 146-49.  
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has been done toward classifying the American cemetery landscape that the process seems a 

labyrinth.”80  Jeane’s systematic examination of cemeteries in the American south builds on 

Price’s work more from than a decade before, and paved the way for more substantial studies 

emerging in the 1980s and after. Importantly, Jeane also discusses the historic importance and 

contemporary diminution of what he terms graveyard work, which he holds was once “an 

important social function symbolic of familial respect for deceased kin.”81  

The further development of necrogeography in terms of the morphology, distribution and 

characteristics of cemeteries, particularly in the U.S. context continues,82 includes Ken 

Worpole’s book Last Landscapes: The Architecture of the Cemetery in the West, which maps the 

necrogeography of Europe and North America.83 Though largely focused on the architecture and 

morphology of white cemeteries, Worpole outlines various ways in which those of “low or 

excluded status” were marked as such through burial practises such as burial at night, which was 

a common practice during the era of American slavery in the 19th century. He notes that “racial 

exclusion clauses were also common to many early 20th-century private cemeteries such as 

Forest Lawn [Glendale, California], whose rules insisted that ‘no interment of any body or the 

ashes of any body other than that of a human body of the Caucasian race shall be permitted’.[and 

that] such exclusion clauses did not finally disappear until well after the Second World War.”84 

However, though Worlpole and other works may mention racial exclusion, they do not take race 

 
80Donald G. Jeane, “The Upland South Cemetery: An American Type,” The Journal of Popular Culture 11, no. 4 
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84 Worpole, Last Landscapes, 66. 



72 
 

as their primary analytical lens. In the next section of this chapter, my account of the ways in 

which necroegographical scholarship have addressed race highlights how race remains an 

underexplored area, especially in terms of studies that compare communities across regions.  

 

Limitations of Necrogeography/Deathscapes  

 

The emphasis on necrogeographical and deathscapes literature on “definable visual 

characteristics based on individual forms, such as tombstones, trees, and fences, and on the 

placement of those forms in a particular spatial arrangement”85 causes these approaches to 

encounter difficulties in the context of colonialism and racialization, when the necrogeographical 

signifiers (tombstones, tombs, mounds, etc.) of the burial places of the colonized/racialized have 

been actively erased, destroyed, or disallowed. Meade’s examination of cemetery obliteration, 

which I discuss later in this chapter, has not been extensively pursued elsewhere, and 

necrogeography tends to ignore the living experience of burial places for the 

racialized/colonized, and ontological relationships to the dead themselves, even when 

gravestones and other elements have gone. The connection of communities to sites does not 

cease when tombstones are removed or destroyed; in fact, such monuments may not have existed 

at all or may not have been part of the practice of a particular community. My work thus seeks to 

fill two gaps in necrogeographical scholarship. I look more deeply at the violence of cemetery 

obliteration and the meaning of these acts by settler white people. Secondly, I expand the scope 

of necrogeography to include sites that may have been obliterated, but still contain the dead of 
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these communities, and that are therefore places imbued with important meanings for the 

communities to whom they belong.  

When reading existing work in necrogeography, I have also observed differences in the 

approach of scholars to the study of the relationship between communities and the dead: many 

scholars who study burial places of the racialized focus on the relational, communal meanings 

and practices associated with burial places.86 Scholars situated within or writing about white 

settler or European burial places tend to focus on the built aspect of cemeteries, planning and 

land use issues, and cultural developments in terms of architecture and heritage. When 

relationality between the living and the dead is discussed, it is sometimes framed as simply 

“emotional”,87 as related to “the sympathies, bonds of duty and memories of times past”,88 or as 

expressed in the “pious or melancholy visit.”89 These scholars characterize grave relationality as 

simply a matter of individualized emotional or devotional acts. Much mainstream death studies 

scholarship ignores collective experience, and typically omits mention of the burial places of 

marginal, subaltern, racialized, or colonized communities. In this dissertation, I bring together 

theories on the geographies of racial dehumanization and apply them to the necrogeographies of 

the racialized, while taking into account the profound sociocultural and ontological meanings 

embedded in these sites. I also outline the many ways in which communities have resisted the 

destruction or forgetting of burial spaces, including through literature, legal mechanisms, public 

statements, or physical reclamation or presence.   

 

 
86 See the scholarship outlined in Chapter 1, Section III: Racialized Deathworlds and Burial Places. 
87 Thomas Harvey, "Sacred Spaces, Common Places: The Cemetery in the Contemporary American 

City," Geographical Review 96, no. 2 (2006): 301. 
88 Douglas J. Davies, A Brief History of Death (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2005), 51. 
89 Phillippe Ariès, Western Attitudes Toward Death (Baltimore: Hopkins University Press, 1974), 69. 
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III - Race and Necrogeography  

 

Much of necrogeographical scholarship has gestured towards the realities of racial exclusion, 

but relatively little material has been attentive to them. In particular, the segregation and 

exclusion of Black communities in US burial places is a prominent theme in existing scholarship. 

However, these areas remain under-researched, especially when it comes to scholarly work on 

Canadian contexts (outlined in the first subsection below), on certain aspects of violence against 

the burial places of Indigenous peoples (the second subsection), and on the destruction or 

obliteration of the cemeteries of racialized communities and reclamation by these communities 

(the third subsection). While fairly extensive scholarly study has been devoted to the specific 

phenomenon of the segregation of Black cemeteries and the necrogeography of Black 

communities in the US (and in particular, Protestant cemeteries in the South), my dissertation is 

unique in its sustained attention to desecration and destruction by white people and reclamation 

by racialized communities. Furthermore, no systematic academic work yet exists on the 

phenomenon of the racialized backlash to the establishment of Muslim cemeteries in the West.  

Canadian Context 

 

 Most of the work in necrogeography has been produced in the context of the United 

States; this appears to be a major gap in Canadian studies. Racial necrogeography has 

particularly lacked scholarly attention within Canada. In addition to the important early study of 

eastern Canada by Frank W. Young90 mentioned in the first section of this chapter, Canadian 

necrogeographical studies include works focused on the cultural and material characteristics of 
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predominantly white rural cemeteries,91 and several works outlining the histories of particularly 

historically prominent urban cemeteries, such as Brian J. Young and Geoffrey James’ book on 

the Mount Royal Cemetery in Montreal, a site of significant national historical interest in 

Canada.92 Little has been written about the racial landscape of necrogeography in Canada, 

though there has been some coverage in media sources93 and in the influential National Film 

Board documentary Speakers for the Dead.94 Xingpei Li has produced scholarly work on the 

presence of Chinese graves in Protestant cemeteries in St. John’s, Newfoundland. 95 The work of 

Professor Naomi Norquay at York University about the Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery in 

Priceville has also been invaluable to the present study.96 
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Indigenous Burial Places 

 

Scholarship related specifically to the destruction of Indigenous sites of burial is largely 

nonexistent, though as I outline Chapter 3, there have been a wide range of reflections by 

Indigenous writers and community activists on this topic. The work of Saugeen Anishinaabeg 

scholars Darlene Johnston and John Borrows include reflections on the Saugeen places of burial, 

discussed further in Chapter 3. Tamar Blickstein’s study of settler colonialism and race in 

Argentina’s Gran Chaco region concludes with a chapter entitled “Haunted by Gringo Ghosts: 

Racial Deathways in a Defunct Plantation Colony” and examines how deathways of different 

communities in the region “collide, overlap or efface each others historical marks within a corner 

of the Argentine nation.”97 Blickstein reads the “mortuary palimpsest in the present” and the 

“ruination and recovery [of] a three-tiered space of racialized deathways and disavowels.”98 She 

examines how the dead of immigrant colonists, “mixed-race Criollo peons and pickers,”99 and 

the Indigenous Qom people exist in segregated and complex relation to one another in a locality 

called Napalpi. She points out that the toponym Napalpi comes from the Qom word napalp’pi, 

meaning burial ground; this takes on a new and dark meaning given that the Qom people in the 

area were, in 1911, contained on a reservation, and would in 1924 be murdered en masse and 

buried in a mass grave.100 Blickstein’s work is valuable to my reflections because of its analysis 

of the ways in which layers of necrogeographies occupy the same colonial space and the key role 

the dead play in colonial placemaking and in the disposession of Indigenous Peoples.  

 
97 Tamar Blickstein, “The Native Stranger: Argentine Discourses of Race and Nation in a Vanishing Settler 

Frontier” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2008), 215. 
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 Ashley Barnett’s examination of the deathscape of Brownville, Nebraska and specifically 

Walnut Grove Cemetery, pays particular attention to the presence of Black Americans and 

Indigenous people within the burial ground. 101 She underlines the “invisibility of the ethnic and 

racial minorities in Brownsville’s deathscape”102 and the difficulties with identifying Indigenous 

or Black individuals in areas dominated by white people, where scant information is available on 

tombstones and local records, and where racialized presences have been elided from local 

histories. Barnett also identifies intersections of moments in the racial history of Nebraska with 

the necrogeography of Walnut Grove: these include the interplay between slavery in neighboring 

Missouri and the anti-slavery populace of Nebraska and the dispossession of the Half-Breed 

Tract, a swath of land reserved for mixed race communities of Indigenous and European 

origin.103 Barnett’s study is one of the few I have encountered that considers the presence of the 

Indigenous dead in the study of racial necrogeography, as well as the inequalities between the 

dead of different racial communities in the same geographic context, especially within North 

America.  

A variety of scholarly work addresses the history of grave theft leading to the presence of 

Indigenous ancestors in the collections of museums and postsecondary institutions, which I 

discuss further in Chapter 3 in the context of the Anishinaabeg world. Though not strictly 

necrogeographic or focused on sites themselves, these historical and legal works have obvious 

and important implications for the study of the destruction of Indigenous places of burial. A 

range of studies relates to mobilizations and political struggles for the repatriation of these 

ancestors from museum collections. Sarah Morton focuses on struggles pertaining to collections 
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of The Royal College of Surgeons of England, and in particular, around the remains of ancestors 

from Australia, Aotearoa (New Zealand) and Hawaii. 104 My Master’s research focused on the 

struggle of the Algonquin nation for the repatriation of ancestral remains from the Canadian 

Museum of History in Gatineau, Quebec (which I also discuss further in the third chapter of this 

dissertation).105 This conflict was also the topic of a later article by Julian Whittam.106 In the 

context of the U.S., many works focus on the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), including Walter R. Echo-Hawk’s Battlefields and Burial 

Grounds: The Indian Struggle to Protect Ancestral Graves in the United States,107 H. Marcus 

Price III’s Disputing the Dead: U.S. Law on Aboriginal Remains and Grave Goods,108 and 

Jerome C. Rose et. al’s “NAGPRA is Forever: Osteology and the Repatriation of Skeletons.”109  

 

Destruction, Obliteration, Reclamation 

 

Relatively little systematic scholarship has been devoted to the study of the destruction or 

obliteration of burial places along racial lines. Autumn Rain Duke Barrett compares community 

activism surrounding the Richmond African Burial Ground in Virginia and the Cemeterio dos 

Pretos Novos in Rio De Janeiro. Both sites are burial grounds of the enslaved from the 18th and 
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19th centuries.110 Barret’s work, which informs some of my approach in Chapter 4, overlaps with 

my own in that she undertakes a comparative study of the struggles of two communities to 

protect obliterated burial places. 

Cindy Ann Nance’s 1999 dissertation incorporates observations of racial difference in its 

survey of southeastern Louisiana cemeteries.111 Noting that “many cemeteries in the south are 

segregated as black and white” 112 Nance demonstrates how “landscapes of cemeteries that were 

segregated, for instance ‘Colored,’ ‘Pauper,’ or ‘Jewish,’ are expressive of the precarious and 

fragile living community.”113 She remarks that “often the cemeteries of minorities or under class 

persons, no longer have any known ties or affinities with persons living in the region. Cemeteries 

that lack continuous association have [also] been reappropriated for other land uses. For instance, 

cemeteries have been refashioned as recreational parks and parking lots.”114 Nance underlines 

some of the challenges associated with identifying sites when “rumor, prejudice, and dereliction 

devalue the history of a place.” 115 While she also chronicles the destruction of a wide variety of 

cemeteries due to urban expansion in New Orleans and Baton Rouge, and various levy and 

infrastructure projects in rural areas, she does not make explicit if Black cemeteries meet these 

fates more frequently than white ones in the state. However, Nance’s research is important in 

that it acknowledges racial necrogeographies in relation the decay and destruction of burial 

places.  
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Several studies have been conducted in relation to the high-profile case of the African Burial 

Ground in New York City, and the conflict that occurred when a development project threatened 

the newly confirmed burial place of thousands of enslaved Africans. This scholarly work 

includes Andrea E. Frohne’s The African Burial Ground in New York City: Memory, Spirituality, 

and Space ,116 Ruth Mathis’ From Infancy to Death? An Examination of the African Burial 

Ground in Relation to Christian Eighteenth Century Beliefs and Laura Elizabeth Rocke’s 

Reinterment at the African Burial Ground: The Material Result of Ideology, which examines the 

political conflict surrounding the archaeological study and reinterment of the remains of the 18th 

century African New Yorkers found at the site.117  Much of this material focuses on the 

dynamics of community involvement and archaeological study in relation to this site, dynamics 

that also emerged in different ways in the conflict surrounding the Old Durham Road Pioneer 

Cemetery, outlined in Chapter 4.  

 Elizabeth Meade’s study “Prepare for Death and Follow Me:” An Archeological Survey 

of the Historic Period Cemeteries of New York City, uses “the lens of a ‘deathscape,’ [as] a 

macro-scale analytical tool similar to the anthropological concept of a landscape, but which 

instead focuses on the various cultural processes associated with death” in the context of the five 

boroughs of New York City.118 She maps 527 burial sites, including sites belonging to racialized 

communities, and pays particular attention to what she terms cemetery obliteration. Meade’s 

study is one of the few I have encountered that systematically consider cemetery destruction and 
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is thus a considerable influence on my work. My research builds on scholarly work that focuses 

on the obliteration of cemeteries and ties this phenomenon to the wider reality of racial violence 

by settler white people in North America.  

 

Black Communities in the United States and Inequity in Death  

 

A wider range of scholarship examines the spatio-racial inequities associated with the 

nature and distribution of burial places in the context of Black communities in the US. While, as 

mentioned in the first part of this chapter, necrogeographical study emerged as a separate 

subfield of geography in the 1950s and 1960s, it was not until the 1980s that more detailed 

studies of the intersections of race and necrogeography emerged. These studies took as their 

specific focus the necrogeographical segregation and exclusion of Black communities, 

particularly in Protestant contexts in the US South. This body of work is important to my present 

project as it serves as the only significant example of racial necrogeographical scholarship I 

have come across that explores the intersections of race and burial places. Though this work 

deals primarily with segregation and geographical exclusion, rather than with the destruction or 

obliteration of sites, it nonetheless provides a lens through which to consider the ways in which 

necrogeography mirrors the racial orders of the living.  

As mentioned above, some of the early geographers who turned their academic attention 

to cemeteries also observed the spatial segregations and inequities marking Black community 

cemeteries in the United States. Pattison, referring to Kephart’s characterization of the fear of the 

potter’s field, argued that the purpose of true cemeteries is to “save the dead from just this denial 
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of their humanity.”119 He also emphasized that such a fate was reserved for “not more than one-

half of one percent of the dead in 1953”120 in Chicago’s cemeteries.  

Another form of marginalization to which Pattison refers is the denial of burial space. As 

he notes:  

“Death is not to be denied, and places for the dead may not be restricted without 

new ones being found. Exclusionist policies on the part of established cemeteries have at 

times combined with the separatist desires of some groups to produce new cemeteries, 

but exclusionism alone has been responsible for the existence of one set of cemeteries. 

The Negroes of Chicago, generally (though not completely) denied burial space, have 

turned to five cemeteries of their own.”121   

Pattison further noted that “in over two-thirds of all non-Catholic cemeteries burial is 

restricted by color.”122 This racial segregation of the dead is also addressed by Kephart who 

observed that “most cemetery managers tr[ied] to deal with all classes so long as they are white 

and Protestant.”123 Kephart’s 1950 study also described how, “with the exception of Catholic 

Negroes (who are buried in Catholic cemeteries) Negroes are not accepted for burial by 

Philadelphia cemeteries. The catch is that there isn’t a single Negro cemetery within the city 

limits, which means that virtually all Negro burials take place outside the city.”124  Pattison 

conducted a field investigation of 214 cemeteries across several counties in southeastern Illinois. 

Of these 214, he counted only five cemeteries belonging to Black communities. He observed that 
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120 Pattison, “The Cemeteries of Chicago,” 246. 
121 Pattison, “The Cemeteries of Chicago,” 251. 
122 Pattison, “The Cemeteries of Chicago,” 246. 
123 Kephart, “Status After Death,” 642. 
124 Kephart, “Status After Death,” 642. 



83 
 

these cemeteries “show evidence of segregated burials except for three cases where Negroes 

have taken over very old white unused cemeteries and have begun using them.”125  

Francavigilia, drawing in part on Price and Pattison, asserts that “segregation in death 

appears to be as much a reality in America as segregation in life. In some cemeteries blacks are 

given peripheral graves in ‘bad’ neighborhoods, and in some cases, admission is completely 

denied.”126 Following Jeane’s study of necrogeography in the southern US, 127 much of the 

geographic work examining racial difference in burial places has taken the South as its region of 

choice. Necrogeographical work was taken up by John Milbauer in the context of Cherokee, 

white and black cemeteries in northeastern Oklahoma and in the cemeteries of Yazoo Basin in 

Mississippi, 128 by Anita Pitchford in east Texas,129 and in Terry G. Jordan’s book Texas 

Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy.130 In the 1980s, this emphasis on the South unfolded alongside 

emergent necrogeographical analyses that focused explicitly on racial inequity and segregation. 

Other studies of necrogeography in the Southern US include Maryellen Harshbarger McVicker’s 

exploration of the cemeteries of the Boonslick region of Missouri, which incorporates frequent 

mention of Black community cemeteries and the cultural and geographical differences with those 

of white people in the region (including an appendix entitled “African American Cemeteries: A 

 
125 Price, “Some Results and Implications,” 206. 
126 Francaviglia, “The Cemetery,” 506. 
127 Jeane, “The Upland South,” 902. Jeane also discusses the origins of many forms of southern graveyard work, 

including the West African and Indigenous origins of certain practises. 
128 John Milbauer, “Southern Folk Traits in the Cemeteries of Northeastern Oklahoma,” Southern Folklore 46, no. 2 

(1989): 175-85. 
129 Kenneth Pitchford, “Of Time and The Bitter Box,” New England Review 2, no. 2 (1979): 260-67. 
130 Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982). 
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world Apart”131), and Tess Perez’s examination of the rural cemeteries of Mexican American, 

white, and Black communities in Nixon, Texas.132   

While Pattison, Price, Kephart and others remarked on the segregation and geographic 

racial discrimination present in predominantly Protestant cemeteries across the U.S., comparative 

analyses of racial difference, as manifested in burial places, only emerged in the 1980s. As noted 

above, these works focus primarily on the US South. Conrad Goodwin’s 1981 thesis Ethnicity 

and the Graveyard examined six burial places in Lancaster County, Virginia: three in the white 

community and three in the black community, and explored how racial and economic difference 

manifests in deathscapes.133  Tadashi Nakagawa’s 1987 study consisted of an extensive survey of 

cemetery geography across 236 cemeteries in Louisiana, and paid close attention to regional, 

denominational, urban/rural, and racial differences across the state. Nakagawa remarked on the 

racial inequity and segregation present in cemeteries, and on the large gap in per capita income 

between Black and white communities in the state. He observed that, in relation to burial 

practices, “Black people clearly have more restrictions to fulfilling their desires than do white 

people.”134 He also notes that throughout Louisiana, Black and white Protestants are highly 

segregated in death, while Black Catholics tend to be buried in the same cemeteries as their 

white co-religionists135 (“Thirty-nine percent of Catholic cemeteries are racially mixed while 

only 4 percent of Protestant cemeteries are racially mixed.”)136 Nakagawa argued that “racial 

segregation in some Catholic cemeteries results from economic differences: blacks purchased the 

 
131 Maryellen Harshbarger McVicker, “Reflections of Change: Death and Cemeteries in the Boonslick Region of 

Missouri. (Volumes I and II)” (PhD diss., University of Missouri, 1989), 358. 
132 Tess Perez, “Rural Cemetery Practices: Mexicans and Nixon, Texas” (Master’s thesis, University of Texas at San 

Antonio, 2016). 
133 Conrad M. Goodwin, “Ethnicity in the Graveyard” (Master’s thesis, William & Mary, 1981). 
134 Tadashi Nakagawa, “The Cemetery as a Cultural Manifestation: Louisiana Necrogeography” (PhD diss., 

Louisiana State University, 1987), 74. 
135 Nakagawa, “Louisiana Necrogeography,” 84. 
136 Nakagawa, “Louisiana Necrogeography,” 91. 
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remaining plots at the corners after wealthy white families bought family burial plots close to the 

central cross or to the church building.”137 While by the 1980s any segregated Catholic 

cemeteries in Louisiana had long since integrated, most Protestant cemeteries remained 

segregated at the time of Nakagawa’s study. As he observed, “desire for racial segregation is 

either stronger or more effective amongst Protestants than amongst Catholics in Louisiana.”138  

A variety of more recent studies of Black necrogeographies in the US South are relevant 

for their attention to the inequalities present in the context of burial places in the region. Timothy 

Hyder conducts a detailed necrogeographical analysis of Charleston South Carolina’s Magnolia 

Umbra Cemetery District including sections of Jewish and both Antebellum and post-bellum 

Black cemeteries within the district, 139 while Anne Marie Martin further discusses the context of 

Charleston in the years leading up to the founding of Magnolia Cemetery in 1850. Martin argues 

that “the treatment of the dead was based squarely in the social concerns and situation 

surrounding the living.”140 Several other scholars also examine the relationship between burial 

places and institutions in the South. Rachel Childs discusses the asylum burial site at the 

University of Mississippi Medical Center, where the remains of seven thousand former patients 

of the Jim Crow era Mississippi State Lunatic Asylum are buried.141 Danielle Zayac explores the 

issues related to the reburial of primarily Black bodies used by the Medical College of Georgia 

 
137 Nakagawa, “Louisiana Necrogeography,” 93. 
138 Nakagawa, “Louisiana Necrogeography,” 93. 
139 Timothy John Hyder. “Charleston’s Magnolia Umbra Cemetery District: A Necrogeographic History.” (Master’s 

thesis, University of South Carolina, 2014). 
140 Anne Marie Martin, “Death Among the Palmettos: Southern Burial Practices and Society, 1775 - 1850” (PhD 

diss., University of Arkansas, 2018), 1. Martin’s work also contains chapters on race and space (ch. 3), and on 

medicine in relation to the dead (ch. 4). 
141 Rachel C. Childs, “A Body a Day: Constructing Deviance at the Mississippi State Asylum” (Master’s thesis, 
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and the Medical College of Virginia in the 19th century for the purposes of dissection for medical 

education.142  

Scholars have also examined the racialization of the dead in relation to sites of national 

significance in the US. Molly Ricks examines the conflicts and complications in the 

commemoration and consecration of white and Black burial places at Mount Vernon and 

Monticello.143 Robert Hanson discusses the complex relationship of racial and social hierarchies 

in Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery in St. Louis, Missouri and in Arlington National 

Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia. He argues that “just as separating the dead from the living helps 

to create the sacredness of the cemetery, segregating graves based on social hierarchies such as 

soldier from family, Rebel from Yankee, [and] blacks from white people, maintains the 

prevailing viewpoints of the dominant culture even in death.”144 In the case of the Jefferson 

Barracks National Cemetery, Hanson points out that “the government also distinguished African-

American Union soldier’s graves by placing them at the periphery of the cemetery – still within 

the confines of the cemetery, but clearly differentiated from white Union soldiers and white 

Confederate soldiers.”145 He elaborates that in both St. Louis and Arlington “race trumped 

national loyalty”146 in the federal government’s organizing logic for nationally sanctioned burial 

places, with white Confederates given preference over Black soldiers.  

A variety of works treat burial places as important sites of resistance and community 

building for Black communities in the South. James Davidson’s 2004 study of the Freedman’s 

 
142 Danielle Zayac, “Addressing the Evidence of Historical Medical Grave Robbing: Past Practices and Their 
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Cemetery in Dallas ties economic advancement, politics and the spirituality of the Black 

community in Dallas in the late 19th century to the cemetery.147 Kami Fletcher’s study The City 

of the Dead for Colored People: Baltimore’s Mount Auburn Cemetery, 1807-2012 chronicles the 

political struggle in Baltimore, Maryland for burial rights for Black communities and the struggle 

of Black organizations such as church congregations to protect their vulnerable dead. 148 Fletcher 

recounts how “African-American benevolent, beneficial, and burial societies organized and 

founded burial grounds”149 in the face of hostility and exclusion from local white Protestant 

congregations. She also discusses the origin of Mount Auburn Cemetery, whose founding in 

1871 was rooted in the segregationist realities of Jim Crow, where “Blacks and White people 

were socially separated, even in death.”150 Fletcher argues that Mount Auburn also represents the 

Black struggle to “be buried with dignity and with care”,151 and is a triumph of community, 

political and social struggle, especially considering the systemic collusion of Protestant white 

people in denying such care and dignity to Black communities.  John Treat examines the history 

of fraternal organizations and the formation of racial identity in late 19th century America, and 

grounds his study in the cemeteries of both white and Black organizations.152  DeMond Shondell 

Miller and Jason David Rivera explore New Orleans’ distinctive above ground tombs called 

“homes of the dead”;153 they argue that in Louisiana, “the relationship that the living have with 
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the cemeteries makes its culture unique. The cemeteries create a sense of place that facilitates the 

communion of the living and the dead through religious and cultural activities.”154 This 

underscores “the social emphasis New Orleans’ society places on the ‘places of the dead’ in the 

minds of the living.”155 These “places of the dead” also served a central role in the collective 

resilience of Black New Orleans communities in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina’s 

devastation.  

Studies of the posthumous inequality of Black communities in the US are primarily 

focused, but by no means restricted to, the South. Caitlin Hopkins’ work The Shadow of Change: 

Politics and Memories in New England’s Historic Burying Grounds, 1630-1776 devotes a 

chapter to studying the presence of Black New Englanders of the 18th century in the 

necrogeography of the region.156 Unlike scholars who have emphasized the completely separate 

and segregated nature of southern cemeteries, Hopkins argues that “most New England 

municipalities maintained unified burying places that segregated black and white graves within a 

shared boundary.”157 In this period during which northern slavery was common, most enslaved 

people were also buried without markers or acknowledgement, presenting challenges for tracing 

their places of rest. Hopkins recounts that of the 6,000 Black residents of Boston that were buried 

before the American Revolution, only one burial marker survives. Elsewhere, such as in 

Newport, Rhode Island, hundreds of markers of the dead of Black communities survive, despite 

many having been “removed, destroyed, or defaced, either by accident or by malice.”158 

Importantly, Hopkins analyzes the epitaphs of Black Newporters as revealing “a power struggle 
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between those who defined [them] as members of white households and those who recognized 

them as members of black families.”159 She makes note of the frequent phrase servant to on 

gravemarkers of the enslaved, which she asserts is language that “extended slaveowner’s power 

over slaves in perpetuity. Messy relationships were simplified and black families were denied 

altogether as permanent monuments in the public square, [as] gravestones had the last word in 

defining the dead long after those who knew and loved them were dead.”160 Of more than 300 

gravestones of the Black dead in Newport, only one lists the members of a Black individual’s 

family. 

 

Examples Outside North America 

 

In addition to the previously described work by Blickstein on Argentina, several scholars 

have examined the intersections of race and necrogeography outside of North America. This 

includes Garrey Dennie’s 1997 study The Cultural Politics of Burial in South Africa, 1884-1990, 

which used a cultural geography approach to explore the presence of death, funerary practices 

and segregated deathscapes in South Africa.161 Dennie emphasizes that by the 1950’s during the 

intensification of apartheid in South Africa, “the segregation of Black and White burial places in 

Johannesburg and elsewhere in South Africa had become received wisdom.”162 He argues that as 

early as 1906, “racial segregation was already entrenched, encrusted, and hard baked” in 

Johannesburg’s graveyards.163 He also highlights the complicity of white Protestant Christianity 
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in the racial necrogeographical order, noting that “once White Christians were confronted with 

the problem of disposing of dead Blacks, they treated this matter as they would have treated the 

burial of any unbelievers, they buried them separately from the believers. And by the time 

Blacks began to enter the Christian faith in significant numbers, the tradition of segregating 

White and Black burials had become as permanent as death itself.”164   

Katherine Cook reflects on racial segregation in her transatlantic study of “a British way 

of death… which demands an understanding of the ways in which British mortuary and 

commemorative material culture were incorporated into social, economic, and political practise, 

including their relevance to identity and memory construction.”165 Cook reflects on this way of 

death in the context of the British Empire and the transatlantic African diaspora. Like other 

authors, Cook emphasizes in her examination of cemeteries in both Barbados and Britain the 

intimate relation of British Protestantism with formations of whiteness. She notes that “very few 

African-Barbadians, whether free or enslaved were baptized before 1834, and even fewer 

actually attended due to racial segregation and unwelcoming white parishioners; marriages and 

burials in the Anglican church were extremely rare”166 until the era of emancipation when formal 

induction into Anglicanism was considered a prerequisite for preparing the formerly enslaved for 

civilized freedom. Thus, in the Barbadian context, early 19th century burial grounds were largely 

segregated.167 

-- 
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Much of the literature outlined in this chapter has influenced my approach to the case 

studies in the subsequent chapters. However, I am opening a space to discuss a continent-wide 

reality of racial necrogeography that transcends the US-Canada border and the boundaries 

between communities that have engaged in burial place struggles in the face of white supremacy. 

I am also taking up as central to the question of racial necrogeographies the destruction and 

obliteration of the burial places of racialized communities.  

My work is informed by decolonial work in the Black radical tradition which seeks to 

understand the spatial dimensions of dehumanization, including the concepts of racialized 

deathworlds, writing on the ground, demonic grounds, sub/dehumanization, the zone of non-

being, the abyssal line, necropolitics, and racially sanctioned zones of destruction. These 

concepts are important to apply to the posthumous subhumanization which takes place when 

white people deny a place of burial to colonized or racialized communities. I also situate my 

work within the existing subfields of geography termed necrogeographies/deathscapes, which 

have considered race primarily in relation to the segregation of Black community cemeteries in 

Protestant contexts in the US.  I have outlined some of the existing gaps in scholarly work related 

to race and necrogeography, gaps I attend to in later chapters of this dissertation.  
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CHAPTER 2 – The Law of the Dead: White People, Dehumanization, and the Expectation of 

Postmortem Tranquillity 

 

It's American culture to look for Native American villages and graves.1 

 - Jefferson Ballew IV, Saginaw Indian Tribe  

 

“I do not worship in the Church of England, but I was baptized by the hands of its descendants. I 

can still name all of jesus’ disciples, describe every betrayal.  

If I were a comic this would be a funny story. If I were catholic the baptism would have been 

followed by an enormous feast. Protestants distrust pleasure. Ojibweg distrust protestants. This is 

celebrated annually… 

…Jiibaakwewakik is the cooking pot. If you empty the pot and turn it on its rim, the black marks 

will tell your future. Too much soot and only the jiibay can say.  

Gichi-mookomaanag built houses on top of human graves. Their pots tell them nothing. They 

can hear a single word that anyone else has to say.”2 

-Aja Couchois Duncan 

Saugeen Anishinaabe legal scholar Darlene Johnston notes that when the colonization of 

what was colonially known as Upper Canada (now Ontario) began in the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries, “many Anishnaabeg cemeteries…disappeared. The Anishnaabeg reverence for burials 

was not shared by English settlers.”3 She describes further how “colonial officials were forced to 

take steps to prevent grave robbing. A Proclamation was issued to warn settlers that their 

depredations upon burial places would be treated ‘with the utmost severity’.”4  As the third 

chapter of this thesis explores, and as Johnston demonstrates, this pattern of desecration of 

Indigenous cemeteries was widespread and violent. I seek to add further detail to Johnston’s 

 
1 Dale E. Kildee, “American Indian woman’s remains again to be buried,” The Associated Press State & Local Wire, 

November. 29, 1999. 
2 Aja Couchois Duncan, “Recusant,” in Restless Continent (Brooklyn: Litmus Press, 1987), 37. Jiibaakwewakik 

refers to a cooking pot or a pan. Jiibay refers to a ghost or spirit. can say. Gichi-mookomaanag refers to white people 

or Americans, and means “long knives”. 
3 Darlene Johnston, Respecting and Protecting the Sacred (Toronto: Ipperwash Inquiry, 2006), 19-20.  
4 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 19-20.  
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statement that “reverence for burials was not shared by English settlers.” In this chapter, I argue 

that the violence inflicted on Indigenous burial grounds by settler white people is made all the 

worse by the existence of their own practices and norms of respect and protection for the dead; 

this violence can also be explained by examining longstanding exceptions to these norms that 

resulted in forms of posthumous dehumanization of unwanted or abject dead. Both these realities 

were embedded in the culture of settler white people, making their lack of reverence for 

Anishinaabeg burials a continuation of their own traditions of posthumous dehumanization, a 

contradiction of their own traditions of respect, and an important tool for the colonial and racial 

domination of oppressed communities.  

Across Canada the burial grounds of Indigenous Peoples have faced callous treatment at 

the hands of settler white people and their governments. For example, many of the burial places 

of the Cheslatta Carrier Nation in the interior of what is colonially known as British Columbia 

have been destroyed since the 1952 construction of the Kenney Dam. Constructed by Alcan as 

part of the Kemano Hydro Project, the Kenney Dam was built across the Nechako River, and 

created a reservoir, the Skins Lake spillway. In 1957, the company released water into the 

Cheslatta River from the dam, flooding approximately 30 graves. Marvin Charlie, Chief of the 

Cheslatta in 1992, stressed that the destruction of Cheslatta cemeteries was an illegal act. He 

stated: “[it] is against the law…The Criminal Code and the Cemetery Act is very specific about 

graveyard desecration… They send people to jail for such offences.”5 

Charlie’s assertion that this act of cemetery destruction was illegal is correct.  

Cemeteries, and the dead inhabiting them, have longstanding protections established in British 

 
5 Cooper Langford, “Cheslatta grave flooding continues”, Windspeaker Publication 10, no. 9, 1992. See also Mark 

Hume, “Native Band rushes to save grave markets from floodwaters”, The Globe and Mail, October 5, 2011. 
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and Anglo-Canadian common law. Charlie’s statement also points to the role of religious and 

state institutions, as well as common-sense cultural notions, in protecting the dead. How, then, 

have the burial places of marginalized communities faced such clearly differential treatment? As 

a precursor to later discussions of the destruction of the burial places of colonized and racialized 

communities by settler white people, I outline here how white Protestants and the state orders 

they built in the British Isles, the US, and Canada have articulated and legislated protections for 

the dead, how the dead are significant in the geographical imaginary of settler white people of 

British Protestant origin, and how longstanding traditions of the dehumanized or rejected dead 

are exceptions to the norms of humane treatment. Because my dissertation touches on US and 

Canadian contexts, I am attentive to both here, as they share common logics and legal traditions 

surrounding the dead that are rooted in British ecclesiastical and common law traditions. 

In the first section of this chapter, I examine the traditional attitudes and expectations of 

respect for the dead in Irish/British Protestant society. These traditions are dictated by 

ecclesiastical law but are also part of the wider cultural expectations of British society, as 

evinced by literary laments for the dead found in Lord Byron and other works. The legal bodies 

of texts in the British ecclesiastical and common law tradition are replete with statements 

ensuring protections for the dead and include English Anglican church law, legislation in the 

Common Law, and the statements of jurists and legislators. I look at two common expectations 

of the Protestant dead: firstly, that the grave and the individual buried in it are not disturbed or 

desecrated, and that the dead is buried expeditiously; and secondly, that everyone has the right to 

a place of burial and that this place is sacred and inviolable. All of these texts and norms point to 

deep-seated cultural expectations in relation to burial places, or what Gary Laderman calls the 
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“Protestant demand for postmortem tranquility.”6 However, as I also point out in this section, 

various categories of people, such as those who died by suicide, Catholics, Jews, and other non-

Anglican denominations, were often excluded from these norms. 

In the second section, I mobilize Richard Iton’s conception of the prophylactic state to 

explore the upheaval of the established English necrogeographical order that occurred during the 

industrial revolution and the Victorian era of British history. This led to the expansion of the 

secular, romantic park-like cemetery, which I argue became largely the norm in Ontario, even in 

areas attached to churches. These cemeteries grew out of a need to sanitize death and sought also 

to hide from sight aspects of the era that were deemed unclean by elite Victorian sensibilities. 

This led to new forms of necrogeographical exclusion, including the dehumanization of the 

undesirable dead in modern institutions. I open with a discussion of the subject matter of Oscar 

Wilde’s poem The Ballad of Reading Gaol as an example of Victorian-era posthumous 

dehumanization.  

In the third and final section, I use Iton’s related concept of the duppy state to argue that 

the Anglo-Protestant traditions of necrogeographical exclusion have been inflicted on racialized 

communities in order to consolidate colonial and racial power, and that states that have 

attempted to sanitize and regulate death via the modern park-like cemetery have these 

prophylactic attempts disturbed and haunted by the dehumanized dead of racialized 

communities. These tensions and conflicts emerge as a challenge to accepted narratives of 

reconciliation and multiculturalism that are themselves prophylactic attempts by the state to 

sanitize violent pasts.  

 

 
6 Gary Laderman, The Sacred Remains: American Attitudes Toward Death, 1799 - 1883 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1996), 83. 
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I - Ecclesiastical Necrogeographies: The English Law of the Dead  

 

 

“Bury the dead,” is one of the first charitable duties; and if this mandate is compulsory, generally 

speaking, how much more ought it to be observed in particular by members of our Association. 

-“Form of Service to be used at the Burial of an Orangeman”, from the Grey County 

Archives   

 

As the epigraph above suggests, in Grey and Bruce counties in Ontario, Orangemen and 

other settler white people executed their duty to bury their dead. This expectation of a charitable 

and humane treatment of the dead extends deeply into Protestant traditions in both North 

America and the British Isles and has usually been the purview of sacred church law, also known 

as ecclesiastical law.  

This vesting of sepulchral law (law relating to places of burial) with sacred law points to 

the spiritual and sacred importance of such sites, and to the purpose of the former field of law 

itself, which is to legislate respectful comportment towards the dead. According to Robert 

Harrison, this legal end is contained even in etymology: “the Latin word sepulcrum comes from 

sepelire, which means ‘to bury’ but which has an Indo-European root which means ‘to render 

honor.’”7 In this first section, I explain my focus on British Protestantism as a particular 

manifestation of whiteness, before outlining two of the basic expectations of British sepulchral 

law: first, that the individual dead in their grave is not disturbed or disinterred; and secondly, that 

those who die have a specific geographic space in which they can expect to be buried, and that 

this space is imbued with a special legal character. Finally, I look at traditional exceptions to this 

 
7 Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead, 28. 
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rule, and at those who, as Thomas Laqueur argues, were denied a proper burial and who 

represent “posthumous exclusion[s] from the cultural and political order, [and the] obliteration of 

personhood, after death.”8 

 

Whiteness, Protestants, and Catholics  

 

In defining settler white people, I am attentive to the multiple dimensions of specificity in 

dominant North American forms of whiteness, including the prevalence of major forms of 

Christianity, particularly in Canada. This includes Protestantism rooted in Northern Europe and 

the British Isles and Catholicism rooted in Catholic Irish, French, and Mediterranean settler 

populations. This distinction is particularly important in the context of Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing and in relation to the families of both my maternal and paternal grandmothers, 

who were Ulster Protestants strongly rooted in the Orange Order traditions that were influential 

in shaping the Canadian project of whiteness. A significant percentage of trades people and small 

farmers, groups to whom my ancestors belonged, were members of the Orange Order, which 

dominated rural Ontario throughout the 19th and early to mid-20th centuries.  

The history of rural Ontario in particular is defined by the long and influential presence 

of white Protestant fraternal orders, such as the Masons9 and various Orange organizations that 

helped to maintain the ideological, economic, racial, and spiritual dominance of white 

Anglophone Protestant space in the counties. 10 As a fraternal order, Orangeism served as a 

 
8 Thomas W Laqueur, The Work of the Dead (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 148. 
9 The Black community of Owen Sound in Grey County maintained their own Masonic Lodge, the Prince Hall 

Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons, due to racial exclusion from white lodges. “Black Masons hope to 

improve race relations,” Owen Sound Sun Times, N.d. (Grey Roots Museum and Archives). 
10 Orangeism, and its particular brand of white Protestant supremacy, was a central force in Canadian political life. 

“Until 1954 the influential position of Toronto mayor was under the virtually continuous control of Orangemen, 

most senior positions in municipal government remained in the hands of Protestants, and city employees continued 
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mutual aid society amongst Protestants, while also reinforcing the values of British imperialism, 

monarchical loyalty, and Protestant ascendancy rooted in the colonial context of what is now 

Northern Ireland. An 1889 letter from Eugenia Township Loyal Orange Lodge #1118 describes 

the expulsion of two members because “they allowed themselves to go into company with 

Roman Catholics to assist in carrying on games.”11 In January, 1954, the Constitutions and Laws 

of the Ladies’ Orange Benevolent Association of Grey County excluded “Unitarians, Jews, 

Mormon...members of Jehovah’s Witnesses, or any whose religious teachings are contrary to the 

principles of our Order” as well as any “member or adherent of the Church of Rome”, or any 

Protestant spouse of a Catholic.12 Besides being a fraternal order, which Protestant men joined 

for a variety of personal reasons including social capital, job searching, and friendship, 

Orangeism also enforced an ideology; the Orange order was, as William Smyth notes, “an 

integral part of a colonial mindset that unambiguously proclaimed its belief in an imperial 

civilization that had constructed an Empire on which the sun never set.”13 

 
to be given a day’s holiday with pay in July to enable them to participate in the city’s Orange parade.” See William 
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Studies 48, no. 2 (2018): 125–137.) Anti-Catholicism was also often a unifying force in white Anglophone 

Protestant life in Canada: in the 19th and early 20th century, “anti-Catholicism served to solidify an emerging 

English-Canadian identity that was complex, multifaceted and contingent upon an understanding of the ‘threat’ 

Catholicism posed to the nation.” See Kevin Anderson, ““The Cockroaches of Canada”: French‐Canada, 

Immigration and Nationalism, Anti‐Catholicism in English‐Canada, 1905–1929,” Journal of Religious History 39, 

no. 1 (2015): 104–122.) See “Among the first twelve prime ministers of Canada there were four Orangemen – John 

A. Macdonald, John Abbott, Mackenzie Bowell, and John Diefenbaker – and it is indicative of the breadth of appeal 

of the fraternity that none of them were of Irish ethnic origin” (Smyth, Toronto, the Belfast of Canada,  9.)  

Protestantism in general was the dominant force of white political power in both USA and Canada until the 1960s – 

ten of the first 12 Prime Ministers, all the US Presidents until John F. Kennedy, the vast majority of Premiers of 

Ontario, and every governor of Virginia until Tim Kaine (governor from 2006-2010) were of white Protestant 

origin, to name just a few examples.  
11 1889 letter from Eugenia Township Loyal Orange Lodge #1118 (Grey Roots Museum and Archives). 
12 January, 1954, the Constitutions and Laws of the Ladies’ Orange Benevolent Association of Grey County (34). 

(Grey Roots Museum and Archives) 
13 Smyth, Toronto, the Belfast of Canada, 22. 
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Orangemen, especially as led by John A. Macdonald and in reaction to the execution of 

Orangeman Thomas Scott by Louis Riel in 1870, were also active in the suppression of the Metis 

resistances in both 1870 and 1885. Francis Bond Head, the Lieutenant-Governor of Upper 

Canada who negotiated the fraudulent surrender of vast swathes of Saugeen Anishinaabe 

territory in 1836, was closely allied with the Orange Order to advance his political career.14 

Indeed,  

“Irish Protestants, at home and abroad, did not lack certitude about the significance of 

being part of the British colonial outreach and they were unambiguous advocates of the 

innate superiority of British Protestant and monarchical culture…Many Catholic Irish 

settlers, on the other hand, were more ambiguous in their attitude towards the experiment 

of Empire building, and by virtue of their religion they were always conscious of their 

difference within the wider schema of the geopolitical realities that characterized the 

English-speaking world in which they found themselves.”15 

My maternal grandmother, affectionately called Mama Isabel, recounted how when she 

was a small child, she was told so often of the evil of Catholics that when a Catholic family 

moved in next door, she would surreptitiously peer into their yard, trying to detect the presence 

of horns and pointed tails. Shocked at observing children who looked much like herself and her 

own siblings, this revelation was a first step on the road towards her eventual disillusionment 

with the religious chauvinism with which she was raised.  

 As was made clear in the literature review in Chapter 1, Catholics did not practice racial 

segregation after death to nearly the same extent or with the same rigour as did Protestants. 

 
14 Sean T. Cadigan, “Paternalism and Politics: Sir Francis Bond Head, the Orange Order, and the Election of 1836,” 

Canadian Historical Review 72, no. 3 (1991): 319-47. 
15 Smyth, Toronto, the Belfast of Canada, 20-21. 
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While Catholic cemeteries tended to bury both Black and white members of the community 

together in a community of the dead, white Protestant hostility usually excluded Indigenous and 

Black co-religionists. Alexis Wells-Oghoghomeh defines Protestant Supremacy as “fusing with 

the pre-existing structures of Western European Christian thought that delineated between the 

redeemed and condemned, [and] Christians and Pagans”, becoming a “constituent of American 

whiteness.” 16  Wells-Oghoghomeh traces how “‘white’ emerged as a religious, genealogical, 

and social category [along with] the intellectual project of becoming white, and its attendant 

Protestant roots.”17  

Katherine Gerbner coins the term Protestant supremacy to denote the “religious origins 

of racial oppression.”18 She notes that in the earliest days of slavery in Protestant European 

colonies, the enslavement of Africans was often justified based on their inferiorized non-

Christian status, and on the supremacy of Protestant plantation owners. Gerbner describes 

differences between the origins of enslavement and racialization in Protestant and Catholic 

contexts, noting: 

“…some major differences in the way that Protestant nations like the English, Dutch, and 

Danish created slave colonies in comparison with Catholic nations such as Spain, France, 

and Portugal.  In Catholic colonies, Christian baptism was part of the process of 

enslavement. In Protestant colonies, it was not.”19  

 
16 Alexis Wells-Oghoghomeh, “Race and Religion in the Afterlife of Protestant Supremacy,” Church History 88, no. 

3 (2019): 768. 
17 Wells-Oghoghomeh, “Race and Religion,” 769-770. 
18 Katharine Gerbner, “Conversion and race in colonial slavery,” The Immanent Frame: Secularism, Religion and 

the Public Sphere, Social Science Research Council, Jun. 26, 2018, https://tif.ssrc.org/2018/06/26/conversion-and-

race-in-colonial-slavery/. 
19 Katharine Gerbner, “Protestant Supremacy: The Story of a Neologism,” Church History 88, no. 3 (2019): 773-80. 
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However, after the conversion of many Black communities to Christianity, Protestants were 

forced to replace Protestant supremacy with an emergent white supremacy, using “a new 

language of exclusion based on ‘whiteness’ rather than Christian status.”20 She observes that in 

the 17th and 18th centuries, “slave-owning lawmakers wrote whiteness into their lawbooks in 

order to suppress the political rights of free black Christians. The slave owners’ efforts were part 

of a broad effort to replace Protestant Supremacy with White Supremacy.”21 

 Though Protestants were undoubtedly socially, economically, and politically dominant in 

Upper Canada/Ontario, the Catholic Church played important roles in the colonization of 

Indigenous people and the genocide enacted through Indian Residential Schools (IRS). Catholics 

were instrumental in running a large portion of the IRS, which had as their primary goal the 

cultural genocide of Indigenous Nations and the destruction of their languages and worldviews.22 

The Catholic Oblates of Mary Immaculate order, in particular, ran 60 percent of the IRS 

system.23 For this order and for Catholics in general, “the prospect of saving untold multitudes of 

heathens from their godlessness was a daunting mission, yet, nevertheless, one that had to be 

done in the name of the European God.”24 This attitude was reflected in the attitude of the Jesuit 

missionaries who were among the earliest Europeans to form a permanent presence in what is 

now colonially known as Canada. According to Johnston, Indigenous burial places “were not 

considered by the [Jesuit] missionaries to be sacred. The Jesuits insisted that those who died in 

 
20 Gerbner, “Conversion and race.”  
21 Gerbner, “Conversion and race.” 
22 For Catholic complicity in the IRS system, see Derek G. Smith, “The ‘Policy of Aggressive Civilization’ and 

Projects of Governance in Roman Catholic Industrial Schools for Native Peoples in Canada, 1870 - 95,” 

Anthropologica 43, no. 2 (2001): 253-71; J. R. Miller, Shingwauk’s Vision: A History of Native Residential Schools 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996); and Marlene Brant Castellano, Linda Archibald, and Mike DeGagne, 

From Truth to Reconciliation: Transforming the Legacy of Residential Schools (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation, 2011). 
23 Ronald Niezen, Truth and Indignation: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission on Residential Schools 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 1. 
24 Castellano Archibald, and DeGagne. From Truth to Reconciliation, 18. 
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their faith had to be buried in Catholic cemeteries and not in ancestral burial grounds. They 

would go so far as to disinter converts from their family cemeteries.”25 The Jesuits saw 

Indigenous beliefs as “a false and abominable religion, resembling in many respects the beliefs 

of some of the ancient Pagans”26 And when Jesuits encountered in 1669 an Indigenous sacred 

site, they boasted that they “consecrated one of my axes to break this god of stone, and then 

having yoked our canoes together we carried the largest piece to the middle of the river, and 

threw all the rest into the water, in order that it might never be heard of again.”27 Given the 

prevalence of Protestant power and dominance in most of the regions I cover, however, 

particularly in Grey and Bruce counties, the rest of this chapter and much of this dissertation 

focuses primarily on white Anglophone Protestants from British and Irish origins.  

 

The Protestant Demand for Postmortem Tranquility 

 

The inviolability of the grave and the individual it contains has been a longstanding norm of 

British Protestant culture. Literature, religious tradition, and law all point to a deeply held sense 

of the sacredness of burial places. The Romantic early 19th century-era poet Lord Byron’s work 

is but one such example, as well as work by Robert Blair, William Wordsworth, and many 

others. Robert Blair’s poem The Grave discusses life, death, immortality, and the Christian 

promise of resurrection, all of which is closely connected with the place of burial as a sacred 

site.28 Blair asserts that the grave is the site of the resurrection and is thus “inviolate”, and that 

sites of burial must be preserved in order to await the day of resurrection: 

 
25 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 16-17. 
26 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 13. 
27 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 69. 
28 Robert Blair, The Grave, A Poem (Falkirk, UK: T. Johnson, 1806), lines 730-45. See also the King James Bible,  
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“E’en the lag flesh/ Rests too in hope of meeting once again/ Its better half, never to sunder 

more. / Nor shall it hope in vain: the time draws on / When not a single spot of burial-earth, / 

Whether on land or in the spacious sea, / But must give back its long committed dust / Inviolate: 

and faithfully shall these / Make up the full account; not the least atom / Embezzled, or mislaid, 

of the whole tale. / Each soul shall have a body ready furnish’d; / And each shall have his 

own.”29 

For William Wordsworth, “the graves serve as important loci for imaginative engagement 

with and about the dead by keeping the dead close but contained.”30 For Wordsworth, “rural 

graves serve as a basis for poetic and social imagining by separating the decaying dead from the 

living and keeping the remembered and re-created dead present within the family circle, the 

community sphere, and the national conversation.” 31 For major poets of the English canon, 

graves thus formed potent symbols of communal identity and useful metaphors for poetic 

reflection. Lord Byron’s work, for example, contains a “thread of references to grave desecration 

and grave robbery.”32 His work points to not only the importance of places of burial in the poetry 

of the Romantics, but also to a common-sense English respect for the dead and aversion to their 

disturbance. In his poem “Elegy on Newstead Abbey”, Byron laments that “Graves, long with 

rank and sighing weeds o’erspread” have been “Ransack’d” and “Rak’d from repose” by grave 

 
Psalms 49: 14-15 “Like sheep they are laid in the grave; death shall feed on them; and the upright shall have 

dominion over them in the mourning; and their beauty shall consume in the grave from their dwelling.  But God will 

redeem my soul from the power of the grave: for he shall receive me. Selah”; and Isaiah 26:19 “Thy dead men shall 

live, together with my dead body shall they arise. Awake and sing, ye that swell in dust: for they dew is as the dew 

of herbs, and the earth shall cast out the dead.” 
29 Blair, The Grave, A Poem, lines 730-45. 
30 Amy L. Gates, “Translating the Dead: Bodies, Burials, and British Romanticism” (PhD diss., University of 

Illinois at Chicago, 2013), 28. See also William Wordsworth, “Essays Upon Epitaphs,” in The Prose Works of 

William Wordsworth, Vol 2, eds. W. J. B. Owen and Jane Worthington Smyser (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1974): 45-119. 
31 Gates, “Translating the Dead,” 28-29. See also Wordsworth, “Essays Upon Epitaphs,” 45-119. 
32 Gates, “Translating the Dead,” 113. 
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robbers, and that “From ruffian fangs, escape not e’en the dead.”  In Childe Harold, he also 

laments “The rifled urn, the violated mound” in response to the desecration of graves at 

Marathon.33 Throughout his work Byron decried the plundering of burials.  

 As previously noted, the sacred nature of the grave in British society is evinced in the 

delegation of this area of law to the jurisdiction of the church, where ecclesiastical courts had 

jurisdiction over laws related to the dead and the places they inhabit. In the Church of England, 

burial law “in its relations to the place of interment, and the protection of the dead body, has 

usually been considered as belonging to that class of topics falling under the consideration of the 

ecclesiastical courts.”34 The law of the Church was itself clear about the sacredness of places of 

burial. British Protestants recognized certain relational responsibilities towards the dead and 

viewed the grave as a place for a body to bide time before resurrection and the last day: “The 

phrase of commit his body to the ground implies that we deliver it into safe custody and into 

such hands as will safely restore it again. We do not cast it away as a lost and perished carcass; 

but carefully lay it in the ground, as having in it a seed of eternity and in sure and certain hope of 

the resurrection to eternal life.”35  Here, Wheatley is emphasizing the care that is to be taken in 

relation to the dead. The bodies of the deceased are not disposable or subject to the whims or 

discretion of the disposer. Rather, a set of responsibilities and duties are imposed in relation to 

the dead: safety, care, and faith. British law even recognized responsibilities and protections 

afforded to marginalized faith communities (who I discuss further in subsequent sections), even 

 
33 Gates, “Translating the Dead,” 114.   
34 R. H. Tyler, American Ecclesiastical Law: The Law of Religious Societies (Albany: William Gould, Law 

Bookseller & Publisher, 1866). See also “The English ecclesiastical courts exercised [authority] over the burial of 

the dead” (Percival E. Jackson, The Law of Cadavers and of Burial and Burial Places, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall, 1950), 24.).” 
35 Charles Wheatley, A Rational Illustration of the Book of Common Prayer of the Church of England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1858), 586. 
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if these protections were not always guaranteed to be enforced. One such example is the Burial 

Grounds (Scotland) Act of 1854, which makes particular mention of “any Burial Ground of the 

People called Quakers, or of the Persons of the Jewish Persuasion, used solely for the Burial of 

the Bodies of such People and Persons respectively”, and exempts them from aspects of law 

covering parochial and other burial grounds of the majority community.36 

 Legal jurisdictions in North America largely inherited the approach of the Anglican 

Church towards the dead body and the grave inhabited by it. In the American context, during the 

17th and 18th-centuries, considered by scholars to be “the formative years of the American 

common law”, 37 the Church of England and its parishioners still maintained control over the 

process of burial and funerary rites. “The English law of the dead was ecclesiastical law rooted 

in Anglican church doctrine”38, and these religious principles were “informally incorporated” 

into nascent American common law traditions. Meanwhile, Canada’s independent legal 

traditions were much slower to develop. As a result, its law of the dead more closely mirrored 

British law, and it continued to do so for a longer period of time. Taken together, these legal 

histories and trajectories underscore the presence of particularly strong strands of normative 

British Protestant practice towards the dead in the secular law of North America.  

Gary Laderman observes that those he terms “Protestant Americans” viewed the body of 

the dead as something worthy of care because it had “a sacred quality greatly determined by its 

liminality: the former living being who had inhabited the body continued to be associated with 

the remains until they were removed from the site of the living, and these very remains were seen 

 
36 Great Britain Parliament, House of Commons, Burial Grounds (Scotland) Act 1855, c. 58, Cambridge, UK: 

Proquest LLC, 1855. Online, https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/18-19/68/enacted (Accessed Dec. 1, 2021).  
37 Tanya Marsh, “Rethinking the Law of the Dead,” Wake Forest Law Review 48, no. 5 (2013): 1329.  
38 Marsh, “Law of the Dead,” 1329.  
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as unstable, indeterminate, and ambiguous.”39 The presence of the dead troubled the living, and 

the body of the deceased was still strongly associated with the living personality. Therefore, as 

Laderman continues, “the corpse had to be ushered out of living society in a socially acceptable, 

religiously sanctioned manner.”40  

According to Arthur Street’s classic text on US cemetery law, “graves must be regarded 

as sacred and be left undisturbed except for good cause. The mere fact that a grave appears to 

have been abandoned by surviving relatives will not justify its ruthless invasion.”41 According to 

Percival Jackson’s 1937 text on The Law of Cadavers and of Burial and Burial Places, places of 

burial are generally and universally protected from disinterment. He argues that “disinterment is 

generally abhorred. Though savage practices varied with existing superstitions and while some 

savage tribes disinterred the bodies of their dead, generally ⸻ and particularly in enlightened 

eras ⸻it has been the practice to perpetuate the right of burial by protecting the grave from 

subsequent violation.”42 The abhorring of disinterment is reflected in Canadian criminal law, 

where any individual who “improperly or indecently interferes with or offers any indignity to a 

dead human body or human remains, whether buried or not, is guilty of an indictable offence.”43 

As one American court decision also stated:  “the policy of the law to protect the dead and 

preserve the sanctity of the grave comes down to us from ancient times, having its more 

immediate origin in the ecclesiastical law. This salutary rule recognizes the tender sentiments 

uniformly found in the hearts of men, the natural desire that there be repose and reverence for the 

 
39 Laderman, The Sacred Remains, 27. 
40 Laderman, The Sacred Remains, 27. 
41Arthur L. H. Street, American Cemetery Law, A Digest of the Cemetery Laws of all the States and Important Court 

Decisions (Madison: Park and Cemetery, 1922), 51. 
42 Jackson, The Law of Cadavers, 101.  
43 Criminal Code, RS 1985, c C-34, s 178. 
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dead, and the sanctity of the sepulcher.”44 All of these legal texts point to the fact that the 

inviolability of the dead and their resting place, as reflected in English ecclesiastical law, became 

a common feature of North American common law on both sides of the border. Sepulchral law in 

both countries makes it clear that disturbing human remains is an act that belongs to the realm of 

the criminal, and that such disturbances can only take place under certain narrowly defined legal 

exceptions.  

 

A Bounded Community of the Dead  

 

While British ecclesiastical law included legal protections for the individual body and its 

grave, it also mandated a normative place to which bodies belonged. Indeed, English common 

law recognized “an immemorial right to be buried somewhere.”45 Somewhere was intimately tied 

to one’s church community. English law recognized the maxim “ubi decimus persolvebat vivus, 

sepeliatur mortuus – where he pays the tithe while alive, let him be buried there.”46 There was 

thus a “foundational localism”47 to English burial practice, and into the 19th-century tradition 

dictated that bodies “still more or less belonged to a place.”48  

Prior to the Victorian era, the dead in Britain were most often buried in churchyards 

attached to a parish’s place of worship.49 A priest of the Church of England was responsible for 

tending to these burial places. Very wealthy individuals could be buried in vaults, but for the vast 

majority of parishioners, the churchyard, often cluttered with graves and containing little 

 
44 Brownlee v. Pratt, 68 N.E.2d 798 (Ohio ct. App. 1946)  
45 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 151. 
46 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 151. 
47 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 152. 
48 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 155. 
49 Sarah Rutherford, The Victorian Cemetery (London: Shire Publications, 1773), 8. 
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individual differentiation, was their crowded and communal place of rest. In the context of the 

old English churchyard, which was the predominant necrogeographical type prior to the 19th-

century, Laqueur notes that the churchyard “was and looked to be a place for remembering a 

bounded community of the dead who belonged there rather than a place for individual 

commemoration and mourning.” 50 This tradition of communitarian burial left the dead largely 

undifferentiated and unmarked, but no less significant for the lack of names and epitaphs. As 

Laqueur also describes, for most of British history, a community of believers was buried together 

to await resurrection. However, as outlined later this chapter, in the 18th and 19th-centuries, 

Britain experienced a cultural shift in necrogeography towards the modern cemetery.  

These burial places were consecrated by their association with a place of worship and, in 

general, were protected by virtue of being attached to a church. The Common Law in Britain also 

protected cemeteries independent of their churchyard status, as reflected in the Burial Act of 

1857, which stated “it is an offence for a body or any human remains which have been interred 

in a place of burial to be removed.”51 The integrity of whole cemeteries was also protected by 

law in both Canadian and US contexts regardless of whether next-of-kin with a quasi-property 

interest survive. This protection extended both to “live cemeteries”52 as well as “old or 

abandoned cemeteries.”53 Such robust legal protections were perhaps necessary given the extent 

to which burial places in North America became part of an elaborate necrogeographical 

apparatus, especially in the 19th-century. While in the early years of European colonization of 

North American, “American burial practices were similar to those in England, with necessary 

 
50 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 138. My emphasis.  
51 Great Britain Parliament, Burial Grounds (Scotland) Act 1855. 
52 Street, American Cemetery Law, 5.  
53 Street, American Cemetery Law, 5. 
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adaptations”54, there were also key differences, including the fact that “families, communities, 

and religious organizations controlled the funeral and burial processes…Early Americans relied 

less on churchyards than the English, creating an array of cemeteries owned by municipalities, 

nonprofit organizations, and families.”55 This difference between British and North American 

cemeteries is discussed further in the following section on the prophylactic approach to the dead 

in the Victorian era.  

 

Traditional Exceptions: Posthumous dehumanization and necrogeographical exclusion  

 

After the expulsion of the Jewish community of England in 1290, many Jewish cemeteries 

were looted for their stones and subsequently built over, including an important cemetery in 

London where at least six tombstones have been found with Hebrew inscriptions; these stones 

were used after the expulsion to shore up the city’s defensive wall.56 The Jews of England would 

not be allowed to return for several centuries, and unlike many ancient burial places of other 

Britons, their cemeteries were often erased from the map. This practice was widespread as  

“after the departure of the Jews perhaps the obvious thing would be to desecrate their 

cemetery and put the stones and site to other uses. There are suggestions of this procedure 

at two other Jewish cemeteries: 

 (a) Northampton: ‘the stones of the wall worth 30s. for carting away.’  

 
54 Marsh, “Law of the Dead”, 1329.  
55 Marsh, “Law of the Dead”, 1329.  
56 Marjorie B. Honeybourne, “The Pre-Expulsion Cemetery of the Jews in London,” Transactions (Jewish Historical 

Society of England) 20, (1959): 153-54. 
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(b) Winchester: "a stone of the value of 4s. on which the Jews washed corpses before 

burial”.57 

Thus, existing in tension with, and parallel to, the twin traditions of protection described 

above, British tradition also sanctioned practices which destroyed or desecrated places of the 

dead, shamed the dead via geographical exclusion from the bounded community of the dead, and 

rejected bodies that were “profoundly out of place”58 in the eyes of the community. These two 

strategies allowed for exceptions to the ecclesiastical norms of respect for dead bodies and the 

places inhabited by them, while communities could reinforce the bounds of acceptable behaviour 

in life by enacting shame and exclusion on an individual in death. The ontological horror 

resulting from having one’s body buried out of place, or otherwise defiled in some way, was seen 

as a deterrent to unacceptable or antisocial behaviours, and as a consequence of choices or 

actions made while living.  

Given that the expectation of most British Protestants was to join a particular bounded 

community of the dead after death, to be buried out of place was a source of shame in English 

necrogeographical tradition. The pain of this fate was compounded by the belief that the promise 

of resurrection amongst those with whom one had been in communion in life would go 

unfulfilled for the rejected person. Posthumous dehumanization often took the form of the 

dreaded burial at the crossroads59 frequently reserved for “felons of the self” ⸻ those who had 

committed suicide.60 The parish priest could “allocate unfavoured corpses to the obscure north 

corner [of a churchyard] in what was taken to be an unconsecrated shameful place.”61 It was well 

 
57 Honeybourne, “The Pre-Expulsion Cemetery,” 154. 
58 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 148. 
59 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 149. 
60 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 150. 
61 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 163. 
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established that “certain categories of people were denied burial in the parish churchyard: those 

who committed suicide, those who were executed for certain crimes, or those who were 

excommunicated.”62  These examples point to the profound symbolism of burial in certain 

dehumanizing locations. They are thus part of the exception that prove the underlying rule, as 

without a strong sense that people should be buried in a certain way, such posthumous 

punishments would not carry the same weight.  

As detailed above, a place within the traditional English churchyard burial ground was 

reserved for those of the same religious communion, which meant other religions were excluded. 

Protestants and Catholics often reinforced their enmity by refusing to bury the other 

community’s dead in their own cemeteries.63 In Belfast, in 1866, “the city fathers decided to 

open a cemetery and an underground wall, nine feet deep, was inserted to separate Protestant 

graves from Catholic graves.”64 In this case, the divisions separating a deeply sectarian Belfast 

were repeated in the space of burial – not only was the cemetery divided by denomination, as is 

often the case in public cemeteries, but a physical subterranean barrier had to be erected to 

prevent any kind of ecumenical comingling of the earthbound remains.  

Elsewhere in Britain, this exclusion included Protestants from nonconforming 

denominations. The cemeteries that sprang up amongst other denominations were the first burial 

grounds in Britain to be unassociated with a particular place of worship and were thus 

forerunners to the modern secular cemetery.65 These cemeteries were mainly for non-conformist 

Protestants, including Quakers. As mentioned above, the ancient burial grounds of Britain’s 

 
62 Ralph Houlbrooke, Death, Religion, and the Family in England, 1480-1750 (North York: Oxford University 

Press, 1998), 336. 
63 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 161-162. 
64 Paul Nolan, The Northern Ireland Peace Monitoring Report:  Number 3, (Belfast: Community Relations Council, 

2014). https://www.community-relations.org.uk/sites/crc/files/media-files/Peace-Monitoring-Report-2014.pdf   
65 Rutherford, The Victorian Cemetery, 8. 

https://www.community-relations.org.uk/sites/crc/files/media-files/Peace-Monitoring-Report-2014.pdf
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Jewish communities were largely destroyed, while communities that emerged after the 

painstaking emancipation of Jewish communities in the UK between the 17th and 19th centuries 

often struggled to establish cemeteries in which to inter their dead.66 Additionally, after the 

confiscation of Catholic Church property during the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII 

between 1536 and 1541, many Catholic cemeteries were desecrated or destroyed.  In the 

escheated counties of the Ulster Plantation Period in Northern Ireland, and elsewhere where 

British Protestants laid claim to lands, burials often took place in existing confiscated Catholic 

grounds.67 Exclusion and segregation thus undergird the necrogeography of modern Britain, and 

by extension the imported necrogeography of the U.S.A. and Canada. Though protecting burial 

places and dead bodies from disrespect or desecration was the norm in sepulchral and 

ecclesiastical law in Britain, so too were the above-detailed traditional exceptions to these norms, 

which included both the undesirable and non-Anglican dead. 

  

II - Prophylactic Necrogeographies: The Sanitization of Death  

 

This section outlines the major changes to the traditional English necrogeographical order 

that accompanied the advent of the Enclosure of the Commons, the Industrial Revolution, and 

the rapid urbanization of Britain. This included the panic over the visible presence of the dead, 

who were increasingly viewed as unclean and unhygienic, as well as the establishment of 

modern park-like cemeteries. The secular cemetery was conceived of in the late 18th and early 

19th -centuries, as a result of the fact that “urban parish churchyards were put under great 

 
66 Rutherford, The Victorian Cemetery, 8-9.  
67 Ulster Historical Foundation, “Graveyards,” Plantation of Ulster, Ulster Historical Foundation, 2021, 

https://www.ancestryireland.com/plantation-ulster/?page_id=45. 
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pressure to take burials, even when full, leading to unsanitary conditions and the spread of 

disease.”68 

Additionally, the Victorian era brought about the increasingly tentacular presence of 

modern prophylactic institutions, such as medicine and prisons, in the life of the dead. These 

modern institutions created further exceptional categories of the dead to make easier the 

posthumous dehumanization of the undesirable dead. The simultaneous Victorian movement 

towards the sanitization of the dead in public cemeteries and the exclusion of the undesirable (the 

suicidal, criminal, homosexual, and/or unbelieving) dead are both examples of a prophylactic 

impulse in the approach to death in this era. In life and in death, both the Victorian push to 

sanitize death and the tradition of posthumous dehumanization sought to excise the unclean from 

the body of healthy citizens.  

These movements to sanitize death were replicated in North America, where mid-19th 

century nascent settler-colonial state structures in Ontario enforced prophylactic measures to 

control where and how the dead could be buried in new municipalities. Many of these measures 

were put in place by recent immigrants from Britain, who were influenced and cognizant of the 

prophylactic mood of their country of origin. All of these movements were part of “the 

construction and reconstructions of the prophylactic state, which inoculates, injects, protects, and 

secures through the provision of public goods and wards off those elements suspected of 

spreading various diseases and contagions, in order ideally to produce healthy, self-regulating, 

and self-fashioning citizens.”69  In terms of their treatment of the undesirable castes of society ⸻ 

the criminal, the homosexual, or the abjectly poor ⸻ the prophylactic necrogeographies of the 

Victoria era were an extension of the ecclesiastical exceptions written into English burial law, as 
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outlined in the previous section. Increasingly, the dead in early 19th-century Britain became not 

only an issue of spiritual import, but also a source of anxiety to those who tasked themselves 

with ordering society. As one English philanthropist wrote in 1841, “I tell you our graveyards are 

a nuisance, and are not only the receivers of the dead, but the destroyers of the living.”70  

 

The Unclean Dead  

 

The late Georgian and Victoria eras were times of change and evolution in the 

necrogeography of the British Isles. The Enclosure of the Commons in rural England drove 

many rural people who may have expected to be buried in their parish churchyard into urban 

areas in search of employment, fuelling the Industrial Revolution and overwhelming existing 

facilities for disposing of the urban dead. Many contemporary writers lamented the “horrors of 

overcrowded graveyards to incite disgust and to urge change.”71 Concern about the dead were a 

common preoccupation of newspapers and political debates in the late 18th and early 19th-

centuries,72 leading to a period of burial reform throughout the 19th-century, which saw the 

Burial Acts of 1850, 1852, 1880, and 1900.73 Many of these new laws and efforts to sanitize the 

infrastructure for dealing with the dead were motivated by hygienic concerns; Gates notes that 

“corpses, graves, and graveyards in the literature of the Victorian period are often mobilized to 

advocate for sanitary, medical, and economic reform as they critique injustices and draw 

attention to inequalities.”74 A 19th-century American writer called cemeteries:  
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74 Gates, “Translating the Dead,” 15. 
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“…unquestionably ruinous to health, as both theory and facts amply demonstrate; many 

sections of population suffer annually disease and death which are exposed to their 

influences; all engaged in this unwholesome system suffer—the grave-diggers, the 

gardeners, the men who repair the vaults and tombstones, the friends who visit the 

graves, and the whole funeral procession are exposed directly. There is no redeeming 

feature about this burial system, degrading to the dead and dangerous to the living.”75 

Other motivations for the newly intensified hygienic obsession with the dead included 

“miasmatic theories of disease aetiology” 76 that connected stench and disease, the influence of 

the burgeoning “cremation lobby,”77 and a general concern for hygiene that had as its context 

alarm over “overcrowded urban burial grounds, insufficient sewers and drainage systems, 

insalubrious housing, and inadequate and unclean water supply”.78 This was all conceptually 

rooted in “the idea that burial in itself somehow has to do with hygiene and health, and that the 

dead, through their very bodily remains, pose a threat to the living”.79 

Though much of the discourse surrounding the shortage of burial space related to health 

and hygiene concerns, respect for and concerns with the appropriate disposal of the dead also 

featured in debates and contributed to the establishment of rural or garden cemeteries that were 

typical of the Victoria era. Gates offers the example of The Gentleman’s Magazine, that in 1794 

decried the “‘neglect of public cemeteries’ in his town ‘where the venerable remains of the dead, 

hearsed in earth for, perhaps, a thousand years, have burst their cerements, and have been 

 
75 Hugo Erichsen, The Cremation of the Dead, Considered from an Aesthetic, Sanitary, Religious, Historical, 

Medico-Legal, and Economic Standpoint (Detroit: D. O. Haynes and Company, 1887), 128.  
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exposed to every insult and indignity which the unprotected can experience.’”80 The 

Metropolitan Sanitary Association, which lobbied for the improvement of sanitary conditions in 

Victorian London, declared that the city’s network of burial places were "incompatible with 

decency and solemnity, demoralizing in its tendency...", while The Times called the sites an 

"abominable outrage against every good feeling, and every religious sentiment associated with 

Christian burial."81 Despite discourse of secularization and sanitization, in the Victoria era “the 

dead were to be respectfully and reverently buried where they would not be disturbed”. 82 Thus, 

the Victorian era was marked by a combination of traditional concern for the protection of the 

dignity of the dead, alongside an emerging emphasis on hygienic considerations in relation to a 

growing urban public.  

 

The Modern Cemetery and the Pauper’s Grave 

 

As a result of swelling urban centres, cemeteries became a profitable business venture in the 

1830s, giving rise to commercial cemeteries, institutions that preceded the establishment of 

public, civic burial places. These cemeteries both perpetuated social divisions and inequalities 

and afforded more rigorous protection and hygienic disposal for the swelling numbers of urban 

dead. The poor and  destitute could not often afford to be immortalized in secular cemeteries in 

the same way that middle- and upper-class people could. Indeed, the options made available to a 

wider range of income levels in secular cemeteries made them more expressive of the class 

divisions of society as a whole. In a churchyard, only a very rich elite could afford a vault burial 

 
80 Gates, “Translating the Dead,” 6. 
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within the church, leaving everyone else to be buried together en masse. However, in the secular 

cemetery, a gradation of inequality emerged, dividing the destitute from the slightly less so, as 

well as the middle classes from the wealthy.  

Later Victorian-era secular cemeteries were “segregated socially by price of plots, so 

ensuring that civic rank would be maintained forever, even in death.”83 Here, the very rich could 

afford to build large and imposing monuments, whereas “those who could not afford perpetuity 

could purchase a five-year lease on a plot; paupers were buried in common graves that each 

contained seven corpses.”84 The idea of leasing a five-year plot was a subversion of the 

longstanding expectation in British society that the churchyard would remain undisturbed; 

whereas the churchyard may not have had individuated plots and the remains of the dead were 

mixed together in crowded and often haphazard fashion, parishioners generally felt secure in 

knowing they would not be exhumed. The rise of secular cemeteries in which graves became real 

estate allowed for eviction of the dead in cases of non-payment or if leases elapsed. As 

mentioned in the preceding chapter, the poorest of the poor were often relegated to pauper’s 

graves or potter’s fields, which represented “a pressing fear among many lower-class families” 85 

as such abject spaces of burial represented also “the end of the line. Here, generally speaking, lie 

the social ciphers. Individuals interred at potter's field are stripped of all the symbols which 

classify them as human beings.”86 

Many of the 19th-century necrogeographical changes were either imported directly to 

North America or adopted by existing communities of white English-speaking Protestants. 

Similar to the decline of churchyard burials in Britain, Laderman notes that burial on the family 
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farm diminished over the 19th century, though this had been common practice among white 

people in North America in previous centuries. As it was important to ensure that the remains of 

family members were treated “in a manner that assured familial or communal continuity,”87 

families opted for the permanence of the cemetery as the intergenerational continuity of family 

homesteads diminished, as did the likelihood “that family members would always be nearby to 

maintain and preserve the place of burial.”88 Laderman further asserts that “in the first half of the 

nineteenth century the country graveyard came to be understood as a socially secured and 

consecrated place. It provided a context in which the dead could be protected by the same 

religious, moral, and communal values that operated in the towns and villages of the living.”89 

However, as I outline in later chapters, not every country graveyard was afforded the status of 

being a place of social security and consecration, especially those inhabited by the dead of 

racialized communities.  

The early 19th century was the predominant period of white settlement in Upper Canada, and 

of concerted colonization of Indigenous territories in many parts of the province. Many areas, 

including Saugeen Anishinaabeg territories, were not systematically settled until the 1850s, and 

nascent colonial state legal orders in these areas quickly favoured Victorian park-style 

cemeteries. These rapidly became the norm in Ontario. Greenwood Cemetery, in what is now 

Owen Sound, was founded in 1858, just 18 years after the village of Sydenham was 

established.90 My ancestors, Elias and Mary Grey, were among the first settlers in the Dundalk 
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area and were buried in a garden-style cemetery called Maple Lawn Cemetery, which is not 

connected to a place of worship.  

Southampton, in Bruce County, had its common municipal cemetery founded in 1860, just a 

decade after the arrival of its first permanent white settlers, with cemeteries laid out in a neat, 

grid like fashion.91 In 1861, the town also made it illegal to bury the dead anywhere but the 

cemetery, on pain of a fine or jail time. An 1862 council bylaw ordered all village residents to 

relocate kinfolk buried elsewhere in the village to the cemetery. This prophylactic measure 

ensured that the secular parkland cemetery became the acceptable place of burial for the 

community. These examples point to the fact that cemeteries in Ontario often skipped what 

might be called the churchyard phase. Rural Ontario cemeteries were established quickly to put 

prophylactic controls on how and where people could be buried on the frontier of colonization.   

Settler white people in North America thus imported the cemetery model rather than the 

churchyard: “Early Americans relied less on churchyards than the English, creating an array of 

cemeteries owned by municipalities, nonprofit organizations, and families.”92 North Americans 

were also less constrained when it came to available burial land as compared to Britain and 

Ireland, where available land consecrated for burial was limited. In the cemetery, the significance 

of each grave was usually attributed to individual familial attachment. Thus, collective emphasis 

was replaced by the ethos of the modern cemetery, wherein individual burial plots are tended to 

by close family and where plots decay in both physical form and significance as time wears on 

and loved ones forget or pass away.   

 
91 John Weichel, Forgotten Lives: Early History of a Coastal Village (Southampton, ON: Bruce County Museum & 
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From my own observations, even where cemeteries are attached to a church in rural Ontario, 

the grounds tend to contain enough space for individual plots and distinct tombstones and 

monuments for each interment, creating a cemetery modelled more closely on the secular garden 

cemeteries of the Victorian era than on the crowded churchyards of the older English tradition. 

This desire for an open, park-like cemetery where the dead could be easily and pleasantly visited 

was a “sentiment brought by pioneer settlers to Upper Canada”,93 where spacious family plots 

established by early settlers would often become park-like municipal burial grounds.94 

In Britain, Canada, and the United States, the Victorian era, therefore, brought about a period 

of prophylactic state control over the institutions and practices of death; these institutions and 

practices were based on previous ecclesiastical law, but now shifted focus to the maintenance of 

hygienic bonds between the living and the dead and to the exclusion of the poor and undesirable 

from the monumental spaces of the affluent.  

 

Modern Institutions and Posthumous Dehumanization 

 

For where a grave had opened wide, 

There was no grave at all: 

Only a stretch of mud and sand 

By the hideous prison-wall, 

And a little heap of burning lime, 

That the man should have his pall. 

- Oscar Wilde, The Ballad of Reading Gaol.  
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In the era of the advent of prophylactic necrogeography, the vulnerability of the pauper’s 

grave was exacerbated by the increasing presence of modern institutions in the realm of the dead.  

Economic differences between rich and poor often led to different outcomes in terms of 

protection for places of burial, as the poor were not usually able to pay for a burial and 

monument, thus leaving their places of burial more vulnerable to destruction, re-use, or being 

dug up for dissection.95 

In the narrative poem The Ballad of Reading Gaol, Oscar Wilde recounts his time spent in 

Reading Prison and his witnessing of the execution of a man convicted for the killing of his wife. 

Wilde was born to a family of Protestant Anglo-Irish intellectuals but was steeped in Irish 

nationalist thought and had strong Catholic sympathies; he was also imprisoned towards the end 

of his short life for his homosexuality.96 This combination of factors (queer Irishman with 

Catholic sympathies) made him an insider-outsider to the mainstream of British Protestant 

Victorian culture, of which he was highly critical. The Ballad of Reading Gaol is no exception; 

the poem recounts in chilling detail the man’s journey to the gallows on his last day, and is an 

indictment of both prisons as an institution and the death penalty as a practice.  

After he witnesses this man’s execution, Wilde details the dehumanization that occurred to 

the body of the executed. He describes how, after the man was hanged, the prison staff dispose of 

his body without ceremony: “hurriedly they took him out, / And hid him in a hole.”97 Wilde’s 

use of the word “hole”, rather than grave emphasizes the inhumane treatment that he witnessed. 

The warders go on to strip him “of his clothes, / And gave him to the flies”, and mock and laugh 
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at the prisoner’s dead body. Wilde also writes that the man is deprived of Christian rites, as “The 

Chaplain would not kneel to pray / By his dishonoured grave.” 

The man is thus excluded from the Protestant norm of “postmortem tranquility”98 and his 

grave becomes a place of posthumous dehumanization and social abjection, compounded by the 

chemical disposal of his corpse in a corner of the prison institution. In contrast with the Chaplain 

who is not involved in the work of burial, Wilde’s warders strut in their best uniforms, while 

Wilde’s fellow prisoners know the warders had been at work burying the man “by the quicklime 

on their boots.”99  

The prisoner is buried in an ultimate state of dehumanization −“Naked for greater shame, 

/ …with fetters on each foot, / Wrapt in a sheet of flame!”100 This sheet of flame is a shroud 

soaked in quicklime which will disintegrate the man’s body and render his grave a poisonous and 

empty pit of earth. As Wilde observes, the space of the man’s burial is also uniquely abject: “the 

unblessed spot / Will sterile be and bare.” The dishonoured grave of Wilde’s fellow prisoner 

points to an extension of the aforementioned exceptions to ecclesiastical protections for the dead 

to the operations of the prophylactic state, which enacts the exact and hygienic disposal of the 

murderer’s body and its removal from sight and memory. Thus, the abject or subhumanized dead 

were subjected to practices that violated the longstanding prohibitions and protections related to 

the integrity of spaces of burial and the bodies of the dead.  

Though Laqueur notes that “the bodies of outlaws—criminals and traitors—were 

statutorily forfeit to the King” in longstanding English law, these forfeitures took on a distinctly 

modern dimension when  18th-century bodies, in addition to being gibbeted or burned, began to 
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be “sent from the gallows to the anatomy theatre, where surgeons cut them before a large public 

audience.”101  The expectation that graves and their remains would remain undisturbed, as 

detailed above, was so widespread amongst white, English-speaking Protestants in the 19th 

century, that incidences in England, Canada, and the United States of “body snatching sometimes 

inspired enough disgust and indignation to create an angry mob.”102 Laderman points out that the 

vast majority of such bodies taken from graves consisted of “executed criminals, the poor, and 

those who died without family or friends to tend them.”103  

Public outcry at the activities of resurrectionists, a common term for body-snatchers, and 

the medical institutions for which they most often procured the dead, led to legislative limits on 

the procurement of bodies.104 While those laws regulated the traffic in dead bodies, the law was 

most frequently flouted in relation to those dead bodies least likely to elicit widespread public or 

political outrage, including the dead of racialized communities. The law tended to be applied 

most severely to protect white or affluent bodies, and least effectively in relation to the racialized 

dead.  

-- 

As legal scholar Ellen Stroud explains, the era of prophylactic state control over 

necrogeography was characterized by the reality that “often, the dead bodies of the poor or 

disempowered are the easiest to treat as things… the corpses of the most vulnerable will always 

be the ones treated most like things. The treatment of dead bodies… reflects the treatment of the 

living.”105 The sanitization of death was motivated by Victorian panic about the cleanliness of 
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the dead, as well as shifting notions about the duties and sentiments surrounding the dead. While 

the era sought to render death more clean and palatable, and to remove unsightly reminders of 

death’s physicality from the public eye, it also sought to hide the undesirable dead, and projected 

sharpening social inequalities beyond the realm of the living.  

III - Duppy Necrogeographies: Race and the Desecrated Dead 

 

 Iton’s conception of the duppy state is useful in tracing racialized presences in landscapes 

made white through exclusion, violence, and dispossession. Canada, a state that has since the 

latter half of the 20th century emphasized inclusion in its public policy, is haunted by histories of 

exclusion that manifest themselves in the desecrated burial places of the racialized. In this 

section I explore “the symbiotics linking the prophylactic state and its duppy extra-text” 106 in the 

space of burial. Racialized communities are a logical addition to the list of the excluded dead 

from earlier eras, a list that includes the suicide victim buried at the crossroads, the criminal 

buried in a quicklime pit, and the working poor buried out of sight and out of mind in paupers’ 

graves in corners of secular cemeteries, abhorrent to the prophylactic state. Duppy, according to 

Iton, is a word borrowed from Jamaican patois which “refers to the spectre or the ghost that 

emerges when one has failed to properly bury or dispose of the diseased.”107 Iton argues that the 

duppy state is one in which “emancipation is haunted by slavery, independence by colonialism, 

and apparent civil rights victories by Jim Crow.”108 Thus, while a prophylactic necrogeography 

disposes of, sanitizes, and hides undesirable death from the privileged and white modern subject, 

duppy necrogeography describes the haunting of white spaces of normalcy and of narratives of 
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progress and change by the destroyed dead of racialized communities. In this section, I also read 

the work of Alice Munro as emblematic of a settled landscape of Ontario. In the duppy settler 

colonial deathscapes of Ontario, echoes of the destruction of Indigenous places of burial are to be 

found in the neat displays of the Royal Ontario Museum (an institution which housed the stolen 

dead of Anishinaabe communities) and in official discourse on reconciliation, in the tidy and 

omnipresent rural cemeteries of white Ontario (what geographer Adam Barker terms 

necrosettlement), in leisure cottages built on burial grounds, and in the haunting of potato fields, 

baseball diamonds, and pine-tree plantations by the obliterated presences of the interred dead of 

Black communities.  

The revenant reality of violence inflicted on Anishinaabeg and Black communities in Bruce 

and Grey Counties, therefore, continues to encircle spaces that are ostensibly inhabited or 

controlled only by white people, like Munro’s Mannerow Cemetery (later described in this 

section), or various heritage or museum spaces that proclaim pioneer pasts and innocuous 

presents. Bruce and Grey counties, like most of North America, have “failed to properly bury or 

dispose [of]”109 the histories of exclusion inherent to their foundation; they continue to be 

haunted. While the prophylactic state control of necrogeography trims and bounds whiteness and 

keeps the privileged white subjects of modernity safe from both death, generally, and the 

undesirable dead in particular, the duppy state is perpetually haunted by a past characterized by 

enslavement and dispossession. The duppy state ensures that the racialized dead, and the 

evidence of past violence, are erased. Communications scholar Lisa B.Y. Calvente and historian 

Guadalupe García analyze Louisiana’s touristic phenomena of plantation sites and tours and 

argue, drawing on Iton’s duppy state, that “slavery haunts the plantation tours and the national 
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culture that these tours propel and disrupts the space as necessarily belonging to whiteness.”110 

Drawing also on Toni Morrison, they argue that the national shadow of US history, the “haunting 

of black absence and erasure”, continuously “disrupts the national culture and its reliance on 

whiteness as natural, normal, invisible, and complete.”111  

The traditions of ecclesiastically-sanctioned and prophylactic state exclusion I outlined 

above, when combined with the revenant presence of enslavement, genocide, and dispossession, 

create a geographic situation in which the settlements (and thus cemeteries) of Indigenous and 

Black communities, placed as they are at the margins of society and of social acceptance, are left 

vulnerable to destruction. The status of the dead of racialized communities is underlined by Janie 

Cooper-Wilson, a Black community member of Simcoe County, who connects British Protestant 

norms around the exclusion of the undesirable dead to an expanded definition of undesirability 

that includes “Blacks and Aboriginals”: 

“…if someone fell out of grace – many illegitimate children, or someone who ran 

amok of the law for whatever reason – in those days, they were often buried on the side 

of the road, beyond the sanctified group. And in most Caucasian (white) cemeteries at the 

time, Blacks and Aboriginals were not considered proper enough to be buried within 

sanctified ground. We were heathens.”112  

Discussions of a necrogeographical duppy state are complicated by the fact that demands for 

the protection of sacred spaces by marginalized communities is often incongruous with the 

imperatives of secular, neoliberal states with policies of official multiculturalism. While few, 
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even in the mainstream of secular modernity, would agree to the remains of their loved one being 

treated merely as waste or detritus, the graves of white communities are sometimes carefully 

displaced for economic projects.113 Furthermore, in a Canadian era that has been marked by 

official multiculturalism, the irreligiosity of an ever-expanding percentage of the population, and 

the clear distancing of Christianity from any role in the nation state’s governance, the relevance 

of the ecclesiastical underpinnings of sepulchral law is increasingly unclear. The former 

emphasis on the sacred nature of the dead is replaced by a common-sense abhorrence of 

desecration, often couched in the language of rights, heritage value, public order, or family 

attachment. Thus, to my schema of ecclesiastical, prophylactic, and duppy necrogeographies, I 

add a fourth category: the articulation of protections for the dead in the discourse of secular, 

modern, capitalist, multicultural states.  

 

 Necrosettlement, Canadian Identity, and the Duppy State 

 

So by these graves we claim the country still, 

This land made rich by sacrifice and tears… 

…Thus do we claim our country from the lord 

As Abraham claimed his at Machpelah’s cave, 

From age to age still runs the changeless word, 

‘The land is his who claims it by a grave’. 

 
113 See, for example, the St. Lawrence Valley Cemetery in Ingleside, Ontario, whose purpose is to preserve “record, 

preserve and maintain all historical ‘Lost Villages’ burials transferred by the Ontario Hydro Commission to St. 

Lawrence Valley Union Cemetery in the late 1950's” as a result of the construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway. 

“Mission Statement” https://www.stlawrencevalleycemetery.ca/about.php 
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—John Worthington Johnston114 

 

The duppy state in Ontario is most starkly evidenced by the fact that the expansive, tidy, 

prophylactic park cemeteries of the province exist alongside the potential presence of the 

Anishinaabe dead beneath the very foundations of Ontario society. The dispossession of 

Anishinaabeg and other Indigenous Nations from the landscape is constant and ongoing. The 

displacement and destruction of the places inhabited by the Anishinaabe dead, and their 

replacement with white settler cemeteries is perhaps one of the most visible, and intimate, forms 

of colonial placemaking. As discussed in Chapter 1, the power of placemaking is essential to 

white settler state power. The presence of the dead is an essential aspect of placemaking. The 

scholar of Italian literature Robert Pogue Harrison remarks that “places are not only founded but 

also appropriated by burial of the dead.”115 In the epigraph above, John Worthington Johnston, 

an Orange Order poet from the Protestant planter population of Northern Ireland, points to the 

appropriative power of the presence of the interred dead in colonial landscapes: the land is his 

who claims it by a grave. This is the work of necro-settlement, what geographer Adam Barker 

calls “the workings of settler colonial cultural and material production through the way that the 

bodily remains and social memories of dead settlers or colonial agents are inscribed on the 

land.”116 Necro-settlement is also the work of claiming by the grave that John Worthington 

Johnston mentions above. The cultural and artistic manifestations of this process of laying claim 
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through the presence of the white dead in the land are many, coupled with the afterlife of a 

century and a half of Orange Order/Protestant dominance. 

 In Stan Rogers’ “Northwest Passage”, a song that is emblematic of white Canadian 

identity117, Rogers retraces the westward route of European explorers and celebrates their 

incursions through the territories of Indigenous Nations. Serving as signposts for his latter-day 

journey, he harkens back to the remains of those who died on their expeditions and thereby laid 

claim to a land so wide and savage:  

Westward from the Davis Strait ’tis there ’twas said to lie 

The sea route to the Orient for which so many died 

Seeking gold and glory, leaving weathered, broken bones 

And a long-forgotten lonely cairn of stones118 

In another song, Rogers refers to Nova Scotia whalers made jobless by the 20th century 

ban on whaling, who are forced to find work in Alberta. Part of the songwriter’s melancholy is 

rooted in the fact that these men have left a place where their ancestors are buried: 

Well, it’s living they’ve found, deep in the ground, 

And if there’s doubts, it’s best they ignore them. 

Nor think on the bones, the crosses and stones 

Of their fathers that came there before them. 

In the taverns of Edmonton, fishermen shout 

Haul it away! Haul it away! 

They left three hundred years buried up the Bay 

 
117 In 1995 a CBC radio program asked its listeners to choose an alternate national anthem and “Northwest Passage” 

was the principal choice. See Peter Gzowski "The Great Canadian Song Contest". Morningside. CBC Radio, March 

3, 1995). 
118 Stan Rogers, “Northwest Passage,” track 1 on Northwest Passage. Fogarty’s Cove Music, 1891, compact disc.  
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Where the whales make free in the harbour. 

The use of three hundred years as a metonym for ancestral bodies is an expression of 

necrosettlement; the colonized space of Miꞌkmaꞌki119 is made the possession of the white settlers 

by virtue of their ancestors being buried up the Bay. Across the vast physical space that separates 

them from their hometown, the men are reminded of the bones, the crosses and stones, which 

serve as markers of deep belonging to the space their ancestors had colonized.  

Like Stan Rogers, Nobel Prize-winner Alice Munro’s short stories are an acclaimed 

emblem of Canadian identity, capturing the dynamics of white Orange-inflected Protestant 

society in Ontario. Munro, whose work is in part inspired by Huron County, a region that 

overlaps with Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, is an author celebrated by the Canadian state as 

representative of Canada, and as an author who captures the regional texture and specificity of 

this homogeneous rural region. In fact, the portion of Huron County that serves as a setting for 

Munro’s work has been marketed as “Alice Munro Country”120 in tourist materials. Her work, 

like Canada itself, is haunted and inflected with absences, including the absence of Indigenous 

people in a region dispossessed from the Saugeen Anishinaabeg. 121 

In the story “Before the Change” Munro enumerates various lists comprising a history of 

the town:   

“A list of all the stores and businesses going up and down the main street and who owned 

them, a list of family names, names on the tombstones in the cemetery and any 

 
119 The territory of the Mi’kmaq nation, including all of what are colonially known as Nova Scotia and Prince 

Edward Island, much of the eastern portion of New Brunswick, and the Gaspé Peninsula.  
120 Lorie-Anne Rainville, ““When the Indians were there”: memory and forgetfulness in Alice Munro’s Dance of the 

Happy Shades,” La Clé des Langues, Marion Coste, 2016. http://cle.ens-lyon.fr/anglais/litterature/litterature-

americaine/litterature-contemporaine/when-the-indians-were-there-memory-and-forgetfulness-in-alice-munro-s-

dance-of-the-happy-shades; Alisa Cox & Christine Lorre-Johnson, The Mind’s Eye: Alice Munro’s Dance of the 

Happy Shades (Paris: Fahrenheit, 2015).  
121 Rainville, “Memory and Forgetfulness”; and Cox and Lorre-Johnson, The Mind’s Eye. " 

http://cle.ens-lyon.fr/anglais/litterature/litterature-americaine/litterature-contemporaine/when-the-indians-were-there-memory-and-forgetfulness-in-alice-munro-s-dance-of-the-happy-shades
http://cle.ens-lyon.fr/anglais/litterature/litterature-americaine/litterature-contemporaine/when-the-indians-were-there-memory-and-forgetfulness-in-alice-munro-s-dance-of-the-happy-shades
http://cle.ens-lyon.fr/anglais/litterature/litterature-americaine/litterature-contemporaine/when-the-indians-were-there-memory-and-forgetfulness-in-alice-munro-s-dance-of-the-happy-shades
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inscriptions underneath. A list of the titles of movies that played at the Lyceum Theatre 

from 1938 to 1950, roughly speaking. Names on the cenotaph [...]. Names of the streets 

and the pattern they lay in.”122  

 Here Munro situates the cemetery as one local archive amongst many. The repetition of 

the word names throughout the passage emphasizes that the names on the tombstones are part of 

the record of the town’s past, along with the names of streets, families, movies and more. These 

examples of localized toponymies almost certainly echo each other, as is the case in so many 

small towns in Ontario that have toponyms bearing the names of prominent local families; many 

of the tombstones, streets, and other features therefore carry linguistic and cultural similarities.   

In her essay “What do you want to know for?”, Munro explores Grey County and 

recounts her and her husband’s exploration of Mannerow Cemetery in Sullivan Township. Reg 

Thompson, in an online piece entitled “Cemetery Hunting with Alice Munro”123, retraces with 

Munro the journey to Mannerow Cemetery described in her earlier essay. The cemetery is 

mainly home to a German family, the Mannerows, and contains many “German inscriptions, 

showing the origins of the community.”124  

In the cemetery, Thompson pauses to take a photograph and observes Munro walking 

among the tombstones “reading the ages, the years, the German words.”125 Thompson points out 

that Munro finished her earlier essay with the words “Back where nothing seems to be 

happening, beyond the change of the seasons.” I perceive this sense of timelessness and stillness 

as resulting from the feelings of permanence or eternity that emerge from the assurance that 

 
122 Alice Munro, Lives of Girls and Women (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1971), 276; and Alice Munro, The 

Love of a Good Woman (Toronto: McClelland & Steward, 1998). See also Thomas Dutoit, “Boring Gravel: Literary 

earth, Alice Munro’s Ontario Geolithic,” Études Canadiennes/Canadian Studies 77 (2014): 77-109.  
123 Reg Thompson, “Cemetery Hunting with Alice Munro,” The Rural Voice, North Huron Publishing, accessed 

Dec. 1, 2021, https://www.ruralvoice.ca/cemetery-hunting-with-alice-munro-by-reg-thompson.  
124 Thompson, "Cemetery Hunting." 
125 Thompson, "Cemetery Hunting."  



132 
 

one’s history is unthreatened, and from the long-established claims to place that are made so 

certain as to be unspoken, unchallenged, a fait accompli. The rural Ontario cemetery quietly 

disguises dispossession and is haunted by the colonized presences it elides, projecting through its 

neat rows of sturdy stones both that we’ve been here a long time and we’ve built this in an empty 

space/wilderness. Scholars of settler colonialism call this kind of common-sense identity making 

through absenting Indigenous presence “possessive entitlement”126 of settlers, stemming from 

longstanding Lockean assumptions about the divinely inspired right to property and place at the 

cost of the colonized. Illegible to white settlers as places, Indigenous space is transformed into 

terra nullius and becomes open season for white settler possessive entitlement. Mackey points 

out, quoting Fiona Nicholl: “the legacy of terra nullius sticks to our shoes with the dirt as we 

walk over Indigenous sovereignties everyday.”127 Individual entitlement to space leads to 

relatively superficial attachments to place that see towns raised and emptied depending on the 

vagaries of economic conditions. For possessive individuals, possession passes easily in or out of 

one's hands; many white settlers have little in the past, or on the level of ontology to tie them to 

place. White settler possessive transience can be read in contrast to Anishinaabe storied 

relationships to place and other beings tied to specific places. This transient existence means also 

a detachment from the injustices of the past, and the ability to perpetuate a narrative of colonial 

benevolence vis-a-vis Indigenous and Black peoples, often comparing Canadian history 

favourably with an American narrative characterized as more brutal and violent. In future 

chapters, I outline many examples of posthumous dehumanization that undermine official 

 
126 Eva Mackey, Unsettled Expectations: Uncertainty, Land and Settler Decolonization (Black Point, NS: Fernwood 

Publishing, 2015).  
127 Fiona Nicoll, “‘Are You Calling Me a Racist?’: Teaching Critical Whiteness Theory in Indigenous Sovereignty,” 

Borderlands e-journal 3, no. 2 (2004), borderlands.net.au/vol3no2_2004/nicoll_teaching.htm., quoted in Mackey, 

Unsettled Expectations, 69. 
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narratives of Canadian identity and benevolence. In Chapter 3, I outline how these discursive 

formations are challenged by both the dispossession and dehumanization of Indigenous Nations, 

and the destruction of their places of burial. I specifically outline the history of white 

graverobbing of Anishinaabe places of burial for museum and postsecondary institutions, and the 

obliteration of many burial grounds. 

 

Racial Posthumous Dehumanization, Multicultural Orders, and the Duppy State  

 

The duppy necrogeography of North America is expanded upon further in later chapters of 

this dissertation, as histories of racialized enslavement, dispossession, and terror echo in the 

destruction of the places of burial of Indigenous and Black communities, and in the backlash to 

the proposed presence of the Muslim dead in white landscapes. Iton’s use of the metaphor of the 

duppy haunting is particularly useful when discussing the ways in which the treatment of the 

racialized dead continues to belie official narratives of change or progress. In the US, for 

example, where “emancipation is haunted by slavery”, the aforementioned bodysnatching for 

medical purposes was particularly fueled by the bodies of Black communities, long after official 

controls were in place to regulate this practice. In Virginia, in particular, there was a significant 

demand for the dead of Black communities for medical colleges: “throughout the United States 

the potter’s fields and African American burial grounds were frequent targets for resurrectionists, 

and Richmond was no exception.”128 The social precarity of Black communities and their burial 

places means that grave robbing was rampant in Virginia and other states. One 1831 

advertisement, referring to the states in which slavery was practised, noted that “no place in the 

 
128 Danielle Zayac, “Addressing the Evidence of Historical Medical Grave Robbing: Past Practices and Their 

Influence on Modern Memory and Western Uses of the Body” (master’s thesis, University of Nevada, 2020) 59.  
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United States offers as great opportunities for the acquisition of anatomical knowledge. Subjects 

being obtained from the coloured population in sufficient numbers for every purpose, and proper 

dissection carried out without offending any individuals in the community.”129 It is estimated the 

Medical College of Virginia paid for the theft of thousands of Black bodies from the burial 

grounds of Black communities in Richmond alone.130 Not far away in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, the destruction of graves and the theft of bodies was so extreme that “when the 

snow melted in the spring of 1883, the cemeteries looked as if ‘they had been subjected to an 

aerial bombardment’.”131 This was in part because the burial grounds of Black communities were 

often unguarded municipally-owned sites that “were more vulnerable to grave-robbing.”132 

 In relation to Southern Ontario, state narratives have emphasized the province as a place of 

refuge for those escaping enslavement; Chapter 4 outlines the many instances in which those 

escaping enslavement in southern Ontario faced racial terror and dehumanization, including the 

destruction of burial places after their death. Such histories contradict traditions “foregrounding 

the nation, expressing faith in the redemptive possibilities of the Canadian state and the rewards 

of Canadian multiculturalism.” 133 

 Finally, in Canada and the US, official liberal anti-racism or multiculturalism has been 

challenged by Islamophobia and a reticence to extend full inclusion to Muslims, including, as I 

detail in Chapter 5, the difficulties faced by Muslim communities in establishing cemeteries on 

 
129 Edward C. Halperin, "The Poor, the Black, and the Marginalized as the Source of Cadavers in United States 

Anatomical Education," Clinical Anatomy 20, no. 5, (2007): 491. 
130 Rich Griset, "Chasing Down a Body Snatcher: VCU Professor Documents Story of 'Inside Man' Who Stole 

Cadavers from Black Cemeteries for the Local Medical College in 19th Century," Diverse Issues in Higher 

Education 27, no. 18 (2010): 9. 
131 Halperin, “The Poor, the Black, and the Marginalized,” 490. 
132 Halperin, “The Poor, the Black, and the Marginalized,” 491. 
133 Daniel McNeil, “Wrestling with Multicultural Snake Oil: A Newcomer’s Introduction to Black Canadian 

History,” Unsettling the Great White North: Black Canadian History, ed. Michele A. Johnson and Funké Aladejebi 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, forthcoming 2022). 
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both sides of the border. The presence of the disturbed or proscribed graves of the racialized 

undermine Canada’s longstanding policy of official multiculturalism which sees itself as “a 

fundamental characteristic of the Canadian heritage and identity”,134 without redressing fully the 

violence of the past. Critics of official Canadian multiculturalism remind us to be skeptical of 

narratives of Canadian exceptionalism, wherein the “melting pot thesis” so prevalent in the US 

“has not been popular in Canada, where the notion of a social and cultural mosaic has had a 

greater influence among liberal critics. This mosaic approach has not been compensated with an 

integrative politics of antiracism or of class struggle which is sensitive to the racialization 

involved in Canadian class formation.”135 Remembering the dead and the way racism has 

manifested necrogeographically can help us to avoid anti-racist struggles being “grafted onto 

multiculturalism policies and discourses designed to integrate cultural and linguistic groups into 

the Canadian nation-state.”136 

-- 

In this chapter, I have described the contradictory position of burial places in the 

worldview and legal traditions of white people of British Protestant culture and tradition. I 

argued that this contradictory position is rooted both in the longstanding protections afforded to 

burial places in British and Anglo-Canadian/American common law, and the deeply rooted 

traditions of posthumous dehumanization and necrogeographical exclusion that exist alongside 

them. While common law norms rest on an assumption of the inviolability of the grave and the 

protection of consecrated burial grounds, I offer numerous examples of non-Anglicans, 

 
134 Canadian Multiculturalism Act, RSC 1985, c 24 (4th Supp.), s 3(1). 
135 Himani Bannerji, The dark side of the nation: essays on multiculturalism, nationalism, and gender (Toronto: 

Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2000).  
136 McNeil, “Multicultural Snake Oil.” 
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prisoners, the poor, and racialized others whose resting places have been treated as anything but 

inviolable. 

I have not had space in this chapter to illuminate the many connections between the 

Victorian prophylactic impulse to sanitize death, including through the dehumanization of 

undesirables, and the popularity of such pseudosciences as eugenics and phrenology, which in 

the same era sought to find scientific explanations to justify the dehumanization of these same 

undesirables. There is particular overlap with the science of phrenology’s reliance on skulls and 

other human remains, often stolen from gravesites, for its work. I have also not had space to 

consider the many ways in which white British Protestantism’s attitude towards the dead 

intersects with British imperialism in Ireland, India, the Caribbean, Palestine, Nigeria, Kenya, 

and many other places outside of North America. 

This chapter lays the groundwork for understanding the logics of white supremacy in its 

interaction with the dead of racialized communities in North America. As outlined in my 

introduction and first chapter, the centrality of burial to human existence means that those who 

have their graves desecrated must be first subhumanized so as to justify this desecration. This 

justification is, in part, complicated by common-sense protections for dead in the dominant 

worldview of white settlers. However, traditions of selective dehumanization of the undesirable 

dead offer precedents for white reactions to and violence toward the dead of Indigenous, Black, 

and Muslim communities, which are detailed in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 3 – “The Dead need to be sheltered and fed”: Anishnaabe Burial Places, Desecration, 

and Reclamation  
 

“i dig my fingers deep into moist dark earth 

burrow a hole big enough to crawl into 

back to where i came from 

my mother’s womb”1 

 

- Vera Wabegiig 

 

“open the ossuaries  

the gathered bones of our ancestors 

snuff out the old fires 

and make known in this land  

a new fire 

a new weapon 

a new sacred(ness) 

 

Look! at the world  

it’s been torn apart  

beneath the body of  

Waubajeeg  

Here I have bled 

the blood of the world 

and the days of the end”2 

 

-David Groulx 

 

 

Nahneebahwequay, whose English name was Catherine Sutton, was a Mississauga 

Anishinaabe advocate and leader who lived in Saugeen territory amongst the Nawash community 

near what is now Owen Sound and fought against land surrenders and dispossession. One of the 

few instances I was able to find of a local source in Grey and Bruce counties that discussed the 

burial place of Saugeen Anishinaabeg without detailing instances of grave desecration was a 

series of articles dealing with the grave of Nahneebahwequay. As part of her activities 

advocating for the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, Nahneebahwequay travelled in 1860 to the UK to 

petition Queen Victoria. Her grave is a source of much fascination in the local archival record. 

 
1 Vera Wabegijig, Wild Rice Dreams (Markham, ON: Bookland Press, 2013), 25. 
2 David Groulx. Wabigoon River Poem (Neyaashiinigmiling, ON: Kegedonce Press, 2015), 41. 
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One article amongst many discussing the site is entitled “Lonely Grave Recalls Indian Princess 

who went to visit the Queen.” As the site had fallen into disrepair, the author of this article urged 

that this grave be protected and that Nahneebahwequay be better memorialized.3 Despite 

possessing an accomplished existence of her own, Nahneebahwequay is principally celebrated 

for her encounter with a powerful white woman. Nahneebawequay is not, therefore, allowed into 

the realm of the human on her own innate terms; she is, rather, a source of local pride, of white 

settler connection to a British imperial point of origin. She is part of white settler and imperial 

place-making. She is worthy of a respect not afforded to the graves of other racialized people by 

virtue of her association with whiteness. I cannot help but wonder what Nahneebawequay’s fate 

might have been had she not met the queen. She was saved from becoming a specimen or an 

object of destruction by being rendered as adjacent to whiteness, and by being individually 

valourized as an extraordinary individual rather than an advocate for her community and nation 

as a collective whole.  

In Grey and Bruce County archives I was able to find no other grave of an Indigenous 

person given this individualized valourization by white people in the region.  This discrepancy is 

fundamentally linked to the dehumanization of people under regimes of racial colonialism, and 

the ways by which this dehumanization erodes white respect for the fundamentally human 

activity of grave-making amongst racialized communities. As I mention in the introduction to 

this dissertation, the necrogeography of Bruce and Grey Counties, like elsewhere in North 

America, is fundamentally uneven: while my ancestor’s tomb is undisturbed, Indigenous 

community sites are often hidden, damaged, or erased altogether. This chapter outlines the 

widespread desecration and destruction of Anishinaabe burial places by settler white people 

 
3“Lonely Grave Recalls Indian Princess Who Went to Visit the Queen,” Owen Sound Sun Times, July 16, 1960, 10.   
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throughout the Anishinaabe world. 

 The Anishinaabe experience of colonial invasion and racialization has varied across the 

territories of the many nations that comprise the Anishinaabe world (what is colonially known as 

the Great Lakes Region, including swathes of Western Quebec, Ontario, Michigan, Minnesota, 

Wisconsin, Southern Manitoba, and several other states and provinces). It would be impossible 

for me to offer here a thorough account of these processes across all nations and regions, but I 

attempt here in each section to outline several representative examples in addition to Brooke, 

with examples of the burial place destruction and desecration that has resulted from colonization. 

This wider approach rooted in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing allows me to examine the local history 

of one particular region while also avoiding the impression that the case of Grey and Bruce 

counties is somehow unique in the Anishinaabe world. On the contrary, the effects of 

colonialism and racialization on Saugeen Anishinaabe necrogeographies is a microcosm of what 

has taken place in Anishinaabe nations throughout the Great Lakes, and indeed Indigenous 

Nations throughout North America. 

 This chapter is divided into seven sections; first, in “Anishinaabe Worldviews: The Dead 

and Other Beings”, I discuss Anishinaabe conceptions of relationships with land and with beings 

other than living humans, including the dead. This section, in which I draw heavily on the work 

of Anishinaabe scholars and poets, is important for understanding the devastation wrought when 

burial places are destroyed or desecrated. In the second section, “Anishinaabe Nationhood”, I 

explain Anishinaabe conceptions of nationhood and discuss the Anishinaabe world as a whole, 

before moving on to the third section, “Dispossession”, in which I chronicle the history of the 

invasion and appropriation of Saugeen Anishinaabe lands by settler white people. In the fourth 

section, I explore how this dispossession led to the racist dehumanization of the Saugeen 
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Anishinaabeg, thus laying the groundwork for the destruction and desecration of burial places. 

The fifth and sixth sections deal directly with this desecration, first outlining the pattern of 

robbery of Anishinaabe graves throughout the Anishinaabe world by white people, and then 

outlining the extensive destruction of burial places of Anishinaabe communities. The theft of 

Anishinaabeg from their graves for examination and cataloguing in the museums and 

postsecondary institutions of settler white people is a trauma that has been at the the centre of 

Anishinaabe discussions of burial places and has sparked many reflections in poetry and writings 

of Anishinaabeg. Throughout this chapter, because of the elision of Indigenous perspectives in 

the historical record and in the stories told by white people about dispossession and the 

destruction of burial places, I have attempted to correct historical silences by drawing upon 

contemporary reclamations in the realm of creative literature. Many sites are remembered and 

reclaimed in poetry and song to combat their physical erasure, and I draw upon these writings by 

Anishinaabe writers throughout the chapter.  

 

I - Anishinaabe Worldviews: The Dead And Other Beings  

 

"When an Indian is buried, he's buried…You're not supposed to dig him up again."4 

- Archie Mosay, ceremonial chief of the St. Croix Ojibwa tribe, Nee-BaGeshing 

 

According to Anishinaabe social worker and educator Jana-Rae Yerxa, in Anishinaabe 

worldviews “land is a source of knowledge about how to conduct good relationships that 

transcend Western notions of time, law, and boundaries.”5 Anishinaabe conceptions of land are 

particularly important when thinking about burial places and the dead who inhabit them. 

 
4 Mordecai Specktor, “Controvery looms over sacred grounds,” National Catholic Reporter 31, no. 7 (December 9, 

1994). 
5 Jana-Rae Yerxa, “Gii-kaapizigemin manoomin Neyaashing: A resurgence of Anishinaabeg nationhood,” 

Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no. 3 (2014): 160. 
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Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair explains that “the creation, maintenance, and continuation of 

relationships are the centres of Anishinaabeg Studies. Stories actualize the infinite connections 

that make up Anishinaabeg culture and community, not only individually and amongst our varied 

communities, but with non-Anishinaabeg, with animals and plants and manitous and 

zhaaganashag and all of creation.”6 Sinclair’s definition of Anishinaabeg Studies as an 

interrelated web of stories destabilizes essentialized notions of land and territory as merely 

property. Noori observes that “in the notably verb-based language of Anishinaabemowin, no 

single noun equates with the concept of ‘nature’.”7 The same could extend to land in the 

commodified, generalized, European sense. Land as an abstract is imbued with a set of 

relationships with non-Anishnaabeg and these relationships are storied. These stories include 

both adizookaanag (sacred or teleological stories, often grammatically animate) and 

dibaajimowinan (personal, every day, historical stories, often grammatically inanimate). This is 

an important distinction repeated across many Anishinaabe texts (according to Anishinaabeg 

ontology, aadizookaanag are “manidoog (manitous), living beings who work with Anishinaabeg 

in the interests of demonstrating principles necessary for mino-bimaadiziwin, that good and 

beautiful life.”8 

Sinclair’s list of non-Anishinaabeg is telling: non-Anishinaabeg include both other than 

humans, metaphysical beings and zhaaganashag (white people). This list expands the definition 

of beings with whom Anishnaabe have reciprocal relationships. It expands the category of 

personhood beyond the human to include several other categories of willful beings. In this vein, 

 
6 Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, “Bagijige: Making an Offering” 

in Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam 

James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 2013), xxii. 
7 Noori, Comets of Knowledge, 36. 
8 Doerfler, Sinclair, and Stark, “Bagijige”, xviii. 
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Leanne Simpson explores Anishinaabe treaty-making, including the well-known documents 

enacted with zhaaganashag, but also pre-colonial treaty relationships with other North American 

nations, as well as, perhaps most strange to western modernity, treaties with “animal nations.”9 

Simpson describes how people of the fish clans would meet with the fish at certain locations in 

order “to talk to tend to their treaty relationships, and to renew life as the gizhe-mnido had 

instructed them.”10 This included a variety of protocols and responsibilities that the 

Anishinaabeg would honour when they would harvest fish. Anishinaabeg aadizookaanag and 

dibaajimowinan are replete with accounts of other than human nations withdrawing from their 

treaty relationships with the Anishinaabeg when they felt the Anishinaabeg had not honoured 

their treaty responsibilities.11 Comparing these reciprocal and continuous protocols emphasize 

both the Anishinaabe relationship with other-than-humans (including the dead), and the extent to 

which the finality of colonial treaty making would be nonsensical to Anishinaabeg.  

Sinclair’s conception of “infinite connections” of relationship and reciprocal 

responsibility are important when thinking through the relationship of communities to their dead, 

and the devastation that occurs when such connections are shattered through the desecration of 

burial places. Due to a lack of space I have not been able to fully discuss the implications of 

these webs of deep ontological relationality: treaties, ndodem, languages, and scrolls. Even 

where I have sought to acknowledge Anishinaabe ontologies, I do so only with equivocation, 

taking hesitant steps as a zhaganashag12 student in a preliminary understanding of an 

Anishinaabe world that can only ever be equivocal and incomplete as it attempts to be respectful 

 
9 Leanne Simpson, "Looking after Gdoo-naaganinaa: Precolonial Nishnaabeg Diplomatic and  

Treaty Relationships," Wicazo Sa Review 23, no. 2 (2008): 33. 
10 Simpson, "Looking after Gdoo-naaganinaa”, 33. 
11 Leanne Simpson, Islands of Decolonial Love (Winnipeg, MB: ARP Books, 2013), 9-12. 
12 Anishinaabemowin word mean white or English person.  
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and substantive. It is important to go beyond mere statements recognizing ontological alterity 

and to present more thoroughly Anishinaabeg scholarship that points to the fundamentally 

different assumptions and ontologies that underpin Anishinaabeg understandings of being - 

understanding which becomes important as we approach places of burial and their destruction.  

Darlene Johnston succinctly summarizes the Anishinaabeg worldview in relation to the 

interred dead: 

“In Anishinaabeg culture, there is an ongoing relationship between the Dead and the 

Living; between Ancestors and Descendants. It is the obligation of the Living to ensure 

that their relatives are buried in the proper manner and in the proper place. Failure to 

perform this duty harms not only the Dead but also the Living. The Dead need to be 

sheltered and fed, to be visited and feasted. These traditions continue to exhibit powerful 

continuity.”13 

Anishinaabeg undertook these responsibilities in specially consecrated spaces which were 

dedicated to ceremonial and relational uses and were not to be disturbed at any cost. Johnston 

emphasizes that Anishinaabeg burial sites were not, contrary to European assumptions, “random 

burials but well-marked and well-tended cemeteries.” 14 Johnston, drawing on Schoolcraft, 

 
13 Darlene Johnston. Connecting People to Place : Great Lakes Aboriginal History in Cultural Context. (Toronto: 

Ministry of Attorney General, 2006), 24.  
14 Johnston notes a 1613 description of Anishinaabeg grave houses by Champlain that “bears a striking resemblance 

to nineteenth-century accounts and drawings of Anishnaabeg cemeteries.” She notes that “Champlain recorded the 

first description of an Anishnaabeg cemetery on Tessouat’s Island in the Ottawa River: Now, as I looked about the 

island, I noticed their cemeteries, and was filled with wonder at the sight of the tombs, in the form of shrines, made 

of pieces of wood, crossed at the top, and fixed upright in the ground three feet apart or thereabouts. Above the 

cross-pieces they place a large piece of wood, and in front another standing upright, on which is carved rudely (as 

one might expect) the face of him or her who is there buried. If it is a man they put up a shield, a sword with a 

handle such as they use, a club, a bow and arrows; if it is a chief, he will have a bunch of feathers on his head and 

some other ornament or embellishment; if a child, they give him a bow and arrow; if a woman or girl, a kettle, an 

earthen pot, a wooden spoon, and a paddle. The largest tomb is six or seven feet long and four wide; the others 

smaller. They are painted yellow and red, with various decorations as fine as the carving.” See Darlene Johnston. 

Respecting and Protecting the Sacred. (Toronto: Ipperwash Inquiry, 2006), 6.  

 Louise Erdrich, in her work of young adult literature Makoons, expresses the significance of burial and connection 

to spiritual realities present in Anishinaabe burial: “the family took all the seeds from the garden and then they 
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explains the significance of one aspect of these cemeteries, the adjedatigwun, or death-stick, a 

kind of grave-marker: “It is derived from the verb adjidj, to reverse, meaning that the totem of 

the person interred is reversed. As this totem is the symbol of the person, the ideographic import 

is, that the deceased has been returned to the earth.” 15 Johnston elaborates that “the grave post 

itself speaks to the cycle of coming from the earth and returning to the earth. Not just any earth, 

but one’s birthplace, the land of one’s fathers and near the graves of one’s ancestors.” 16 Johnston 

explains that these cemeteries were considered to hold the “Body-Souls” of Anishinaabeg 

ancestors, emphasizing that  

“this notion of the souls of bones is key to understanding both the reverence with which 

human remains are treated after death and the abhorrence of grave disturbance that 

persists among the Anishnaabeg. Many Euro-Canadians miss the redundancy in the 

expression ‘sacred Indian burial ground.’ How could burial grounds not be sacred if they 

contain the Body-Souls of one’s ancestors?”17 

Johnston’s explanation of the concept of body-souls illuminates the depth to which 

graves are a place of significant relationality and transgenerational connection for Anishinaabeg. 

When the Saugeen Anishinaabeg occupied a burial place in Owen Sound, explained more fully 

later in this chapter, an elder explained the importance of the 6th Ave W. burial place in Owen 

Sound:  

“My great, great grandparents were buried at this spot...It’s a very sacred place and when 

 
buried Nokomis there, deeply, wrapped in her blanket with gifts and tobacco for the spirit world. They buried her 

simply. There was no stone, no grave house, nothing to mark where she lay except the exuberant and drying growth 

of her garden... Nokomis had said: I do not need a marker of my passage, for my creator knows where I am. I do not 

want anyone to cry. I lived a good life, my hair turned to snow, I saw my great grandchildren, I grew my garden. 

That is all.” See Louise Erdrich. Makoons. (New York: HarperCollins, 2016). 
15 Johnston, Connecting People to Place, 30-1.  
16 Johnston, Connecting People to Place, 30-1.  
17 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 9. 
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you put people to rest you hope they’re going to rest without being desecrated...These 

people were made into bricks...It still doesn’t mean their spirits aren’t alive and well. And 

they would be quite angry with us knowing their final resting place is being disturbed.”18 

This awareness of a kinship connection to those interred in the earth is emphasized by Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg poet and publisher Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm, who describes the ground on which 

she walks as being replete with “bones in the earth”. Far from being the home of inanimate 

remains, the graves are part of space animated by the human activities of those that came before: 

 

right here someone said a prayer  right here an old man laughed 

right here children played a game right here a circle made of stones 

right here a seed began to grow   right here cedar sweetgrass tobacco sage 

right here 

 

bones in the earth right here 

bones in the earth right here 

bones in the earth right here 

bones in the earth right here”19 

Akiwenzie-Damm continues by emphasizing the sacred nature of the earth itself as being a burial 

place as a whole, as being sacralized by virtue of being home to ancestors: 

This earth a burial ground  this earth a burial ground 

This earth a burial ground  this earth a burial ground 20 

 
18 Lise Thorbjornsen, “Natives Claim Protest Peaceful,” Owen Sound Sun Times, December 5, 1992.   
19 Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm, (Re)Generation (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2021), 4. 
20 Akiwenzie-Damm, (Re)Generation, 5. 
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 Leanne Simpson describes in a short story the narrator being with her community “at the 

burial mounds because we decided to start using them as graves again”. 21 During the ceremony 

at the site the mind of the narrator of the story goes back to a memory of her family camping at a 

“white people park” and her aunt and uncle fighting. The narrator notes that “there were burial 

mounds just past those cedars over there and I hope those dead ones can’t hear us” The presence 

of the living dead is acutely felt by the narrator who evokes:  

memory searing skin. 

ancestors marking warriors. 

land giving up truths. 

skins made of someone else’s shame.22 

 

II - Anishinaabe Nationhood 

 

“The word for sovereignty in Anishinaabemowin is Anishinaabe” 23 

- Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark 

 

 
21 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “buffalo on” in Islands of Decolonial Love : Stories & Songs (Winnipeg, MB: 

ARP Books Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2017), 85-93. 
22 In Armand Garnet Ruffo’s poem “Bisco Graveyard”, he similarly describes the unspoken and profound 

connection with the silent presences in a burial ground, and the communication and kinship with the dead:  

“I follow the old woman into the graveyard 

peer over a field of weeds, at titled stones,  

rotting markers…” 

The old woman “smiles toothless, / pointing out family … below my feet” 

“a handful of stories  

told by people on the verge of their own death  

like this old lady who walks slowly, 

talks quietly, as though to herself,  

someone else.  

See Armand Garnet Ruffo, “Bisco Graveyard” in At Geronimo’s Grave (Regina: Coteau Books, 2021), 8.  
23 Doerfler, Sinclair, and Stark, “Bagijige”, xxiv. 
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  The Saugeen Anishinaabeg, also known as the Saugeen Ojibwa, or sometimes the 

Chippewa (an Anglicization of the word Ojibwa), have lived in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, an 

area now often referred to as Bruce and Grey counties, since time immemorial. They are part of a 

wider continuum of peoples and nations known as the Anishinaabeg, and that includes the 

Ojibwa/Chippewa, Saulteaux/Plains Ojibwa, Mississauga, Nipissing, Potawatomi, Algonquin, 

and Odawa/Ottawa. At various times in the history of the Saugeen, there have been 

Anishinaabeg, most notably from the Potawatomi and the Mississauga nations, who have joined 

them in their territory and become politically and culturally integrated into their nation. 

The word Anishinaabeg resists static definitions – neither a racial nor ethnic category, it 

refers to those who speak a common language Anishinaabemowin, and those who have a shared 

set of stories and cultural commonalities. Anishinaabe studies scholar Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik 

Stark points out that “the word for sovereignty in Anishinaabemowin is Anishinaabe. Our stories 

tell us who we are as a people, as nations.”24 Stories, especially of the oral variety, are ongoing, 

unfinished, and continually adapting. Tying identity to shared stories makes it fruitfully 

impossible to draw static boundaries around sovereignty and nationhood. Quoting Chickasaw 

scholar Amanda Cobb, Stark proposes that perhaps “[s]overeignty is both the story or journey 

itself and what we journey towards.”25 This perspective is foundational to Anishinaabeg 

conceptions of the national identity. Stark, in her discussion of Anishinaabe treaty making, notes 

that “throughout the nineteenth century, Anishinaabe articulations of nationhood were varied and 

complex. A dense web of clans, kinship ties, and loyalties to non-Anishinaabe nations existed 

within nationhood, not as forces opposed to it.”26 

 
24 Doerfler, Sinclair, and Stark, “Bagijige”, xxiv. 
25 Doerfler, Sinclair, and Stark, “Bagijige”, xxi.  
26 Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, “Marked by Fire: Anishinaabe Articulations of Nationhood in Treaty Making with 

the United States and Canada,” American Indian quarterly 36, no. 2 (2012): 119–149. 
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It was in this dense web of relations that British colonial authorities sought to obtain land 

surrenders from the Saugeen, without substantive attempts to understand the requirements of 

such negotiations for Anishinaabeg. Clans, for example, are central to the Anishinaabeg way of 

organizing human life (ndodem in Anishabemowin, the origin of the English word totem); Stark 

asserts that “[t]he clan system shaped Anishinaabe political identity”27. The clan system was 

given to the Anishinaabeg by the Creator as “a system - a framework of government to give them 

strength and order.”28 Each clan “was given a function to serve for the people.”29 Benton-Banai 

outlines how each of these functions, based on the other than human progenitor, served to 

maintain order amongst the Anishinaabeg. The Bear, for example, were the force who 

maintained order within the nation, while the bird clan were the spiritual guides. 30 Tracing clan 

markers used to sign treaties, surrenders, and other official documents. Heidi Bohaker and 

Darlene Johnston both propose in their respective works a decolonial historiographical 

methodology for tracing these webs of clan relationships across regions of nations that connect 

human beings and attach them to other-than-human ancestry.  

Thus, in Anishinaabe ontology, the nation is not something static or strictly delineated 

but rather “Anishinaabe nationhood and the alliances that they established operated to achieve 

the same end: the ability to adjust and integrate into an ever-changing environment.” 31 Stark 

underscores that Anishinaabeg leaders resisted static notions of nationhood imposed by the 

United States and Canada: “Anishinaabe leaders sought to resist these constrictions, instead 

articulating their own flexible conceptions of nationhood.”32 These Anishinaabe-specific 

 
27 Stark, “Marked by Fire,” 126. 
28 Edward Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book: The Voice of the Ojibway (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2010), 74. 
29 Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, 74. 
30 Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, 76-7. 
31 Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, 122. 
32 Stark, “Marked by Fire,” 129. 
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conceptions are lost if we choose a term other than Anishinaabe to describe Anishinaabe people - 

and motivate my choice in this dissertation to situate Saukiing Anishinaabekiing within the 

Anishinaabe world of the Great Lakes. It was into this political and cultural landscape that 

British colonial authorities inserted themselves to force the dispossession of the Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg. 

 

III - Dispossession  

 

“Our people have been driven from their homes, and have been cajoled out of the few sacred 

spots where the bones of their ancestors and children lie; and where they themselves expected to 

lie, when released from the trials and troubles of life. Were it possible to reverse the order of 

things, by placing the white people in the same condition, how long would it be endured? There 

is not a white man, who deserve the name of man, that would nor rather die, than be deprived of 

his home, and driven from the graves of his relatives. ‘Oh shame, where is thy blush’” 33 

- Kah-ge-ga-gah-bowh (George Copway), 1847 

 

   Kah-ge-ga-gah-bowh, Anishinaabe poet Kimberly Blaeser, in her “Poem on 

Disappearance”, connects the disconnection from burial places as part of the wider reality of 

dispossession. Her poem offers instructions for imagining how colonial processes took place, 

telling the reader to 

“…reshape by discovery,          displacement 

move your pencil point quickly now as if pursued— 

a cavalry of possession that erases 

homelands: we shrink shrink—in time-lapse 

of colonial barter. . . disappear” 

 
33 George Copway, The life, history, and travels, of Kah-ge-ga-gah-bowh (George Copway) (Albany: Weed and 

Parsons, 1847), 199. 
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Blaeser continues by enumerating the elements of Indigenous worlds destroyed by the 

“cavalry of possession”, telling the reader to “[d]raw emptiness inside desecrated burial mounds / 

a stretch of absence where fallopian tubes once curved in hope / sketch void across buffalo 

prairie” and thereby illustrating the devastating connections between emptied graves, women 

robbed of their reproductive capacity by forced sterilization, and the 19th century ecocidal 

massacre of the prairie bison. Blaeser describes a process of erosion, mirroring the real practices 

of colonial authorities, which generally did not seek to destroy Indigenous Nations all at once 

through force and invasion, but sought to do so gradually; through persistence, deception, and 

fear. While for colonial authorities, Indigenous people possessed only a tenuous claim that 

allowed them to exist on their lands but could be extinguished on the authority of the Crown on a 

whim,34 Anishinaabeg understood that in treaties and surrenders they “never surrendered our 

sovereignty on our reserved lands, and we expected certain benefits from the Crown in exchange 

for the benefits that they had received from us.”35 However, due to the colonial erosion of their 

lands, today in Ontario Indigenous Nations have only retained less than 1% of their territories. 36 

To the extent that Anishinaabeg were able to choose which lands they wished to reserve 

“maintaining proximity to ancestral burial grounds proved to be one of the strongest territorial 

attachments. As a result, reserves were typically retained in the vicinity of established villages, 

fishing grounds, and burial grounds.” 37  

Time and again, the process of treaty-making with the Saugeen violated or disregarded 

the established systems of governance of the Saugeen nation, including the clan-based consensus 

 
34 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 29. 
35 John J. Borrows, “A Genealogy of Law: Inherent Sovereignty and First Nations Self Government,” Osgood Hall 

Law Journal 30, no. 2 (1992): 335. 
36 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 26. 
37 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 26. 
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system established in their territory. While many Indigenous peoples lost control of their lands as 

a result of one or several large-scale treaties, the Saugeen Anishinaabeg were forced to cede their 

lands in no fewer than ten separate negotiations between 1836 and the late 1880s. The history of 

the dispossession of the Saugeen Anishinaabeg is one of illegality even according to a British 

colonial(and later Canadian) law which was not sympathetic to Indigenous Nations. Almost all 

of the surrenders were recognized as problematic, even by colonial authorities, but nothing was 

done to reverse them and they were always treated, despite being fraught with legal problems, as 

a fait accompli.  

The Saugeen Anishinaabeg had already a long history of participating in economic 

interactions and treaty relationships with Europeans; it was not until 1836, when Treaty #45 ½ 

forced the Saugeen Anishinaabeg off millions of acres of territory in the lands south of the Bruce 

Peninsula in what is now called southwestern Ontario.38 This treaty, which wrested 1,500,000 

acres from the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, was signed by seven Europeans and five Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg who in no way fully represented the Saugeen Anishinaabe nation, and only after 

repeated pressures from Francis Bond Head, the Orangeman-supported Governor General of 

Canada.39 According to a missionary who witnessed the treaty proceedings, Bond Head used 

repeated threats and the Saugeen Anishinaabeg present only agreed to the treaty terms “with 

tears in their eyes.”40 However, Bond Head claimed that the Saugeen Anishinaabeg had 

“voluntarily surrendered to me a million and a half of acres of the very richest land in Upper 

Canada.”41 Colonial authorities, missionaries, and the Saugeen Anishinaabeg themselves 

 
38 David McLaren, Under Siege: How the People of the Chippewas of Nawash Unceded First 

Nation Asserted Their Rights and Claims and Dealt with the Backlash (Toronto: Ministry of the Attorney General, 

2005), 7.  
39 Peter S. Schmalz, The History of the Saugeen Indians (Ottawa: Ontario Historical Society, 1977), 64-5. 
40 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 66. 
41 Benjamin Slight, Indian Researches (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1844), 122. 
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recognized that the 1836 treaty did not constitute a legal surrender in either colonial or Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg law and the Saugeen Anishinaabeg were “disgusted with the transaction.”42 

Slight’s description of Francis Bond Head’s transaction is telling: “The surrender was made, I 

believe, without any recompense whatever. And as to the act having been voluntarily performed, 

I feel myself obliged to contradict the assertion. True it is, they signed the treaty, but very 

reluctantly…the whole of them are disgusted with the transaction.”43  

The fraudulently acquired 1.5 million acres were never returned. The Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg did retain the Saugeen (later Bruce) Peninsula of approximately 500,000 acres but 

lived with constant anxiety that they might be forced to move to Manitoulin Island, which had 

been promoted by Bond Head and other colonial authorities as a reserve on which to amalgamate 

all the Indigenous Nations located on lands claimed by colonists as part of Upper Canada.  

The Peninsula was, however, promised to the Saugeen Anishinaabeg in perpetuity, and this 

promise was confirmed several times to the Saugeen Anishinaabeg. The Saugeen also did not 

have any desire to surrender the peninsula. According to Borrows, “my people also did not want 

to surrender their land because the Creator had placed them there and they felt a stewardship 

towards it. My ancestors hoped to retain their land to create a place where all Ojibway could 

gather and enjoy their traditional pursuits. Still the government persisted.”44  

The erosion of the Crown’s promise was foreshadowed by the surrender of the “’Half-

Mile’ or ‘Indian’ strip” in 185145 This was a 6,800 acre tract between Owen Sound and 

Southampton which the Saugeen Anishinaabeg agreed to surrender because the government had 

 
42 Slight, Indian Researches, 112. 
43 Slight, Indian Researches, 112. 
44 Letter from T.G. Anderson, Superintendent of Indian Affairs, to Charles Keeshig (18 March 1854). (Borrows, A 

Genealogy of Law, 321). 
45 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 74. 
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promised to build a road between the two communities which would have been a benefit to them. 

The land was, however, quickly bought by land speculators and the road was never built. By 

1854 white people were illegally squatting on the Saugeen Peninsula and the Crown’s promises 

of perpetual ownership of the Peninsula were contradicted by the immense pressure placed by 

Thomas Anderson and Lawrence Oliphant, Superintendent General for Indian Affairs, to 

surrender the Peninsula.  Oliphant stated his express purpose was to “spare no pains in 

endeavoring to wring from [the Saugeen Anishinaabeg] some assent, however reluctant” to give 

up the Peninsula.46  In August of 1854, Anderson and various others attempted to negotiate a 

surrender through coercion, despite the Crown promise in previous treaties that stated "your 

Great Father engages for ever to protect you from the encroachments of the white people:"47 

“You complain that the white people not only cut and take timber from your lands but 

that they 

are commencing to settle upon it and you can't prevent them, and I certainly do not think 

the Government will take the trouble to help you while you remain thus opposed to your 

own interest-the Government as your guardian have the powers to act as it pleases with 

your reserve, and I will recommend that the whole excepting the part marked on the map 

in red be surveyed and sold for the good of yourselves and your children.48 

 When Anderson’s attempts failed, Oliphant had his opportunity to wring consent from 

the Saugeen Anishinaabeg. In his own account, Oliphant stated that “shortly after the Chiefs of 

the other bands arrived, and anxious not to allow them an opportunity of consulting either among 

 
46 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 80. 
47 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 322-3. 
48 LAC RG 10, vol. 213, p. 126356 at 126356, letter from T.G. Anderson, Superintendent of 

Indian Affairs, to the Owen Sound and Saugeen Indians (2 August 1854).  
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themselves or with the Europeans, I called a Grand Council.... 49 Oliphant thus did not fulfill the 

legal requirements of treaty making, negotiating on with the Saugeen community and leaving out 

the Colpoy Bay and Newash communities from participating in the substantive discussion, 

thereby violating both colonial law, which stipulated that only representatives of an Indigenous 

nation could surrender lands to the Crown, and Saugeen Anishinaabeg law, which required a 

general council and a consensus of the various communities constituting their nation. According 

to Borrows, Oliphant’s conduct was a violation of the Crown’s fiduciary responsibility to obtain 

full consent on the terms of the Indigenous nation with whom a surrender was being negotiated.50 

In addition to the usual threats, Oliphant also promised that the Saugeen would profit 

significantly from the sale of Peninsula lands promising “that from the sale of the land they 

would soon have a large income, that …they would all be able to ride in carriages, role in wealth 

and fare sumptuously every day.”51 This treaty too was condemned as illegal, even by 

missionaries and other white observers.   

Thus Treaty #72 of 1854 had forced the surrender of the entire Bruce Peninsula, with the 

exception of several small parcels of land.52 With this treaty, the Saugeen Anishinaabeg were 

confined to five reserves, one of which was located adjacent to the growing town of Owen 

Sound.53 Treaty #82 of 1857 forced the Saugeen Anishinaabeg living at Owen Sound off even 

this small tract of territory; they relocated to Cape Croker, the site of the present day Chippewas 

of Nawash Unceded First Nation’s contemporary reserve.54 This surrender had been no more 

 
49 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 324. 
50 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 326. 
51 Ke-zig-ko-e-ne-ne (David Sawyer), The Indian chief: an account of the labours, losses, sufferings, and oppression 

of Ke-zig-ko-e-ne-ne (David Sawyer) a chief of the Ojibbeway Indians in Canada West, (London: W. Nichols, 

1867), 51. 
52 Phil Henderson, “Worlds on the Edge: The Politics of Settler Resentment on the Saugeen/Bruce Peninsula” 

(Master’s thesis, The University of Western Ontario, 2014), 24. 
53 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 119. 
54 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 24; McLaren, Under Siege, 7. 
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respectful of Saugeen agency than the previous treaties; a later petition by the Cape Croker 

community to Queen Victoria described that “in the year 1857 Mr. Pennefeather ... came for the 

purpose of holding a special Council among us to surrender the tract of land we reserved 

containing ten thousand acres of Land more or less-We refused to give it up but were willing to 

give part and they said Our Great Father must have the whole, at the same time expressing very 

hard words against us.”55  This petition was to no avail, the lands near Owen Sound became 

Sarawak Township, and the community that was formerly located there was “confined to 

eighteen thousand acres of land on their new reserve, whereas before they had hundreds of 

thousands of acres to fulfil their needs.” 56 Borrows emphasizes the extent to which the 

surrenders of 1850s were traumatic for the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, as they had been forced to 

surrender a half million acres of land in four years, and were not given the sustenance or 

monetary compensation promised them, as well as being unable to hunt or fish due to rapid white 

settlement. Additionally, the lands at Cape Croker were poor, and as one Protestant missionary 

put it, “the land here is very poor, and exceedingly hard to labour. The Indians have sustained 

great loss in surrendering their land at Newash."57 In 1858, the community “might have 

perished” were it not for meagre government rations afforded them.58 

As a result of this large-scale and rapid dispossession, a microcosm of similar processes 

throughout Anishinaabe territories around the Great Lakes, the burial places of Anishinaabeg, 

even those protected by treaty, were left in a state of precarity, vulnerable to destruction by white 

people arriving en masse in lands newly defrauded from Anishinaabeg. Throughout their long 

 
55 LAC, RG 10, vol. 266, p. 163303 at 163303-09, petition of Cape Croker to Queen Victoria (17 April 1860)  
56 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 336-7. 
57 Footnote 165 in Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 337; Wesleyan Methodist Report (1859) XVII as quoted in 

Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, supra note 29 at 114. 
58 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 336-7. 
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and piecemeal dispossession, the Saugeen Anishinaabeg would have found themselves under 

pressure from four levels of white settler state power. First, the forced surrender of lands and 

their opening to white settlement precipitated the establishment of municipalities in their 

territories, which then became political lobbyists for further dispossession. For example, the 

1857 surrender of the Nawash reserve adjacent to Owen Sound was actively encouraged by the 

town council, as Anderson described in an 1854 letter: “I do not believe that the Government 

will be able to retain for you all your reserves-at Owen Sound the municipal Council is already 

petitioning the Government upon that subject.”59 The province of Ontario, after 1867, was also 

actively complicit in Indigenous dispossession, making arguments such as Indigenous “title was 

in the nature of a personal right of occupation during the pleasure of the Crown, and it was not a 

legal or an equitable title in the ordinary sense … a mere licence terminable at the will of the 

Crown.”60 Of course, after Confederation, and especially after the passage of the Indian Act in 

1876, the federal government mismanaged and impoverished the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, further 

eroding their ability to support themselves.61 Finally, Saukiing Anishinaabekiing was also, like 

every part of the British Empire, part of an imperial web of people and goods, the precursor of 

what would be “Canada’s embeddedness in the global history of colonialism.”62 Oliphant was 

briefly made Superintendent of Indian Affairs, though he was an inexperienced imperial 

functionary, and he was anxious to push through the Saugeen surrender in order to advance his 

imperial career, which included future postings in the British Empire, including in Europe and 

Asia, and a variety of popular travel accounts.63 He was succeeded by William Coutts Keppel, 

 
59 LAC, RG 10, vol. 541, letter from Anderson to Saugeens (16 August 1854) 
60 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 2 
61 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 337. 
62 McNeil, “Multicultural Snake Oil.” 
63 Leslie Stephen, Dictionary of National Biography (London: Smith, Elder, & co, 1895), 132-137. 
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Viscount Bury, as Superintendent of Indian Affairs (and also secretary to Governor Sir Edmund 

Walker Head), whose toponymic contributions to the colonial landscape of Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing further exemplify the areas imbrications with empire.64 Keppel’s uncle, Harry 

Keppel, was the commander of the HMS Dido, 65 a British naval ship that helped an Englishman 

named James Brooke to “compel the Sultan of Brunei to make him the Rajah of Sarawak in 

1842”66 Brooke and Keppel’s coup in Sarawak led to the slaughter of the Indigenous Iban 

people, and in 1859 “a thousand or more Iban were killed at Batang Marau or when attempting to 

escape through the jungle”67 because they had resisted Brooke. Brooke’s heir Charles Brooke 

had a son named Esca by a Malay woman named  Dayang Mastia; Esca was adopted by an 

English reverend and moved from Sarawak to Madoc, Ontario, on the lands of Anishinaabeg, 

when his father remarried and disowned his mixed-race family. Esca was active in the life of the 

Orange Order in the town.68 

 The imperial exploits of Brooke and Keppel are memorialized by the younger Keppel in 

the colonial place names of Saukiing Anishinaabekiing; Brooke Township, part of the Saugeen 

Peninsula surrendered in 1854, was named after Sir James Brooke,69 and the adjacent Keppel 

township after the Superintendent’s uncle, who had written “an account of the expedition, which 

was published in 1847”.70 Finally, the smallest historic township in Ontario, whose boundaries 

conform exactly to the surrendered Nawash reserve next to Owen Sound, was named Sarawak, 

after the surrendered Malay province that had been surrendered to another Englishman on the 

 
64 Rayburn, Place Names, 306. 
65 Cassandra Pybus, The White Rajahs of Sarawak (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1996), 6. 
66 Pybus, The White Rajahs, 6. 
67 Pybus, The White Rajahs, 7. 
68 Pybus, The White Rajahs, 107. 
69 Rayburn, Place Names, 44. 
70 Rayburn, Place Names, 179. 
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other side of the world.71 

 

IV - Dehumanization 

 

The deep-seated racism with which white colonists treated Indigenous people is 

manifested both in policy and in historiography; Schmalz asserts that “in most published 

accounts of the Saugeen Territory, the Indian is a ‘non-person’.”72 Borrows describes the 20th 

century Saugeen community leader Thomas Jones discussing the dehumanization inherent in the 

Indian Act:  

"Its not enough that I'm not a citizen" he said bitterly when the question of 

citizenship came up. "I'm not even recognized as a person." He went to his desk and 

brought out a red-covered copy of the Indian Act (1938). "Look at this" he said indicating 

"section (i)" of the list of interpretation of terms contained in the text of the Act: "Person 

means an individual other than an Indian. This same ill-worded section has been shown 

to me with equal indignation by Indians of the Blackfoot, Sarcee, Stoney, Blood, Piegan, 

Cree, Haida, Tsimshean and Klinglit." 73 

  W.M. Brown in his book The Queensbush: A tale of the Early Days of Bruce County 

refers to the Saugeen Anishinaabeg as “squaws” and “bucks” who were “devils engaged in their 

peculiar orgies.”74 The first jail in Southampton was built in 1866 specifically for the purpose of 

jailing Saugeen Anishinaabeg, likely as a result of attitudes like those of Brown and of John 

McIver, the Indian agent for Cape Croker who wrote in 1901 that “I cannot see how I am to 

 
71 Rayburn, Place Names, 306.  
72 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, iv. 
73 Borrows, The Genealogy of Law, 339.  
74 William McEvery Brown, The Queen’s bush: A tale of the early days of Bruce county (Waterbury, CT: J. Bale 

Publishing, 1932), 136-8. 
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make such people much better, as it appears to me that they are possessed of the evil one 

naturally [with] a snake in the grass attitude instinctively natural to a great number of Indians.” 75 

This racism also made white people dismissive of Saugeen ways of thinking about land. 

Europeans closely tied race and land use, believing that agriculture was a superior use of land to 

hunting or gathering. This was also why Indigenous burial places so often became cultivated or 

built upon by white people, eager to put land to economically profitable uses. While British 

colonists “accepted the fact that the Indians had a right to possess their lands, they cannot 

sanction its unproductive use merely as a hunting ground.”76 Anderson wrote to Oliphant in 1854 

after repeated attempts to convince them to surrender the peninsula: “in two days council they 

did not advance one good argument why the reserve should not be sold, beyond: ‘we don’t want 

to sell our land. We want to keep it for our children’.” 77 Anderson further expressed his 

contempt for the Saugeen relationship with the land in 1852 by asserting that their way of life 

constituted the “evil and folly of keeping so much wild land which only served as a harbour for 

Muskitos and snakes without yielding to the owners one penny of profit.”78 The same year, the 

white land surveyor A. McNabb stated that he “had a hope that he might persuade them to 

surrender but Regret to say without success ... they appear determined to hold possession-poor 

Creatures they have strange views with regard to the land, it is doubtful whether even the next 

generation will derive a greater benefit than the present, still they hold on.”79 

 The status of Saugeen Anishinaabeg as minors or wards considered incompetent to 

handle their own affairs was reinforced through the institution of the Indian agent, a white man 

 
75 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 130, 171. 
76 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 59. 
77 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 82. 
78 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 320. 
79 Borrows, A Genealogy of Law, 320. 
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who wielded absolute control over the lives of a reserve community, including the enforced 

deportation of Indigenous children to residential schools. According to Schmalz, among the 

agents some “were almost illiterate; some were negligent; some were drunkards; and some were 

dishonest.”80 These agents were generally corrupt and incapable of managing the complex affairs 

of a community. The agents were reinforced by the superintendent from the Indian Department, 

who throughout much of the early period of Saugeen Anishinaabeg land dispossession was 

Captain Thomas G. Anderson, already extensively quoted in this chapter. He had virtually 

unchecked power, including to dismiss chiefs and decide on community expenditures.81  This 

power was by design; he recommended "that the Government as their guardian assume the 

absolute control of their affairs as parents over their Children, and insist upon their doing that, 

which may wisely be determined upon for their good."82 

The Saugeen Anishinaabeg were acutely aware of and resisted these dehumanizing 

conditions but were met with threats and further marginalization.  When the Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg resisted or lodged complaints regarding their treatment, they were ignored or 

threatened: “I hope when I return home to report to your Great Father that you are desirous to 

become industrious, to become a great people like the more prosperous of our white brethren, 

that you will work like them.”83 When the Saugeen Anishinaabeg resisted the leasing of fishing 

grounds next to Cape Croker, one of the few sources of livelihood remaining to them, the 

government threatened to deduct damage to white fishermen’s nets from the community’s 

annuities. The result of this constant dehumanization was that the Saugeen Anishinaabeg soon 

lost the means of economic independence. Since they no longer had any means of supporting 

 
80 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, vii. 
81 Schmalz, Saugeen Indians, 27. 
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themselves, they had to rely on the meagre annuities paid to them in the terms of various land 

surrenders. When Nah-nee-ba-wee-quay (Catherine Sutton) obtained an audience with Queen 

Victoria in London in 1860 she pointed out that “being in law minors…they have no legal 

powers of action—cannot vote for Members of Parliament, or contract or enforce debts; are 

excluded from the Government schools, and, in other respects, placed under disabilities, which 

are not known as regards any other class of persons in the colonies, whether fugitive slaves, or 

settlers, or refugees from any part of the world.”84  

The Saugeen objected strenuously to the treatment they had received, pleading with the 

Queen in 1860: 

IF WE COULD ONLYHAVE THIS PRIVILEGE OF ALL THAT WE SHOULD CALL 

OUR OWN-HAVE THE SOLE MANAGEMENT OF OUR LANDS, OUR FISHERIES, 

OUR HUNTING, OUR TIMBERS, OUR MONIES, we would be satisfied and we do not 

see why we cannot be able to do so, while we have persons of our own blood who can do 

all this in any respect exactly the same as a white man. 

In conclusion your humble petitioners would not forget to state something about the old 

Treaties made before the Indians long ago-with regard to their presents, and 

promises-promises which have never been fulfilled-The Treaty states--"That as long 

as the water runs and the grass grows these presents will and shall ever continue. We 

regret to say these promises have not been kept!”85  
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V - Grave Robbery 

 

"Everyone used to think that an Indian burial mound was fair game, including the government," 

U.S. Rep. Dale Kildee (Democrat- Michigan), 1999. 86 

In a letter to a colleague written in 1838, Lieutenant Governor Sir Francis Bond Head 

(who had coerced the 1836 surrender of the southern swathe of Saukiing Anishinaabekiing) 

accused British travel writer Anna Jameson of stealing a skull from an Indigenous grave. There 

is no direct proof that Jameson did steal such a skull; it is likely that Bond Head’s accusation of 

grave robbing reflected his antagonistic relationship with Jameson who was a harsh critic of 

Bond Head's views on the colonization of Indigenous Nations.87 Bond Head’s accusation, 

however points to both the reality that such acts occurred and to its status as an abhorrent and 

objectionable practice even amongst early 19th century Protestant white people in the Canadian 

colonies. 

 Whether Jameson was indeed herself a grave robber or not, Indigenous Nations have a 

long and grim history of having their burial places exposed to grave theft. Throughout Ontario in 

the 19th century, “members of the public, particularly farmers, discovered the remains of 

Aboriginal villages, middens, and cemeteries during their daily work.”88 Such sites became 

“common knowledge, recorded in popular memory and by newspaper reporters, historians, 

novelists, and travel writers,” and were  

 
86 Dale E. Kildee, “American Indian woman’s remains again to be buried,” The Associated Press State & Local 

Wire, November. 29, 1999. 
87 Kevin Hutchings and Blake Bouchard, “The Grave-Robber and the Paternalist: Anna Jameson and Sir Francis 

Bond Head among the Anishinaabe Indians,” Romanticism: The Journal of Romantic Culture and Criticism 18, no. 

2:  166-8. 
88 Michelle Hamilton, Collections and Objections: Aboriginal Material Culture in Southern Ontario (Montreal: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010), 6. 
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“looted and destroyed out of curiosity and for entertainment. People created private curio 

collections to display in their homes or adapted artifacts for personal use. They planted 

flowers in human skulls, boiled cattle feed in copper trade kettles, or…turned the sand 

covering burials and even the human remains themselves into construction materials. 

Professional archaeologists struggled to limit such destructive digging and careless 

treatment of artifacts yet also sought to harness amateur efforts to locate archaeological 

sites and to build public museum collections.”89 

Echo-Hawk’s book Battlefields and Burial Grounds looks at the inequities in the way 

Indigenous people have been treated after death in comparison with the non-Indigenous dead, 

arguing that white society looks upon their own burials “as sacrosanct but looks upon Indian 

graves as curiosities, fields for scientific investigation or lucrative tourist attractions.”90  I have 

outlined below in both poetry and outlines of reclamation efforts, ways in which Anishinaabeg 

object to a wide pattern of such desecrations throughout Canada and the USA. Indigenous 

peoples in the US continue to struggle to protect burial places despite the limited protections 

afforded by the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, which protects burials 

on federal and tribal lands and legislates institutional repatriation, but does not cover other lands 

nor remains in private collections. Indigenous bodies have long been disinterred to be given as 

gifts, kept as souvenirs, or used in discredited fields of pseudo-research such as eugenics or 

phrenology. In the US,  

“the remains of deceased tribal members and other items found in tribal burial grounds 

were treated with profound disrespect and callousness. The notorious Indian crania 

 
89 Hamilton, Collections and Objections, 6. 
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studies of the 19th century involved the desecration of grave sites and the decapitation of 

thousands of Indian remains in an effort by some government-sponsored researchers to 

‘prove’ that Indians were intellectually inferior to white people and to confirm their fate 

as a dying race.”91  

 In Canada, Anishinaabeg social work scholar Patricia McGuire decries the “grave 

robbery” of “known burial sites of relatives and other community people”,92 for anthropological 

research, noting “that these anthropological and archeological works reduced Anishinaabe to 

objects of study.” White Canadians have a long history of disturbing Anishinaabeg burial places 

and removing ancestors; in 1832, a medical doctor was found guilty of egregious acts of burial 

place disturbance “for having disinterred Indians buried near Penetanguishene for the purposes 

of dissection. His possession of jewellery buried with the deceased provided some of the 

strongest evidence against him.”93 An Anishinaabe leader of the time, Big Shilling, lamented this 

abuse: “On hearing this my heart was very sore and I wished my Head Chief to be at home to 

relieve my distress.... for what reason the white people have dug up our dead and what should we 

do to have our hearts made content?”94 

 For Anishinaabeg, the presence of their ancestors in museum collections and other 

institutions is a source of pain and anguish, as expressed by Mark Turcotte in his poem “Ten 

Thousand Thousand Bones”, in which he decries the desecration of Indigenous places of burial 

by archeologists and dedicates the piece "to an ancient woman taken from the Earth near New 

Lenox, Illinois in the winter 1993/94."95 Turcotte describes the woman kept “from long away”, 
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93 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 19-20. 
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95 Mark Turcotte, The Feathered Heart (East Lansing: MI: Michigan State University Press, 1998), 53. 
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“behind museum doors” in “darkly dusty rooms.”96  Turcotte reinforces the remoteness of the 

context in which the ancient woman is being kept by emphasizing three layers of distance 

between himself and the ancestor: "long away" (exiled from home), "behind museum doors" 

(locked up), and "darkly dusty rooms" (alone, abandoned). He also describes “Grandmother” as 

“rattling” which suggests both the rattling of skeletal remains but also connotes coldness, 

shivering, or fear. But the rattling becomes more living as Turcotte insists that “rattling she 

rattles”, gesturing both towards the Anishinaabeg use of rattles as a ceremonial object and as an 

act that Grandmother is doing – a resistance, a refusal to be dead in such alien surroundings, and 

a cry to be reclaimed and returned. The ancestor’s rattling is both prayerful, mournful, and 

restless, a stirring restlessness that echoes throughout the poem.  

 Turcotte declares his kinship with the woman taken from her grave and kept in this 

location, who lies “among ten thousand thousand bones.” Turcotte can “hear Grandmother / 

rattling she rattles.” This rattling has multiple possible dimensions; I read the literal meaning of 

bones rattling, but also the sound emanating from the rattling connoting coldness, shivering, 

restlessness, and loneliness. However, there is also a specifically Anishinaabe dimension to this 

image, as rattles are also used as an instrument in Indigenous Anishinaabe spiritual practices to 

accompany prayers and songs.97 Rattling most of all implies life, agency, and disturbance; 

grandmother is shivering, alone, abandoned, locked up, and far away behind museum doors, but 

she is still alive despite her bones being imprisoned “among ten thousand thousand bones”. 

 
96 Turcotte, The Feathered Heart, 50. 
97 Patricia McGuire notes rattles as an object integral to the Anishinaabe way of storytelling: “Anishinaabe were 

given first instructions on how to live on the earth. This was communicated by stories; dibaajimowin, everyday 

stories, and aadizooke, ancient traditional stories. These stories were told a variety of formats and in a range of ways 

such as in pictures, songs, petroforms, pictographs, design patterns, ceremonial objects, home styles, clothing and 

geographical markers of land. Stories could also be performed. They could be described in song using different 

instruments such as drums, rattles, eagle (and other bone or wood) whistles and voice chant” See Mcguire, Patricia. 

D. “Restorative Dispute Resolution in Anishinaabe Communities – Restoring Conceptions of Relationships Based 

on Dodem.” West Vancouver: National Centre for First Nations Governance, 2008. 
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 The woman in Turcotte’s poem “is frightened alone…/ crying cold / shaking on the shelf 

alone”, in terror at having been disconnected from the earth to which she had been entrusted. It is 

important to note here that dead or inanimate objects do not feel cold; only living things perceive 

being cold. Shaking and shivering are the human body’s attempt to try to retrieve warmth. The 

bones still have a living desire, and it is the desire for home, warmth. This warmth is the 

inviolable and hospitable space from which she was taken, the “…warm belly earth / hot heart of 

earth / that was her resting home.” Here Turcotte subverts the common English expression of 

“resting place,” usually described in European literature as cold and lifeless, and instead paints it 

as a place warm, home-like, and full of life. Home is, after all, a place for life, not death, and the 

grave is thus clearly stated as the woman’s home, the place where she belongs and where she 

should never have been disturbed.  

 Turcotte declares that “We wait for you Grandmother / here in the wood / where you 

belong”. The woman’s absence leaves a hole in the fabric of relations in the place where she lay, 

replacing the “sacred circle light” to which she once belonged with a “tomb / among all those 

other bone”:  

“The branches of the trees 

all ache for you 

with their roots below 

that once cradled you 

bending reaching 

to hear your song 

but you are gone”98 

 
98 Turcotte, The Feathered Heart, 51. 
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 Other beings also are pained by the woman’s absence, including the deer, the wings of 

hawks, and the river, which “moans / your missing voice.” Turcotte parallels the disrespect for 

the sacredness of remains and burial places as being symptomatic of a wider disregard and 

irreverence for the cycles of the natural world. Trees, grass, minerals, animals, and rivers 

participate in the sentient act of mourning. Turcotte concludes the poem by imploring the woman 

not to forgive those who have desecrated her burial place: “Grandmother do not forgive / them 

they know / what they have done.”99 Here the poet takes an ontological stand, a rejection of a 

Christian biblical formula100 which urges forgiveness based on the ignorance of the wrongdoers. 

This rejection is an answer to those who might excuse the injustices and violences of the past by 

claiming that the perpetrators were men of their times, and other similar excuses. But Turcotte is 

here reminding the reader that grave robbery has always been wrong. Indeed, grave robbing is a 

practice that does not appear to be excusable due to historical context as “desecrating graves was 

as unconscionable then as it is today.” 101 In the travelogue Border Country: The Northwoods 

Canoe Journals of Howard Greene, the white settler narrator describes travelling in Minnesota 

by canoe in the early 20th century, and includes “a cheerful description” of himself and his 

companions “robbing indigenous graves—one of which was adorned with sumac leaves left by a 

‘recent visitor’.” 102  This is one example of many instances of subhumanization in the form of 

instances of grave robbery in Ansihinaabe nation territories; I have outlined four brief case 

studies from four regions of the Anishinaabe world below, in what are colonially known as the 

City of Ottawa, Grey and Bruce Counties, Manitoulin Island, and Bay City, Michigan.  

 
99 Turcotte, The Feathered Heart, 53. 
100 "Father, forgive them for they know not what they have done" (Luke 23:34). 
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Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg 

 

I am writing this dissertation in in what is colonially known as the City of Ottawa, on the 

unceded and unsurrendered territory of the Algonquin Anishinaabeg nation. This territory 

includes all of the lands and waters of the Kichi Sibi (Ottawa River) watershed, which were 

never ceded or surrendered by the Algonquin nation and thus remain, according to both 

Algonquin law and Canadian constitutional law, under Algonquin ownership and jurisdiction. In 

a portion of the Kichi Sibi called Kâ-babikwâkwadjiwang (Deschênes Lake), now located in the 

west end of the city of Ottawa, sits small Aylmer Island, which is an Indigenous burial place. 

Douglas Leechman, a Museum of History archaeologist, investigated Aylmer Island in 1944, 

having heard of the burial place located on the island. In the course of his visit, he heard from his 

fellow island visitors that "digging for Indian bones was a recognized form of amusement for all 

bathing and picnicking parties who visited the island."103 Many of these remains ended up being 

taken as souvenirs by Ottawa white people; those taken by Leechman were brought to the 

Museum of History’s collections. 

Kâ-babikwâkwadjiwang is in fact home to a variety of Indigenous burial places in 

addition to Aylmer Island. Many of these were the object of scientific curiosity by white 

archaeologists in the early 20th century, including T.W. Edwin Sowter, who was a resident 

archaeologist at what is now called the Museum of History. Sowter studied the area in detail, 

opening graves and removing both human remains and sacred items placed with the dead. He 

produced drawings of these items, including images of human remains. Many of these remains 

and sacred items were placed in the collections of the Museum of History. In 2002 the 

 
103 Randy Boswell, “Bones of Contention: The Museum of Civilization is Set to Return Dozens of Ancestral Bones,” 
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Algonquin Anishinaabeg community of Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg First Nation (KZAFN) 

demanded that the Museum return these and other Algonquin ancestors held in the Museum’s 

collections. Their struggle lasted several years; their demands were initially refused by Museum 

authorities because, according to archaeologists, the remains were too old to have a definitive 

cultural connection to the Algonquins of KZAFN. 104 This claim was rejected by KZAFN 

leaders, who insisted that “We know that we're the closest thing to these people, and you're 

not.”105 This consistent claim of kinship with people who had died centuries before was a 

rejection of the Museum’s logic and an assertion of deep relationality: “We will not accept that 

they can't be returned because they are too old. Their spirit will not lay to rest until they have 

been returned in a proper way from where they came ... They've been studied enough; there's 

been enough destruction.”106 

Saugeen Anishinaabeg  

 

In Saugeen Anishinaabekiing, grave robbery has been a common practice where white 

people have settled and uncovered Anishinaabe ancestors.  A public desecration was announced 

in the Wiarton Echo in 1954, describing the opening of a Saugeen Anishinaabeg grave on one of 

the Fishing Islands near Oliphant, which is not far from Owen Sound. The body of a man was 

unearthed, examined, and visited as a curiosity by white settlers. His bones and the contents of 

his grave were disturbed and handled by locals and tourists. According to this article: “When the 

 
104 See Whittam, Julian. “‘In a Good Way’: Repatriation, Community and Development in Kitigan Zibi.” 
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discovery was announced, many interested vacationers visited the island to see for 

themselves.”107 

At what is colonially called Mary Miller Park, railroad workers uncovered a Saugeen 

Anishinaabeg burial place in 1958. According to one report, local settler white people “removed 

the remains of a warrior clad in a British tunic and [gave] them to what is now the Royal Ontario 

Museum [ROM]… Local residents were said to have returned after nightfall to rob the graves for 

keepsakes.”108  These two desecrations, one in broad daylight for a museum and the other under 

the cover of darkness for crude personal keepsakes, reveal both the acceptable/public and 

illicit/private nature of grave desecration. A photo in one local news article shows a white 

woman holding a document from the ROM, which is a receipt offered to her family for the 

donation of the Anishinaabe ancestor disinterred in Mary Miller Park.  

Such desecrations have led the Saugeen Anishinaabeg to attempt to protect other sites in 

the city of Owen Sound, but they have met with resistance from municipal authorities. When 

Saugeen representatives sought to meet the Owen Sound city council in order to protect another 

burial place in the town at Mary Miller Park, Mayor Harry Henderson said he’s “not convinced 

the burial ground exists without more evidence.”109 This dismissive attitude is also reflected in 

the attitudes outlined above of Museum of Civilization staff in relation to the Kitigan Zibi 

Anishinabeg repatriation struggle, and in the responses of scientists to the Whitefish River First 

Nation demands outlined below. Anderson, the superintendent who was in part responsible for 

applying pressure to the Saugeen communities for the surrender of their peninsula, remarked that 

the Anishinaabeg “did not advance one good argument why the Reserve should not be sold 
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beyond, 'we don't want to sell our land, we want to keep it for our children.”110 And in 1995, 

when Anishinaabeg occupied Ipperwash Provincial Park to protect an ancestral burial place 

(further outlined in the subsequent section of this chapter), the Ontario government “dismissed 

any suggestion that there had ever been a burial ground at the park.”111 

 Disregard for Indigenous understandings of their own ancestors and burial places is an 

example of Portuguese decolonial scholar Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ concept of the abyssal 

line, described in the first chapter of this dissertation. For Santos, “Modern Western thinking 

goes on operating through abyssal lines that divide the human from the subhuman.”112 The abyss, 

in Santos’s formulation, is the “other side of the line... produced as non-existent [and] radically 

excluded” from the realm of the thinkable. 113 These unthinkables are the “popular, lay, plebeian, 

peasant, or Indigenous knowledges on the other side of the line” that are not allowed entrance as 

relevant or conceivable knowledges, and Anishinaabe ontology in relation to their dead is outside 

the realm of conceivable knowledge for many white politicians, scientists and museum staff. 

Those in Santos’s abyss lose “all ontological weight in the eyes of the colonizer.”114 This 

disregard for ontology is called epistemicide and is defined by Santos as “the murder of 

knowledge”,115 in which “unequal exchanges between cultures have always implied the death of 

the knowledge of the subordinated culture, hence the death of the social groups that possessed 

it.” When scientists, faced with claims to ancestral remains in their collections, dismiss the 

Anishinaabeg claimants as requiring proof, or of possessing no definite cultural affiliation, they 
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are participating in a long tradition of dismissing Indigenous knowledges with epistemicidal 

consequences for Indigenous practices, worldviews, and lifeways. 

 

Whitefish River First Nation 

 

Whitefish River First Nation, an Anishinaabe community on a peninsula adjacent to 

Manitoulin Island (which neighbours Saukiing Anishinaabekiing), is one community that worked 

to have stolen ancestors returned. Near to the reserve set aside for the Whitefish River 

Anishinaabeg in the 1850 Robinson-Huron Treaty116 is Wardrope Island, containing a burial 

ground. In 1938, archaeologists from the University of Michigan raided the site, opening graves 

and stealing human remains and sacred burial items and carrying them back to the University for 

study.117 The items stolen included “20 skeletons, 300-year-old copper kettles, knives, trade 

beads and millennium-old spearheads.”118 In 2005, after many years of pressure from Whitefish 

River First Nation, the University announced that it would return the items to the community. 

The length of time taken by the University to return the goods was due in part to the 1990 

NAGPRA law, which protects the graves and sacred items of Indigenous peoples within the 

 
116 Chief Shawanosowe of Whitefish River signed the treaty negotiated by Francis Bond Head in 1836, which was 

also signed by some Saugeen Anishinaabeg leaders. This 1836 treaty included both the surrender of a large portion 

of Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, and the designation of Manitoulin Island as a territory set aside by the colonial 

government exclusively for Indigenous people (this promise was rescinded in later treaties), with the intention that 

Indigenous nations would relocated there from other parts of Upper Canada (now Ontario). Bond Head was 

unsuccessful in persuading communities, including the Saugeen, to abandon their territories for Manitoulin. 

According to Whitefish River First Nation, Bond Head found that far from wanting to move, “in negotiating with 

the Saugeen people, he found they mostly wanted a commitment that the Crown would protect their ancestral land 

from squatters.” See Whitefish River First Nation, “Treaties and Maps,” Whitefish River First Nation: About Us, 

Whitefish First Nation, 2020, http://www.whitefishriver.ca/treaties-and-maps. In 1850, Chief Waubekeke, the son of 

Chief Shawanosowe, signed the treaty negotiated by William Benjamin Robinson, known as the Robinson-Huron 

Treaty. This treaty opened the way to the settlement of a large swathe of land along the shores of the Gitche Namay 

Weeqadoong /Georgian Bay. It promised designated reserve lands and the preservation of hunting and fishing rights 

for Anishinaabeg throughout the treaty territory. 
117 Randy Boswell, “U.S. museum returns bones, artifacts to Ojibwas in Ontario” The Leader-Post Mar. 18, 2005. 
118 Randy Boswell, “Artifacts returned by U of M: Will other museums follow precedent?” Windsor Star, Mar. 18, 
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USA, but does not apply to communities located outside the US. Thus, the University of 

Michigan had no legal obligation to return the ancestral remains and sacred items to Whitefish 

River, but did so instead after repeated and resolute requests from the community. 

Like the Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg repatriation struggle detailed above, the University 

authorities (in this case anthropology museum curator John O’Shea) “emphasized that although 

the Whitefish River First Nation has a ‘strong belief’ that these are the bones of their ancestors, 

the university insists no one can prove ‘cultural affiliation’ between the people whose remains 

were exhumed from the island and present-day natives who live in the area.”119 Both the 

Museum of History and the University of Michigan sought to cast doubt on Indigenous demands 

for repatriation by calling into question the connection between living communities and the 

Indigenous dead. However, like KZAFN, Whitefish River Chief Franklin Paibomsai, insisted at 

the time of repatriation that the dead being returned by the University are “our ancestors.”120 

 

Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe of Michigan 

 

In 1967 a bulldozer uncovered an Anishinaabe burial ground in what is colonially known as Bay 

City, Michigan, along the banks of the Saginaw River.121 The skull of an 18th century 

Anishinaabe woman was taken from her grave by a white “treasure hunter” who was one of more 

than 500 individuals who “plundered the Bay City site” after it was disturbed by the 

construction.122 The University of Michigan subsequently opened the graves and stole a variety 

of Anishinaabe ancestors and burial items in 1967-68 and 1970. In the process, more than two 
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dozen graves are estimated to have been destroyed at the site, as well as a variety of other graves 

partially disturbed. More than 93 individuals from 85 graves were removed by archaeologists. 123 

After much pressure being exerted by both the Saginaw Tribe and elected officials, most of these 

remains were returned to the Tribe in the late 1990s, including the skull of the Anishinaabe 

woman and the other 93 Saginaw ancestors from the Michigan State University Museum.124 Like 

many other conflicts surrounding burial grounds, Saginaw leaders emphasized the emotional and 

spiritual toll such desecration, and the subsequent repatriation efforts, take on Anishinaabeg. 

According to Jefferson Ballew IV, who is in charge of reburial for the Tribe: “this is very 

difficult for us…Native American people never had a practice of unburying our dead and moving 

them. We all deserve the right not to have our graves desecrated. Most other races don't have to 

worry about that – we do."125 

 Like the Whitefish River community and the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, the Saginaw have 

also faced epistemicidal resistance to their efforts to rebury their ancestors. According to William 

Lovis, curator of Michigan State University: "Many of the objects that have undergone 

repatriation are unique items…They just don't occur anywhere else;” and John Halsey, Michigan 

state archaeologist, stated that Anishinaabeg are "tired of being study specimens, we understand 

that. But we're losing a lot of important information." 126  Echoing other Anishnaabe voices 

already noted, Ballew responded to such statements of regret on the part of the scientific 

community by asking "What is the purpose of studying the dead?...You may be able to identify 

that someone had rickets or rheumatoid arthritis, but why? It's American culture to look for 

 
123 Mainfort Jr., “Wealth, Space, and Status,” 556. 
124 Kildee, “American Indian woman’s remains.”  
125 Kildee, “American Indian woman’s remains.” 
126 Kildee, “American Indian woman’s remains.” 
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Native American villages and graves…If you want to know us, ask us a question. Talk to us. 

Don't dig up our graves."127  

 As the case of the Saginaw site demonstrates, the robbery of Anishinaabe graves by white 

people for scientific study or souvenirs is closely connected to the destruction of entire burial 

places. It is not truly possible to open a grave and steal its contents without contributing to 

necrogeographical destruction. As the robbery of Anishinaabe graves is such a specific and 

common phenomenon, I have treated it separately here; however, it has often gone hand in hand 

with wholesale burial place destruction, which is outlined in the subsequent section.  

 

VI - Destruction Of Burial Places 

 

“Beneath the elegant suburban houses, the earth is fallow with human bones”128 

- Aja Couchois Duncan 

Anishinaabeg are acutely aware that much of white society may be built atop the burial 

places of their ancestors. The poet Aja Couchois Duncan observes that “Gichi-mookomaamag 

built houses on top of human graves”129 and Sara Littlecrow-Russell, in her poem “My Books 

and Your White Women” characterizes the world’s and life’s burdens as “heavy / As shopping 

malls on burial mounds.”130 These brief references in poems (including Blaeser’s poem 

described in a preceding section) that are otherwise not about burial places point to the fact that 

burial place destruction is such a common experience for Anishinaabeg so as to form a 

 
127 Kildee, “American Indian woman’s remains.” 
128 Aja Couchois Duncan, “Mohawk,” in Restless Continent (Brooklyn, NY: Litmus Press, 2016), 32. 
129 Gichi-mookomaamag, literally long knives, is the Anishinaabemowin word for Americans. 
130 Sara Littlecrow-Russel and Joy Harjo, The Secret Powers of Naming (Tuscon, AZ: The University of Arizona 

Press, 2006): 51. 
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comprehensible metaphor in imaginative writing. Communities across the Anishinaabe world 

have had their burial places systematically destroyed by settler white people. Darlene Johnston 

notes that “[p]rior to the arrival of Europeans in Canada, Aboriginal cemeteries were protected 

by widely shared norms of respect and non-disturbance.”131 This would soon change however, as 

“published accounts of the excavation of Aboriginal cemeteries suggest a widespread practice of 

grave disturbances.”132 In the 1840s, at the Anishinaabe community of Walpole Island, Jesuit 

priests selected “an ancestral burial ground as the site for their church.”133 Johnston further notes 

that prior to the church’s construction, Anishinaabe leader Ojaouanon spoke at a July 1844 

council meeting on behalf of the chiefs, decrying that the Jesuits “have defiled the most beautiful 

part of this island that belongs to us…You are coming audaciously, you come to trample under 

foot—by your insults— ground that is the sacred resting place of our ancestors. You make fun of 

the bones of our forefathers. We cannot put up with this. We shall not tolerate you any longer. 

Leave and leave quickly, leave our Island!” 134 The Jesuits refused to leave or to halt 

construction of their building, resulting in it being eventually burned to the ground, forcing the 

priests’ relocation to Manitoulin Island. The remainder of this chapter presents a variety of 

examples of grave desecration from throughout the Anishinaabe world.  

Saugeen Anishinaabeg 

 

In 1992, members of Chippewas of Nawash, one of two principal Saugeen Anishinaabe 

communities, held an eight-day vigil in the backyards of two houses in Owen Sound, in order to 

protect a plot of land containing the graves of their ancestors on which the houses had been 

 
131 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 59. 
132 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 62. 
133 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 20-1. 
134 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 20-1. 
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built.135 In Treaty #82, mentioned above, the Nawash community explicitly sought the protection 

of a one-acre burial ground located within the surrendered lands.136 This burial ground was 

offered limited protection until 1903 (it was, for example, allowed to be damaged by roving 

livestock during the nineteenth century),137 when it was finally sold into private settler hands 

without the knowledge or consent of the Saugeen Anishinaabeg. It was not long before the site 

was allowed to be put to profit-generating uses: “Over the years, soil from the 6th Ave. W. burial 

site was used to make bricks for construction in Owen Sound.”138  Many of the buildings along 

Owen Sound’s downtown streets contain soil taken from the graves of Saugeen Anishinaabeg. 

Later, in the mid-1970s, one local resident remembered “buying flowers from greenhouses which 

sat on the controversial property.”139  By the 1980s the land had been deeded to developers and 

two houses were erected on the site, eventually leading to the contestation, after the violation of 

Treaty #82 and the desecration of the burial place was uncovered by community researchers. 

As I have explained earlier in this chapter, this vigil was the culmination of a long history 

of dispossession and part of a contemporary movement for Saugeen Anishinaabeg nationhood in 

the territory; Anishinaabeg are politically active in Bruce and Grey Counties and in the urban 

setting of Owen Sound, and Indigenous assertions of nationhood are a significant source of white 

anxiety in local media, often around property rights and property values.140 The lawyer for the 

homeowners whose houses occupied the 6th Ave. W. burial place in Owen Sound lamented the 

distress caused to his clients “when the Indians invaded”141 their property:  

 
135 Darlene M. Johnston, “Litigating Identity: The Challenge of Aboriginality” (Master’s thesis, University of 

Toronto, 2003), 67. 
136 John Borrows, Freedom and Indigenous Constitutionalism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 76-81.  
137 Henderson, “Worlds on the Edge,” 48.  
138 Borrows, Indigenous Constitutionalism, 249. 
139 Scott Dunn, “Neighbors Glad Homes are Gone,” Sun Times, July 6, 1993.   
140 See, for example, Phil McNichol, “Natives give up claim for land taxes,” Sun Times, Jun. 25, 1996; or Phil 

McNichol, “Ojibwa file huge lawsuit: Landowners’ future unsure,” Sun Times, Jun. 15, 1994. 
141 Douglas A. Grace, “Lawyer fights back on burial ground dispute,” Sun Times, Feb. 13, 1993. 
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“The Indians, in a mass demonstration...invaded and occupied the lands, terrified the 

homeowners, damaged their gardens and lawns, kept the homeowners (and the 

neighborhood) awake with loud drumming and chanting...Given their claim that the lands 

were sacred burial grounds to which they were entitled and their claim of some ancient 

ceremonial rights thereto, they behaved abysmally by making enough noise to wake the 

dead.”142 

The lawyer here not only levels accusations of violence and disruption at what was by all 

accounts a peaceful protest action, but he also derides Anishinaabe ontologies related to the dead, 

and casts doubt on the sincerity of those taking action to protect the site. In an illogical sleight of 

hand, Saugeen Anishinaabe protestors reclaiming a treaty-protected Indian reserve were 

upbraided for having “invaded and occupied the lands.”143 Much of the contemporary news 

coverage surrounding the site focuses on white settler anxieties and bruised feelings about the 

contestations. One article quotes a neighbouring resident of 6th Ave. W. as lamenting that the 

protest and its aftermath had been “hard on everyone’s nerves.”144 Another local resident 

conceded that “That’s their right...it’s their land” but objected to “the way they went about it. It 

wasn’t, I don’t think, legal.”145 Of a wider land claim by the Saugeen Anishinaabe from a white 

lawyer in the area: “We’re still trying to recover from the shock. The ramifications of that type of 

claim is fairly horrible [sic].”146 The lawyer for the 6th Ave. W. homeowners was not alone in 

casting doubt on Anishinaabe assertions of relationality to the Owen Sound site. One of the 

lawyer’s clients, George Haig, was equally dismissive: “As far as I’m concerned, they are all full 

 
142 Grace, “Burial ground dispute.” Emphasis my own. 
143 Grace, “Burial ground dispute.” 
144 John Wright. “Burial site home taken way,” Sun Times (Owen Sound, ON), Jun. 4, 1993. 
145 Jim Algie, “Land was occupied a year ago,” Sun Times (Owen Sound, ON), Dec. 4, 1993. 
146 Pam Heaven, “Residents say natives may claim peninsula,” Sun Times (Owen Sound, ON), Aug. 13, 1993. 
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of beans...I think the Indian people have to start living in today’s times. This is 1992, not back in 

the 1700s.”147  

 

Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg 

 

The Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg, known in English as the Mississauga nation, have not 

been spared a long history of burial place destruction and desecration. In 1797 the colonial 

government in Upper Canada “was required to issue a Proclamation in response to ‘many heavy 

and grievous complaints ... made by the Mississauga Indians, of depredations committed by 

some of His Majesty’s subjects and others upon their ... burial places ... in violation of decency 

and good order’.”148 Gidigaa Migizi (Doug Williams) describes the loss of many Michi Saagiig 

Nishnaabeg graves due to flooding as a result of settlement, lumbering, and the construction of 

the Trent-Severn Waterway, which he characterizes as  "a tremendously destructive force for the 

Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg,”149 leading to the flooding of territory (once in 1844, and again in 

1908) and the loss of lands, many islands, and numerous sacred sites without any negotiation 

with, or consent from, the Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg. The effects on ecosystems and burial 

places was catastrophic: 

“A series of locks and dams were built all over our river system, locking the fish 

and the flow of the water. We lost so many graves - I still find cultural evidence of these 

graves around here. We were lucky that Nishnaabeg bury their dead inland a bit or it 

 
147 John Wright, “Natives claim burial ground under 2 houses,” Sun Times (Owen Sound, ON), Jun. 30, 1992.  
148  Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 60. 
149 Gidigaa Migizi (Doug Williams), Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg: This is Our Territory (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 

2018). 84.  
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would have been much worse.  We lost so many sacred spots - fasting spots and 

campsites. We lost so much land and so many islands to the flooding.”150   

 Leanne Simpson further notes, in the context of the Trent Severn system, the devastating 

effects of colonial infrastructure on Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg (Mississauga) existence, and 

situates places of burial as one important element among many destroyed: 

“Wild rice beds have been catastrophically destroyed through construction of the Trent 

Severn Waterway and fluctuating water levels, the decline of water quality in the lakes, 

boat traffic, and cottagers actively removing the beds from the waterfront. Our sacred 

sites, our cemeteries, our hunting grounds, trap lines, fishing spots, ceremonial places, 

camping places, trails, medicine gathering spots, and wild rice beds are very difficult to 

access because they are on private land, in provincial parks, or under the control of 

municipalities and cities.151  

Simpson’s poem “jiibay or aandizooke” hauntingly elucidates how settler white people were 

excavating and digging atop Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg burial mounds near Pi maa dash kode 

yaang (Rice Lake) in order to build things as banal as a “new deck. new patio. new view.”152 The 

poem contains the word zhaganashi, a white person:  

did i see that right?  

my skull is in a cardboard box  

in that basement?  

my bones are under  

an orange tarp from canadian tire, cracked.  

 
150 Migizi (Williams), Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg, 84. 
151  Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Land & Reconciliation Having the Right Conversations,” Electricity, 2016, 
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rattling plastic in the wind. my grave is desecrated. . .  

. . . my body is tired  

from carrying  

the weight of this zhaganashi’s house.153 

 In the voice of those both in the grave and in the realm of the living, the poem “jiibay or 

aandizoke” captures the dehumanizing violence inflicted on the ontologies of those relegated to 

the zone of non-being by racialized colonialism. The poem illumines burial places as key sites of 

relationality and resistance. 

“all along the north shore of pimaadashkodeyaang 

(you might call it rice lake) 

all along the north shore of pimaadashkodeyaang 

are those burial mounds.” 

 

Gaa-waabaabiganikaag Anishinaabeg - White Earth Nation 

 

 When Carr Enterprises, a non-Indigenous company in Otter Tail, Minnesota, began 

developing a mobile home park in the 1980s in an area known to be home to Anishinaabe burial 

mounds, the White Earth Land Recovery Project, a land reclamation non-profit, took action. A 

1994 article in the Anishinabe Dee-Bah-Gee-Mo-Win, the newspaper of Gaa-waabaabiganikaag 

Anishinaabeg (White Earth Nation), describes a 1994 lawsuit brought by the organization against 

Carr Enterprises and a variety of landowners. 154 This lawsuit was the culmination of several 

years of activity attempting to protect the site; after several lot owners complained about the 

 
153 Simpson, Islands of Decolonial Love, 68–9. 
154 White Earth Indian Reservation, Anishinabe Dee Bah Gee Mo Win (MI: White Earth Reservation Business 
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presence of the burial mounds on their properties in 1992, accusing Carr of not disclosing their 

presence prior to purchase, the state archaeologist arranged for a study of the area. According to 

White Earth community activist Richard LaGarde “they were duped by Carr, who knew full well 

he was selling lots that contained human burial sites… Carr had no respect for the dead.”155  

However, the attorney general of Minnesota decided not to prosecute for the desecration of 

burial grounds; according to Anishinaabeg activist Winona Laduke, “you have to wonder why 

our law enforcement officials were not willing to take this on. It’s not that hard to figure out that 

purposely putting a septic system on top of somebody’s grave is wrong.”156 The inaction 

continued when, in August 1992, lot owners failed to answer requests for management plans to 

mitigate damage to the mounds. Instead, lot owners continued to build structures and place 

objects such as tables on top of burial mounds. One lot owner described his annoyance at the 

Anishinaabeg insistence that their burial grounds be protected: “It’s harassment…I don't think 

it's fair. It costs us a lot of money in attorney fees to respond to these people."157 Against this 

insistence on being spared inconvenience was the Anishinaabeg emphasis on their own 

ontological realities; according to Lagarde “they talk about loss of money, how it impacts them 

by their losing money…it impacts us emotionally. Sorrow -- a lot of sorrow with this because it 

hurts us that they continue to do this over and over." Archie Mosay, a ceremonial chief of the St. 

Croix Ojibwa tribe, explains the depth to which such sorrow is rooted in Anishinaabeg 

worldviews: "when an Indian is buried, he's buried…You're not supposed to dig him up again,” 

and that those who disturb burial grounds “have problems. Something could happen to their 

health or their body."158 

 
155 White Earth Indian Reservation, Anishinabe Dee Bah Gee Mo Win. 8. 
156 White Earth Indian Reservation, Anishinabe Dee Bah Gee Mo Win. 8 
157 Specktor, “Controvery looms over sacred grounds.” 
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Cheboiganing Band of Indians (Burt Lake Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians) 

 

 Margaret Noodin’s song “Zhiibaa’iganing Anishinaabeg” 159, also seeks to evoke kinship 

with the long dead in their resting places. The song was written in 2019 to commemorate the 

small cemetery belonging to the Cheboiganing (Burt Lake) Band of Ottawa and Chippewa 

Indians, an Anishinaabe community in what is colonially known as Michigan who were forced 

away from their community when it was burned down in 1900 by local white people, despite 

being signatories to the Treaty of Washington of 1836.  Their village destroyed, all that remains 

today of their once extant village is a small fenced-in cemetery. The song, written more than a 

century after the Burt Lake Burn Out, articulates an ongoing kinship with the dead maintained 

across time, noting the resilience of those buried there (“mii ishkwaa jaagizigaadeg / 

danaadiziyeg geyabi” [“and after all was burned / you still remain”]), and the ongoing 

relationship of the community to the site (“Zhiibaa’iganing Anishinaabeg omaa / jiibayaatigoon 

gigii-minosidoonaawaa” [“The people of the channel here / grave markers you have placed 

well”]). The dead endure in continued relationship with the living. But even this vestige of their 

presence has likely not been left untouched. In one article, a Michigan journalist engages with 

the Ansihinaabeg caretaker of the cemetery, Ken Parkey, who “thinks the cemetery used to be a 

lot bigger.”160 According to Parkey, “that cemetery went over there, a little bit farther beyond 

that road that goes down...I think that was part of the cemetery myself. And they just put a road 

down through there.” The journalist then asks “All these people know they’re living on top of 

your ancestors?”, to which Parkey replies “Some of ‘em do...Some of ‘em don’t care.” 

 
159 Alphonse Pitawanakwat, Stacie Sheldon, and Margaret Noodin, “Cheboiganing (Cheboygan) History,” Projects, 

Ojibwe.net, 2022, https://ojibwe.net/projects/cheboiganing-cheboygan-history/. 
160 Dustin Dwyer, “They were forced off their land. Their homes burned. 118 years later, their descendants fight on,” 

Michigan Radio, October 18, 2018, https://www.michiganradio.org/post/they-were-forced-their-land-their-homes-

burned-118-years-later-their-descendants-fight. 
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-- 

 Because the desecration and destruction of Anishinaabe burial places has been so 

prevalent in the colonial histories of North America but yet severely understudied, there have 

been a variety of approaches to this topic that I have not had the space to cover here. The first of 

these is to consider the prevalence of burial sites at the centre of Indigenous-Crown conflicts that 

may have garnered attention for a variety of other reasons. A well-known conflict surrounding 

the destruction and reclamation of Anishinaabeg places of burial occurred in an area adjacent to 

the Stoney Point Reserve when a group of Anishinaabeg occupied an area claimed by the 

Province of Ontario as Ipperwash Provincial Park, part of the Huron Tract Treaty area of 1827, 

directly south of Saugeen Anishinaabeg territories. The Park and an adjacent military base had 

been occupied by Ontario even though “members of the community expressed frustrations about 

the burial grounds in adjoining Ipperwash Provincial Park.” The Ontario government, however 

“had dismissed any suggestion that there had ever been a burial ground at the park.”161 This was 

contradicted by earlier evidence in federal government correspondence referring to “an old 

Indian cemetery” and the Anishinaabeg argued they had the “colour of right on the basis that 

there is a Chippewa burial ground within Ipperwash Provinicial Park and that therefore they were 

justified in being in the Park.”162 Graves in the park had also been previously disturbed by the 

park superintendent’s family and removed to University of Western Ontario.163 This conflict led 

to an invasion of the area by the Ontario Provincial Police and led to the injury of several of the 

protesters and the death of on Anishinaabe man, Dudley George. Other conflicts related to burial 

grounds have received national attention both in and outside the Anishinaabe world, and the 
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extent of the phenomenon merits further study.164 

 Another area that I have not had time to discuss at length (except for a brief mention at 

the beginning of Chapter 2) is the destruction of burial places through resource development 

projects. This has been the experience of the Anishinaabeg community of Lac Seul First Nation, 

a signatory to Treaty 3 (1873), located near the town of Dryden, Ontario. Since its construction 

in 1929, the community has been fighting against the effects of the Ear Falls Dam, a 

hydroelectric facility which upon completion flooded 11,000 acres of Lac Seul territory and 

wreaked havoc on between hundreds of community graves. 165 According to media coverage of 

the Lac Seul struggle, Canadian authorities knew of the effects the dam would have on the 

community’s burial places prior to its flooding of the area. Lac Seul First Nation continued 

mounting legal and political pressure in 2020, after nearly a century of their protests being 

ignored. According to community leaders, the constant precarious state of many ancestral graves, 

many of which are on the verge of washing away or being exposed due to flooding-related 

erosion, has caused significant trauma to community members.166 The Lac Seul struggle is 

representative of a wide variety of similar destruction across Canada as the result of 

hydroelectric, mining, gas, and other projects.  

  As explored throughout this chapter, Anishinaabeg have used a variety of means to 

reclaim and protect burial places from destruction, and to repatriate ancestors stolen from their 

resting places.167 Anishinaabeg have asserted their distinct ontology in relation to the dead in the 

 
164 For example, Oka etc.  
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face of colonial violence, and have constantly repeated the connection between relationships 

with the dead, the living, and the culture and worldview of the Anishinaabe world. 
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CHAPTER 4 – “Buried, ploughed over, forgotten, renamed, and relocated”: Dehumanization and 

the Burial Places of Black Communities 

 

"Amid the national and local calls of ‘Black Lives Matter,’ these activists gather to insist that the 

Black lives in their final resting place...not only matter, but continue to be honored."1 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 7: Tombstone of James Washington, 

Priceville, Ontario2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In the late 1830s the Fishing Islands (also called the Saugeen Islands) in Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing, long an important resource for the Saugeen Anishinaabeg, and as noted in the 

previous chapter a site of burial, were leased to the Huron Fishing Company; in its 1839 report, 

the company describes the fish around the islands as abundant, and that “in order to conciliate 

and endeavour to bind the Indians to the interest of the Company, a lease in perpetuity for other 

 
1 Kristina Gaddy, “In Bethesda, people are protesting construction that they say risks the desecration of a historic 

Black burial site.” Washington City Paper, Aug. 27, 2020.  
2 William Felepchuk, Tombstone of James Washington, 2018, personal collection, Priceville ON. 
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islands was obtained from the neighbouring tribes, on condition that the Company paid them £25 

per annum.”3 These islands would become a major source of contention for the Saugeen, who 

within several years would object to overfishing by white people in the archipelago. Later in the 

1839 report, the Huron Fishing Company lays out its plans to salt and barrel the fish caught in 

the islands, and its proposed markets, as “the slave states are ill supplied with fish from the 

coasts of Maine and Massachusetts…by a glance at the map it will be seen how favourable the 

geographical position of the Fishing Company's stations are situated” to supply Louisiana and 

Mississippi (“with a population of 865,739, including 309,588 slaves,” the Company notes) with 

fish taken from the Saugeen islands.4 The Company’s venture would be a failure, but the ease 

with which this British North American company proposed to exploit Anishinaabe waters to 

supply the lands of chattel slavery challenges commonly held narratives of Canada as an 

abolitionist refuge or a destination for those feeling enslavement. Although both these narratives 

contain truths, they are complicated, as this chapter suggests, by the realities of racial 

dehumanization and complicity with North American systems of racial dominance.  

 The landscapes of slavery that the Huron Fishing Company had in its mind’s eye when it 

published its 1839 report are reflected upon by W.E.B. Dubois during his tour of a rural county 

in Georgia, in which he encountered a Black farmer on his homestead who recounted the violent 

and exploitative history of the area:  

“‘This land was a little Hell,’ said a ragged, brown, and grave-faced man to me. 

We were seated near a roadside blacksmith shop, and behind was the bare ruin of 

some master’s home. ‘I’ve seen n-----s drop dead in the furrow, but they were 

 
3 Huron Fishing Company, Report of the Huron Fishing Company, 1839 (London: Smith and Ebbs, 1839), 5. 

 
4 Huron Fishing Company, Report, 11. 
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kicked aside, and the plough never stopped. And down in the guardhouse, there’s 

where the blood ran.’”5  

In Du Bois’ account, the ground itself contains and is host to spilled blood and bodies of Black 

people fallen by white supremacy, economic exploitation, and racial oppression. As literary 

scholar Anissa Janine Wardi argues, “African American graves, from the beginning, evoke 

invisibility.”6 Wardi points to the “navigation of the Middle Passage” as an  

“…important beginning to locate burial sites. These ‘first burials’ into a ‘watery 

grave,’ …occurred as millions of Africans were callously thrown from the slave 

ships…[I]t is tenable to employ the Middle Passage as an extended metaphor for 

the interment of the African American slave population in the South…[where] the 

burials accorded to enslaved African peoples were often characterized by 

indifference and expediency.”7  

Wardi describes how enslavers would often dispose of the bodies of the enslaved by 

dumping them in a river, and finds water to be inscribed as an undifferentiated “place of death.”8 

Like Du Bois’ black labourer who is callously tossed aside in a landscape of exploitation and 

death, so too were the enslaved interred in seas and rivers by white people who dehumanized 

them in both life and death. Both Wardi and Du Bois point to what Mbembe calls “the creation 

of death-worlds,”9 where the line between the racialized living and dead is blurred and 

landscapes of undifferentiated violence emerge. Both earth and water also have the potential to 

be sites of memory and commemoration, and of honour and remembrance, of the unmarked 

 
5 William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A. C. McClurg & Co., 1903), 91. 
6 Anissa Janine Wardi,, Death and the arc of mourning in African American literature (Gainesville, FL: University 

Press of Florida, 2003), 48. 
7 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 48. 
8 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 48. 
9 Achille Mbembe. “Necropolitics” 40.  
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many who were brutally felled by white supremacy.  

Many of the early Black settlers in nineteenth century Ontario arrived fleeing such 

landscapes of enslavement and racial oppression and were greeted by further racial segregation 

and discrimination upon crossing into the province. They also arrived in a landscape newly 

wrested from the principally Anishinaabe peoples to whom it belonged. The atmosphere of 

colonial and racial hostility they encountered did not spare their graves and their dead; many of 

the burial grounds of Black communities throughout southern Ontario were victims of 

destruction.10 Carolynn Wilson, a descendant of these early 19th century Black arrivals, notes in 

reference to community cemeteries that “we need protection…we are being obliterated from 

history.”11 These two facts, of cemetery obliteration and of the need for protection, form the 

centre of this chapter, and are explored further through the history of the Black communities of 

Saukiing Anishinaabekiing and their places of burial and the histories of several interconnected 

regions.  

I was inspired to drawn on several regions after visiting a site near the banks of the 

Sydenham River in Harrison Park in Owen Sound. At this place stands the Black History Cairn, 

a monument to the early Black inhabitants of the town. According to commemorative plaques at 

the site, the cairn “as a whole calls for quiet meditation and reflection on the experiences of these 

brave pioneers,” and is designed with various symbolic elements reflecting “a particular aspect 

of the Underground Railroad and the stories of those associated with it.” The cairn was designed 

by Bonita Johnson de Matteis, who is described as “a direct descendant of one of the slaves who 

 
10 Linda Brown-Kubisch, The Queen's Bush Settlement: Black Pioneers 1839-1865 (Toronto: Natural Heritage / 

Natural History Inc., 2004), ix. See also Craig Pearson, “Community celebrates freedom at once-lost cemetery,” 

Windsor Star, Aug. 14, 2016.  
11 Crosby, Don and Russell, Kate. “Memory of local black settlers alive at Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery.” 

Enterprise-Bulletin Special. 
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escaped the United States and took refuge in Owen Sound.” The elements of the monument’s 

grounds point to routes followed by Black refugees into Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, and to 

connections to Black communities in other regions. This is evident in elements referencing the 

Underground Railroad, which include tiles in various quilt patterns, apple trees, and its proximity 

to the north-flowing Sydenham River.  

The stone cairn itself is partially made up of stones donated by other localities whose 

Black communities are connected to the history of Owen Sound. This includes: “Wilmington 

Blue Rock Donated by The Former Slave State of Delaware.” “Niagara Escarpment Limestone 

Donated by The City of St. Catharines,” “Meta-Gabbro Stone Donated by The Former Slave 

State of Maryland,” and “Ontario Limestone Donated by The Convention and Visitor’s Bureau 

of Windsor, Essex, and Pelee Island.” As the City of Owen Sound website explains: “The cairn 

itself includes stones from places in Canada, the United States, and Africa, each with a direct 

connection to slavery or the abolition movement. It is hoped that more stones will be added over 

time, making the cairn a living monument.”12  

Another site in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing encouraged me to think through the 

geographic connections between this region and others; when I visited the Old Durham Road 

Cemetery in August 2018, I encountered the tombstone of James Washington, a Black farmer 

buried at the site. I learned that Washington came with his family from Virginia to Ontario. Upon 

further reading, I realized that many members of Black communities like the one that developed 

at Priceville, came from states where slavery was the dominant economic system (including 

 
12 “Black History Cairn,” Owen Sound Tourism,  accessed on March, 3, 2022, 

https://www.owensoundtourism.ca/en/arts-and-culture/Black-History-Cairn.aspx  

https://www.owensoundtourism.ca/en/arts-and-culture/Black-History-Cairn.aspx
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Kentucky, Maryland, and Virginia)13 and where Black people faced dehumanizing and violent 

conditions. 

I take as the starting point of this chapter the story of Saukiing Anishinaabekiing, (Grey 

and Bruce counties) while also, like the Black History Cairn, following historical and 

geographical connections to areas whose histories are inter-woven with the region. I begin with a 

general overview of the history of Black communities in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing and the 

white supremacist conditions and racial terror they faced. In this section, I draw in part on the 

well-known work of Black Canadian history by Robin Winks, The Blacks in Canada. Winks, a 

white American historian, has been critiqued by Black scholars for his condescending and 

limited view of Black political movements and struggles, and for his assumptions about the 

identity and culture of Black communities.14 However, his work is a rich compendium  of 

specific archival references about 19th century and early 20th century Black history, including 

references to Southern Ontario and to Grey County, and thus cannot be excluded from a 

discussion of the history of anti-Black racism in the region.  

I then outline the obliteration, as observed by Wilson, of Black community sites of burial 

in this region and others. I then take up three ways in which Black communities have sought 

protection for their sites: first, I describe how, in the absence of physical connection as a result of 

destruction, many writers have sought to forge discursive links with sites and ancestors through 

poetry and other creative forms; secondly, I look at how the law has been used both as a tool of 

exclusion and dispossession, as well as a tool for attempted reclamation by Black communities; 

finally, I outline physical acts of reclamation of sites by Black communities both in Grey County 

 
13 Peter Meyler, ed, Broken shackles: Old Man Henson from slavery to freedom (Toronto: Natural Heritage Books, 

2001), 127-30, 193-94. See also Grey County censuses for Artemisia Township from 1861 and 1871. 
14 See Daniel McNeil, “Even Canadians Find It a Bit Boring: A Report on the Banality of Multiculturalism,” 

Canadian Journal of Communication 46, no. 3 (2021), 410. 
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and further afield. I outline several types of reclamation and argue that all three constitute active 

forms of graveyard work that maintains connections between the living and the dead. This work, 

contrary to Jeane’s assessment, is not an endangered activity,15 as burial places continue to be 

places of important connection and meaning to communities. Throughout the chapter I 

emphasize practices of resistance, reassertion, and reconsecration in and around burial places that 

have emerged in Black communities in response to white supremacy, as Black descendants seek 

to combat erasure and ongoing racism through laying claim to burial places that have been 

damaged, partially erased, or obliterated altogether. These often take the form of extra-

institutional, community-based efforts that only receive official sanction or recognition after 

struggle. Black communities have resisted their history and ancestors being relegated as “racially 

defined zones of destruction,”16 and as “precarious and fragile”17 places where the dead face a 

“denial of their humanity.”18 

 

I - The Grounds of “Racially Defined Zones of Destruction”: White Supremacy and Black 

Communities in Grey and Bruce Counties  

 

 

It is essential to understand Grey and Bruce Counties as a microcosm of white supremacy 

and racial terror, as well as the later erasure and historical obliteration of Black communities, in 

order to understand the context for cemetery destruction. As I elaborate in Chapter 1, the 

dehumanization of the living is a prerequisite to the destruction of burial places. As Maldonade-

 
15 Donald G. Jeane, “The Upland South Cemetery: An American Type,” The Journal of Popular Culture 11, no. 4 

(1978): 901.  
16 Clyde Woods, "Life After Death,” The Professional Geographer 54, no. 1 (2002): 63.8.  
17 Cindy Ann Nance, “Out of Sight, Out of Mind: A GIS Study of Changes in Cemetery Locations in Southeastern 

Louisiana from an Archaeological and Geographical Perspective, 1930–1997” (PhD diss., Louisiana State 

University, 1999), 51. 
18 William D. Pattison, “The Cemeteries of Chicago: a Phase of Land Utilization,” Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 45, no. 3 (1955): 246.  
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Torres notes, in the context of colonization, those in the zone of non-being lose “all ontological 

weight in the eyes of the colonizer.”19 Black presence in Southern Ontario in the early and mid-

19th century was extensive, as were the number of burial places consecrated to serve as a home 

for the departed of these communities.20 These communities also faced extensive racial hostility, 

often forcing them from their homesteads and into larger towns. The burial places they left 

behind were often destroyed by waves of white settlers. Thus, the erasure of Black cemeteries 

has been both significant and largely ignored.21  

The history of Grey and Bruce Counties are replete with “unseen black communities and 

spaces.”22 Black people were amongst the earliest non-Indigenous inhabitants of Saukiing 

Anishinaabekiing. Throughout much of the rural areas that were dispossessed from the Saugeen 

Anishinaabe in 1836, Black people fleeing enslavement in the United States and racial hostility 

elsewhere in Ontario were often the first to establish homesteads; many believed that a British 

colony would offer refuge from such conditions. Though most Black residents of Grey County 

arrived by land from areas of Ontario further to the south, many fleeing enslavement in the 

United States arrived by boat across the Great Lakes, often to port towns such as Collingwood 

 
19 Nelson Maldonado-Torres, Against War: Views from the Underside of Modernity (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2008), 106.  
20 “While it was yet a wilderness, it was settled mainly by colored people about the year 1846.” Benjamin Drew 

Several residents of the Queen’s Bush remarked that many residents of the Queen’s Bush “have removed from 

Owen Sound,” (190-191) 
21 For example, Linda Brown-Kubish shares an 1848 enumeration by Methodist missionaries of Black populations 

in Ontario; (Brown-Kubisch, Bush Settlement, 113). In this enumeration Black people lived in 19 different major 

localities, including a community of 200 in Owen Sound where a Methodist church was already established. Though 

the list does not include other areas of Grey and Bruce Counties likely due to their comparatively small populations, 

it notes, for example, 1,500 Black people living in the Queen’s Bush settlement just south in Wellington County. 

Oro had 400 people in 1848. (Brown-Kubisch, Bush Settlement, 112-113). 
22 Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 96.  
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and Owen Sound.23 In both rural areas and towns, Black residents faced a form of racial 

segregation and terror.24  

The Black community began to settle in the area as early as the 1820s.25 Around the middle 

of the 19th century, “travellers reported seeing Negro farms as far north and east as 

Penetanguishene, Collingwood, Owen Sound and Barrie.”26 However, when white settlers from 

the British Isles began arriving in the southern part of Grey County in the 1840s and 1850s, the 

Black community was viewed as consisting of squatters; in the words of one local historian, 

“some were driven out, and some went to form another black community in Collingwood, 

Ontario.”27 Others, especially during and after the U.S. Civil War, returned to the United 

States.28 Winks observes “that Canadians generally referred to the new migration and such losses 

as a ‘returning’ or ‘going back’ to the South, underscored the white assumption that blacks were 

unnatural to the northern landscape.”29 They also insisted that “since Negroes could not stand so 

cold a climate, they should be barred for their own good.”30 This logic is present in many 

historical accounts that paint Black people as unable to live in Grey County due to the cold.31 

 
23 Robin W. Winks, The Blacks in Canada: A History (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000), 244-5.  
24 This was often made worse in Canada by what Winks calls “the formlessness of the racial barrier”, in contrast to 

the United States. (Winks, Blacks in Canada, 325): “In Halifax, Fredericton, and Colchester, Negroes could not be 

buried in Anglican churchyards; in Toronto and Windsor they could.” He notes for example that “in many small 

towns, Negro musicians were welcome into the life of the community; in Owen Sound they had to establish their 

own orchestra.” An obituary of Frances Harding points out that working as a musician in the Black community was 

one of the few jobs available to Black women in Owen Sound. (Obituary) Another example is the fact that “Windsor 

and Niagara Falls, Ontario, and Kamloops, [and] British Columbia elected black aldermen; in Halifax and Owen 

Sound blacks were told not to run for office.” (Winks, Blacks in Canada, 325.) Owen Sound and much of Grey and 

Bruce counties was thus a place of racial exclusion and dehumanizing segregation. However, this hostility 

manifested itself in different ways than in other Canadian localities, thus making historic generalizations about the 

precise shape of Canadian segregation difficult to make. 
25 Meyler, Broken Shackles, 201. 
26 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 146. 
27 Meyler, Broken shackles, 201. 
28 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 289. 
29 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 289. 
30 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 296. 
31 “A couple of years after the war ended they simply drifted away, possibly to a more congenial climate.” A letter to 

the editor in The Confederate, Mount Forest, Ontario, June 7, 1966.  
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However, despite the persistent white view that Black people did not belong in the landscape, 

Black communities persisted in both towns and rural areas. In towns such as Owen Sound and 

Collingwood, Black communities were established early, and descendants continue to live in 

these places today.32  

 Though the presence of Black community members in Grey County’s towns continues to 

this day, in rural areas where Black people established communities, they faced hostility by 

settler white people that eventually led to the dissolution of these communities and their 

movement into towns. In addition, because these lands were cleared before the bulk of white 

settlement, lands settled by Black people were often coveted by white people. Black families 

were thus forced off their earliest settlements in rural Ontario through a variety of means, 

pressures, and mechanisms, including the imposition of taxes that Black families were unable to 

pay. 

Alongside economic and legal pressures to leave rural communities they had established, 

Black people in Grey and Bruce counties faced an atmosphere of pronounced racial hostility 

once white people began arriving en masse in the areas south of the Saugeen (Bruce) Peninsula. 

 
32 The first Black inhabitant of Owen Sound arrived in 1843, just three years after the city’s precursor, the village of 

Sydenham, was established. A local historian notes that “An 1880 report stated that there were '667 freed slaves 

living on third avenue east between 12th and 13th streets, on the area of the Jubilee bridge, and several families far 

out in ‘Mudtown’. Some on east hill, and a few in Brooke.’” See Terri Jackson. “Edward Patterson of the County 

Town” Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal 14 (2017), 32. A descendant of the early Black 

community in Collingwood notes that the area of the town between Sixth Street and High Street was home to many 

Black families and was referred to by local whites by the pejorative name of “Coontown” (Jessica Owen, 

“‘Collingwood has a jaded history when it comes to racism,”’ Collingwood Today, Dec. 12, 2020). Black people 

found employment in Collingwood’s shipyards at the turn of the 20th century and during World War 1 and the inter-

war period, including West Indian newcomers (Winks, Blacks in Canada, 334).  Many Black residents of 

Collingwood and Grey County found employment on steamships and other vessels in the Great Lakes; a memorial 

was erected in recent years to these Black sailors in Collingwood. Wilma Morrision, a Black community member in 

Grey County, noted that when “the shipyards here were open, the people and the community of Owen Sound were 

employed in on the ships and these were always the people that I knew. We refer to them as the wealthy community, 

the wealthy Blacks in the province because they always had jobs through the depression, they always had homes and 

they had beautiful homes.” (In Hymn to Freedom: The History of Blacks in Canada, produced by Almeta Speaks 

(Filmakers Library, 1998), DVD Video.) 
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The racial landscape of Bruce and Grey counties in the early period of white settlement was one 

of increasing marginalization and hostility towards Black families and communities, and this 

hostility intensified in the later part of the 19th and early 20th centuries.  

An example of the uneven early acceptance of Black residents can be found in Kinloss 

Township in Bruce County, where a Black citizen, Boyer Paul, was elected reeve in 1854. A 

local white historian notes the result of Paul’s subsequent attempt to present himself to the 

meeting of United Counties Council in Goderich: “Boyer Paul had a negro blood in his veins. On 

presenting his certificate of election as Reeve of Kinloss at the first meeting some members took 

objection to his taking his seat at the council on account of his colour, holding that he was non-

eligible, and expressed curiosity to know if the majority of the electors in Kinloss were coloured. 

After some discussion he was allowed to take his seat.”33 The attempt by his fellow reeves to 

exclude Paul was based on their inability to see him as a legitimate representative of the 

primarily white electorate that had chosen him; such attitudes would harden further as the 19th 

century progressed.  

The prevalence of the pejorative toponym Darkies/Darkey’s Corners points to the pre-

existing presence of Black communities in Bruce and Grey prior to the arrival of white people, 

and to prevailing white attitudes towards Black communities.34 A prominent Darkies Corners 

was “found at the crossing place of the Saugeen River east of Durham…north of Grey rd.4 on 

concession rd. 2 Egr (East of Garafraxa Road) at McNab Lane.”35 This pejorative nomenclature 

was also extended by white people to the people inhabiting the areas in which they were arriving. 

 
33 Norman Robertson. The History of the County of Bruce and of the Minor Municipalities Therein, Province of 

Ontario, Canada (Toronto: William Briggs, 1960), 471.   
34 Sylvia Hasbury, Bruce County’s Black Pioneers. (Kincardine, ON, 2013), 32. 
35 Peter Meyler, “Finding Black History in Grey County: A Guide to Historic People and Places,” Northern 

Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal 6 (2009), 2. 
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Hasbury relates the story of a schoolteacher forbidding his students from calling a Brant 

Township family “the Darky Williams.”36 Other dehumanizing nicknames for Black community 

members abound in local histories of the counties. Winks characterizes the post-Civil War period 

for Black communities in Ontario as a period of increasing hostility and unwelcome:  

“Canadian blacks, once individuals to many white people, now became the stock 

figures they had been in Southern mythology. No longer addressed by their 

Christian names, they were hailed affectionately as Lemon John, Black Bill, Pop 

Eye, Old Shack, Susan’s Bill, Taffy Mary, Big Charlie, Black Sam, or the 

‘colored man with [the] white soul’.”37  

The end of the 19th century was a period wherein blackface minstrelsy was increasingly 

popular, 38 as were alarmist and fearful accounts in the Canadian press of the South 

Reconstruction era.39 No longer congratulating themselves as providing a British haven to Black 

people escaping enslavement in the U.S., white Canadians became hostile towards the Black 

communities who remained in Canada.  

Many themes in the white treatment of Black communities in Grey and Bruce counties and in 

Southern Ontario more generally are present in Robert Comber’s autobiographical local history 

memoir of his life and family history in Holland Township. In it, a chapter describes interactions 

his family and other white locals had with the Parkers, a Black family. Comber relates that 

during his childhood in the late 19th century, “the term negro was never heard, they were always 

and not unkindly called ‘N----r.’” 40 That this term, in Ontario and in this era, could be 

 
36 Hasbury, Bruce County’s Black Pioneers, 16. 
37 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 290. 
38 In my research in the Grey County Archives, I encountered several framed Blackface depictions from local 

homes.  
39 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 291. 
40 Robert Comber, Queen's Bush Tales (Markdale, ON: Cherev Canada, 1988), 50. 
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understood in any way except pejoratively is demonstrated by its frequent use in racist and 

sensationalist news stories of the era, and in the fact that Black communities protested against its 

use by those in public office. At the turn of the 20th century in Ontario, “a ‘n ****ring’ continued 

to be used as a verb in lumbering,” and Black people were frequently colloquially referred to as 

“‘sooties,’ and later ‘dinges’ and ‘jigaboos.’”41  

Comber also describes several stories of racial terror inflicted on the Parker family by locals, 

noting that the Parkers “supplied not only local labour but also entertainment… My Uncle Bob 

McKay used to tell me that when he and boys couldn’t find anything better to do they’d go up 

and TORMENT the Parkers for a couple of hours;”42 this terrorization of Black communities for 

white amusement was not uncommon in Canada, as Black people were often a source of 

dehumanizing amusement and mockery, often through shockingly cruel actions.43 One local 

history tome in Hamilton notes how “‘fun-loving boys’ would gather outside the African church 

to hear the noises of worship; and when they removed the church steps, cried fire, and watched 

the bodies pile five deep as the frightened blacks poured from the building, the town historian 

found it amusing.”44  

After gathering supplies that included “white sheets, pillow cases, pots and pans” Comber’s 

uncle and his companions would, under the cover of darkness  

“surround the house. Then they would don the white sheets and beat the pots and 

pans, gently at first as faces came to the windows some would wave the glowing 

wood. Soon the family would wail and chant and kids cry. The apparitions in the 

sheets would jump up and down. Sometimes they would pull the sheet off so it 

 
41 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 293. 
42 Comber, Queen's Bush Tales, 50. 
43 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 294-5. 
44 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 294-5. 
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seemed they disappeared. Soon the wailing, chanting, crying and praying would 

be very loud. The tempo of the pot banging would increase so that soon it was a 

bedlam. The poor Parkers being so superstitious surely thought the devil was after 

them. When the lads grew tired of the amusement they would go home.”45  

The lie of amusement as a motivation for these actions is belied by Comber’s uncle’s own 

admission that “it was an awful thing to do.”46 Comber goes on to describe how local white 

people would sometimes gift the Parkers with firewood and how one local man inserted into 

such a piece of firewood some blasting powder (“just a little” Comber reassures). When the 

Parkers burned this piece of wood it destroyed the woodstove and the chimney pipes.47 Comber 

claims that this deception was explained to the Parkers as being spirit wood that would rid their 

house of bad spirits. Both examples of the terror inflicted on the Parker family emphasized their 

supposed superstitiousness.  

This terrorization, or the threat of it, was present in the lives of Black inhabitants of Grey 

County in the 20th century as well. Local Black community descendant Helen Miller recalls, in 

reference to the Priceville area: “Our people weren’t allowed out there.”48 Carolynn Wilson’s 

father died in 1955 under suspicious circumstances while working on a construction project with 

white colleagues. Wilson searched in many archives and local records to try to find out more 

about her father’s death but was unable to find any information even in the town council 

minutes. Her family did not see any insurance benefits nor did they receive condolences from the 

town, while significant mystery remains surrounding his death.49 

 
45 Comber, Queen's Bush Tales, 50. 
46 Comber, Queen's Bush Tales, 50.  
47 Comber, Queen's Bush Tales, 51. 
48 Roberta Avery, “Black Cemetery’s Story Unearths Deep Secrets; Locals Reluctant to Discuss Missing 

Tombstones in Potato Field: Ontario Edition,” Toronto Star, Feb. 5, 2001. 
49 Roberta Avery, “Lingering questions about death: Carolynn Wilson wants to know what happened to her father in 

1955,” The Sun Times, May 2, 2001, A5. 
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Finally, the geographic marginality of Black families and communities in Grey and Bruce 

counties is noted in many memoirs and works of local history. Comber is no exception in this 

regard. He notes, for example, that the Parkers “existed in a miserable frame shack, with most of 

the windows broken and stuffed with rags. However, to what they had escaped from his tumbled 

down shack was heaven to them…When a dirty or mean job needed to be done you could always 

get this family to do it. For a pail of milk, a few eggs, a chicken or a piece of pork they would dig 

your turnips, or beets out of the frozen ground. They would carry your wood in and out of the 

snow, and any of the many tasks that had to be done.”50 Sylvia Hasbury also relates “in the old 

records of the Smith Family Cemetery across the road on Lot 25, Concession 14 is a notation 

stating “Another burial here with no stone was the infant child of Negro family who lived in a 

shack just up the side road from this cemetery.’”51 After the influx of white settlers led to the loss 

of many Black homesteads and farms, Black people oftentimes became engaged in manual or 

menial labour, living on the margins of white farms and settlements. As Bruce County Laneways 

and Landmarks recounts, labour on a white farm “was done by a black man, who lived in a cabin 

there. He made charcoal from the trees and sold it to local blacksmiths.”52 

The census data from this era points to the increasing disappearance of Black families and 

landholders in many areas of the counties, who were replaced by individual Black women and 

men living with white families as labourers or domestics. For example, the 1851 census for 

Southampton accounts for resident James Orr, who came from Ireland and had among his 

household Francis Bell, a “coloured labourer.”53 In Normanby Reflections, Paula Neal recounts 

 
50 Comber, Queen's Bush Tales, 49. Comber describes that “as a lad I used to go up and stand around and watch 

them – I had never seen black people, I ran when they approached me.”  
51 Hasbury, Bruce County’s Black Pioneers, 31. 
52 See Bruce County Laneways and Landmarks, 31. 
53 1851 Census for Bruce County. 
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that Ross Whicher of Colpoys Bay (which itself was a dispossessed Saugeen reserve), told her 

“we had a Negro woman who used to work for our family. Her name was Gant.”54 This woman 

was Mary Gant, who spent the remainder of her life living in Southampton with her 

grandchildren. It is important to note the trajectory of the Gant’s in this case: formerly farmers in 

Normanby Township at the time of white settlement, Mary Gant appears later as working in the 

household of a white family. The Gant’s farming presence disappeared, leaving behind only 

places of burial where once agricultural Black communities stood.  

 

II - “Nothing remains to show that they ever lived here”: Obliteration of Black Community 

Cemeteries 

 

 

The early generations of the Gant family are buried in Normanby Township in Grey County, 

where only two gravestones remain in a largely destroyed cemetery. These stones are hidden in a 

pine tree plantation and are unmarked from the road. During a September 2019 visit to 

Normanby Township, my wife and I searched extensively in the area, including asking residents 

for directions to the site. These locals were unfamiliar with its existence. Indeed, such was the 

marginalization and erasure of this site that we only happened upon it by chance when I noticed 

a small opening in the trees by the roadside. In 1966, a resident named C.R. Stevenson noted in a 

letter to the editor that “it may surprise some of your readers to learn that one hundred years ago 

there was a Negro settlement in Normanby Township, about six miles northwest of Mount 

Forest, on part of the farm now owned by Mr. Percy Mellor.”55 Stevenson went on to state that   

 
54 Hasbury, Bruce County’s Black Pioneers, 14.  
55 A letter to the editor in The Confederate, Mount Forest Ontario, June 7, 1966. 
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“as far as we know [they were] not owning land but helping their white neighbors 

to clear land and keeping pretty much to themselves…Some of their names come 

to mind – Williams, Gant, Travis and Brown. These names were, of course, the 

names of their former owners, no slave had a name of his own. Jimmy Williams 

was fond of telling how he crossed the border embedded in a load of 

hay…Nothing remains to show that they ever lived here except a few tiny 

headstones leaning against Mr. Mellor’s fence. A couple of years after the war 

ended they simply drifted away, possibly to a more congenial climate.” 

This site with its two remaining tombstones is a typical example of the fate of Black 

community cemeteries in Grey County and elsewhere.56 The gravestones had been undisturbed 

until the 1940s, “when a farmer ploughed the graves under and moved the tombstones into the 

fence-row.”57 After the graves were disturbed many of the stones were taken as souvenirs until 

the memorial was established in the 1990s. A 1991 article relates that a Toronto resident who 

owned the land wanted the memorial to the Gant family removed from her property and claimed 

that the presence of the Gants and other Black community members buried there in the 1850s 

was hampering her ability to sever the land and sell it.58 Similarly to the homeowners mentioned 

in Chapter 3 who worried that the Saugeen Anishinaabeg reclamation of the burial ground in 

Owen Sound would affect the market values of their homes, the desire to preserve the historic 

presence of a community was at odds with the personal profit of a property owner who did not 

prioritize this presence. Today, a large pine plantation occupies the cemetery site and surrounds 

 
56 Many Black community members are buried in Owen Sound’s potter's field. Many Black families and individuals 

are interred in Grey County in individual graves or small family groupings at the margins or within predominantly 

white cemeteries. 
57 Randy Hicks, “Land Owner wants cemetery gone from her land,” The Citizen, Apr. 3, 2018. 
58 Hicks, “Land Owner.”  
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the deteriorating memorial, which, as my search highlights, is today largely forgotten and 

hidden, both from view and from local knowledge. 

The Gant family cemetery in the Normanby township area is a microcosm of the fate of 

many burial places of historic Black communities throughout North America; the regimes of 

white supremacy described in the previous section laid the groundwork for the widespread 

destruction of the cemeteries of Black communities. The virtual obliteration of the Gant resting 

place is repeated across Bruce and Grey Counties, in other parts of Ontario, as well as in the 

states from which many Black community members fled in the 19th century.  Rainville notes that 

in western Virginia 

“Mid-twentieth century trends toward increased housing development and 

consequent rising land prices and tax rates forced many African American 

families to sell their land and attendant grave sites. Difficult economic times also 

forced families to migrate to northern cities to seek employment. In their absence 

many of their historic house sites and cemeteries were destroyed. In other cases, 

carved fieldstones that once marked graves were removed and stacked under 

nearby trees to clear the land for cultivation or animal husbandry. African 

American family history is lost when the grave sites and homesteads of earlier 

generations are destroyed.”59  

Rainville also chronicles that Black community cemeteries in the region have been buried 

“beneath generations of trash,”60 stranded atop artificial hills after surrounding land was removed 

 
59 Lynn Rainville, Hidden History: African American Cemeteries in Central Virginia (Charlottesville, VA: 

University of Virginia Press, 2014), 76. 
60 Rainville, African American Cemeteries, 89. 
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for construction purposes,61 exhumed to make way for development,62 and crushed beneath 

electrical maintenance vehicles,63 amongst other indignities. In Maryland, Black community 

cemeteries have not been spared similar treatment. For example, Laurel Cemetery was 

established in 1852 as the first non-religious burying place for Baltimore's Black community, 

which was at the time described as “a beautiful, peaceful spot, with “high and undulating” 

grounds, a public chapel, and tree-lined walks.”64 An 1858 ad promised that “all who procure 

burials here are sure of an undisturbed resting place for all time to come.”65 Unfortunately, the 

eternity promised only lasted a hundred years, as the cemetery was obliterated by the 

construction of a shopping center after a portion of the cemetery was moved in the 1950s. In 

November 1958, a Black reporter wrote, “the soft sobs of bereaved relatives have been replaced 

at the Laurel Cemetery by the roar of powerful bulldozers ripping apart this historic but decaying 

burial grounds.”66 The Moses Cemetery in Bethesda, Maryland met a similar fate; a burial 

ground of the Black community established in the early 20th century, it was bulldozed and paved 

over in the 1960s to install a parking lot. The area’s Black community, formed following 

emancipation, was at the time being expelled from the area due to gentrification processes; 

having been forced to flee their homes, Moses Cemetery was left vulnerable to desecration by 

developers and local government. The destruction of the cemetery thus went hand in hand with 

the dispossession of the living.   

 
61 Rainville, African American Cemeteries, 91. 
62 Rainville, African American Cemeteries, 92. 
63 Rainville, African American Cemeteries, xi. 
64 Sarah Laskow, “The Grim History Hidden Under a Baltimore Parking Lot,” Atlas Obscura , October 25, 2019, 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/grim-history-hidden-under-baltimore-parking-lot-cemetery-african-american.  
65 Laskow, “The Grim History.” See also Regina K. Graham, “Grim secret of a Baltimore mall parking lot: How at 

least 5,000 forgotten bodies were left behind when an old cemetery was taped off overnight and bulldozed to make 

way for a new development,” Daily Mail, Mar. 6, 2018, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5468623/Secret-

Baltimore-parking-lot-5-000-bodies-got-left-behind.html. 
66 Christina Tkacik, "Rediscovering the African-American graveyard beneath a Baltimore shopping center," The 

Baltimore Sun, Mar 20, 2018.   
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This destruction of burial places following the dispossession of the living also took place in 

Grey County, near the former Black community of Negro Creek. According to the Grey Roots 

Museum and Archives, this community in Holland Township, which by 1851 numbered at least 

50 families, was established, “even before local Indigenous people had negotiated and signed an 

official treaty (1836).”67 In 1999, construction on Highway 6, which intersects with Negro 

Creek, spurred worry among Black descendants because of the presence of graves of early Negro 

Creek residents in the area. Descendant and Owen Sound resident Terry Harding related that his 

uncle Gordon Mollock “was witness to uncovering a gravesite there while reconstructing 

Highway 6 in 1963.”68  Harding further recounts that, according to his uncle, “they found graves 

and headstones, and even though he protested, they loaded up everything in trucks and dumped it 

just south of Williamsford, where they unloaded all the old road-bed too.” Harding is acutely 

aware of the limitations of the written record in establishing Black presence: “we don’t have 

many records of this because they have been thrown out or doctored up, so the only way our 

people know is by word of mouth.” Holland Township Mayor Brian Saunders acknowledged that 

a cemetery existed in the area but was unconcerned about its location or protection: “It’s possible 

there is one (at Negro Creek). Burials seemed to happen anywhere back there.”69 

Elsewhere in Ontario, Black community sites met similar fates as the burial places already 

 
67 “In central Grey County, south of the small village of Williamsford, the fertile, yet sparsely populated land along 

Negro Creek and Negro Lake naturally attracted pioneers in the mid-nineteenth century. Freer of some of the 

prejudices and discrimination in the more developed areas of southern Ontario, by 1851 some 50 Black families 

made their home in the Negro Creek district. Some of these families may have made their way into the area shortly 

after the War of 1812, even before local Indigenous people had negotiated and signed an official treaty (1836). The 

name Negro Creek appeared on a Patents Plan (No. 46) for Holland Township, on December 29, 1851, indicating 

that the community was well established by that time.” See Stephanie McMullen, “Black History in Grey County,” 

Grey Roots Museum & Archives, Grey County, accessed Dec. 1, 2021, https://greyroots.com/story/black-history-

grey-county.  
68 John Radojkovic, “Culvert Enlargement Near Negro Creek: Archaeologists Monitoring Construction,” The Sun 

Times (Owen Sound, ON), Jul. 10, 1999, A8. 
69 Radojkovic, “Culvert Enlargement.”  
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mentioned. Linda Brown-Kubisch’s study of the Queen’s Bush settlement begins with a visit to 

what is now known as Peel Township Black Cemetery. She notes that “there are probably 

hundreds of graves in this cemetery, but natural weathering, neglect and vandalism have 

destroyed most of the stones. Only a few are remaining and even those are unreadable.”70 She 

reminds the reader that “these gravemarkers are the only physical reminder of a once thriving 

and important Black community known as the Queen’s Bush.” The Bethel Union Cemetery in 

Simcoe County, containing the graves of hundreds of members of the Black community, was 

also nearly lost to history when it was bulldozed in 1961 and many of the remains were jumbled 

into a single mound.71 The Windsor area, one of the centres of Black settlement in 19th century 

Ontario, was also the site of the destruction and obliteration of Black cemeteries. Elise Harding 

Davis, a Windsor area historian of Black communities, has “watched farmers plough over 

cemeteries, seen headstones hanging in peoples’ living rooms and even fought for the town of 

Essex to quit using a cemetery site as overflow parking for the annual Harrow Fair.”72 Glen 

Cook, a representative of the Lakeshore Black Heritage Committee, noted that the Black 

community cemetery at Lakeshore had been “built over and neglected, ignored.” 73  Holding the 

dead of the historic Black community of Elmstead, the cemetery was destroyed in the mid-20th 

century by the construction of two houses atop the graves. Another cemetery, St. Mark’s, has 

partially met the fate of many Black community cemeteries in Ontario. Though part of the St. 

Mark’s burial place is on a small piece of open land, this open area is surrounded by a field of 

crops; historians have determined Black ancestors are buried beneath the ploughed land.74 

 
70 Linda Brown-Kubisch, The Queen’s Bush Settlement: Black Pioneers 1839-1865 (Toronto: Dundurn, 2004), ix 
71 Barrie Examiner, “Clearview cemetery gains historic designation thanks to work of one woman," Barrie 

Examiner, May 14, 2016. 
72 Meg Roberts, “Hidden cemeteries of Essex County hold Underground Railroad history,” CBC News, Feb. 1, 2018. 
73 CBC News, “Black cemetery in Lakeshore ‘built over and neglected,’” CBC News, Feb. 27, 2015. 
74 CBC News, “Hidden cemeteries.”  
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Harding Davis summarized the condition of the Black community cemeteries of Essex County in 

one word: “Deplorable.”75    

A typical and well-documented example of the history of Black community sites in 

Ontario can be found at Lot 21 Concession 1, on the corner of Grey Road #14 and the Durham 

Road, near Priceville. Here lies a burial ground of a 19th century Black community in Artemesia 

Township, today known as the Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery. Soon after white 

settlement, the Black community moved to larger towns for better economic opportunity or to 

escape racial tension, or else married into the local white population.76 In the early 20th century, 

the cemetery was threatened by destruction and desecration.77 The burial ground was taken over 

by a white farmer who removed the stones, plowed the field, and planted potatoes atop the 

bodies of the Black community’s dead. According to local tradition, this desecration did not take 

place under the cover of night, but rather with the collusion of many locals: “Teenage boys had 

been paid to remove the grave stones and pile them along the road allowance in preparation for 

the day in the late 1930s when the ‘darkies' cemetery’ was ploughed under.”78 The stepdaughter 

of the farmer, in the National Film Board documentary about the site, Speakers for the Dead, 

says with a smile:  “We raised very good potatoes on that particular piece of land. They were 

excellent. They lasted well through the winter. They were good, big potatoes. We never had to 

buy any.” 

 
75 CBC News, “Hidden cemeteries.”  
76 Naomi Norquay, “Land’s Memory: Looking for Traces of the Old Durham Road Black Pioneer Settlement,” 

Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal 7, (2010): 21. 
77 Catharine L. Slaney,“The Process and Implications of Racialization: A Case Study” (PhD diss., University of 

Toronto, 2004), 30. 
78 Don Crosby, "Restoring Black History Divides Small Town Repairing the Past: Effort to Save Desecrated Graves 

Creates Controversy," National Post, Oct. 31, 1998. 
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It was not only the bodies of the dead that were destroyed, but also the stones 

documenting their existence. The same stepdaughter of the farmer remarked on the use of 

gravestones as materials in the basements of local white people: 

“Back then people didn’t have a lot of money. So you didn’t think of going to the 

store to buy a patio stone like you would now, or putting cement down. There just 

wasn’t the money to do it. So you used what you had available. And also there 

were a few in the basement of the home. I think there was only two or three stones 

in the basement of the house… sometimes we had water in the basement. We 

needed them to walk on, to get from one board to the next sort of thing [laughs], 

because there was planks down there if you recall, to walk across, to get to the 

potato bin, for instance, or where the apples were, things like that.” 

Carolynn Wilson, whose great-great uncle James Handy is buried in the Durham Road site,79 

recounted to one reporter that “the gravestone of ‘Moiriah’[a woman buried in the Durham Road 

site] was used by the children of a school across the road from the cemetery as home plate on a 

ball field.”80 Naomi Norquay notes that in the early 20th century, local oral tradition amongst 

white settlers included stories that “were in common circulation…of people dragging away fallen 

and ‘abandoned’ headstones behind their snowmobiles, recreation rooms having flooring made 

out of headstones, barns and sheds using headstones as subflooring, over which concrete was 

poured.”81 By the 1990s, nothing remained but a pile of stones to the side of an empty field; 

 
79 Don Crosby, "Digging Up a Controversy: Plans to Unearth Gravestones Spark Opposition: Final Edition," Sun 

Times, Oct. 27, 1998. 
80 Crosby, “Digging Up a Controversy.” 
81 Naomi Norquay, “Remembering in a Context of Forgetting: Hauntings and the Old Durham Road Black Pioneer 

Settlement,” Canadian Social Studies 47, no. 2 (2014): 131. 
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descendant Howard Sheffield, in one news report, pointed to the road bordering the cemetery and 

observed the destruction: “It got pushed aside, when this road went through.”82 

A final example illustrates the importance of the tombstones themselves as artifacts of 

Black historical presence, and the pain caused by their theft or misuse. In 2016, Virginia State 

Senator Richard Stuart discovered that a two-mile stretch along the Potomac River in Virginia on 

his farm was lined with grave markers.83 The headstones were from Columbian Harmony 

Cemetery, a historic African American burial ground in Washington D.C. containing the graves 

of 37,000 prominent black D.C. citizens and Civil War veterans buried between 1859 and 1960  

(when they were ostensibly disinterred and relocated to National Harmony Cemetery in Prince 

George’s County, Maryland to make way for urban development and the developer promised to 

relocate all the graves to the new cemetery.  

However, the relocation process was far from respectful or thorough, and most of the 

grave markers "were hauled off as scrap.”84 This led to the loss of much information; the new 

cemetery does not mark the location of those formerly interred at Columbian Harmony 

Cemetery. A former owner of Stuart’s farm in Virginia bought several truckloads of stones to 

reinforce his shoreline. In 1967, the city government purchased the land and began building a 

Metro station, at which time several coffins containing human remains were dug up. 

Columbian Harmony’s fate is not unusual amongst cemeteries of the Black community of 

Washington D.C., and at least four other major burial places have been “obliterated in the past 

century for the sake of development.” According to Michael L. Blakey, director of the Institute 

 
82 “Black Pioneer Cemetery Reclaimed.” Owen Sound Sun Times, September 26, 1990, 18. 
83 CBS News, “Inside the search for tombstones from the Colombian Harmony Cemetery, where 37,000 Black D.C. 

residents were once buried,” CBS News, Feb. 21, 2021, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/columbian-harmony-

cemetery-history-37000-black-dc-residents/.  
84 Gregory S. Schneider, “A Virginia state senator found headstones on his property. It brought to light a historic 

injustice in D.C.,” The Washington Post, Oct. 25, 2020. 
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for Historical Biology at William & Mary, the treatment of the stones and graves at Columbian 

Harmony is “dehumanizing.” He notes that “racism is about dehumanizing people so that they 

can be dealt with without empathy. . .This is just another manifestation of a knee on a neck for 

eight minutes or a body left in the middle of a street for four hours.” 

 

III - Graveyard Work: Reclamation and Resistance  

 

 In this section, I outline what, drawing upon scholars in necrogeography, I have variously 

termed the work of memory85 or graveyard work86 to describe the reciprocal relationship of Black 

communities to sites that have been destroyed due to the violence of white supremacy. I begin by 

outlining how this work has manifested in the literary imagination of Black poets and 

playwrights, before continuing to the ways the law has been mobilized by, and used against, the 

preservation of Black community burial places. I conclude this section by describing some of the 

physical acts of reclamation that have been initiated by Black communities to restore sites. It is 

vital to situate many of the reclamation efforts, in Canada especially, in the context of the 

emergent official multiculturalism that became Canadian federal policy in the 1970s and was 

challenged the 1990s in response to Quebec’s assertions of sovereignty. According to Daniel 

McNeil, in the same period (the 1990s and early 2000s), Black communities in Grey County 

began to lay claim to long destroyed or threatened spaces of burial while the Canadian state 

redoubled efforts to establish “new guidelines to subsume the expression of ethnic and cultural 

diversity under the notions of social cohesion, mutual respect and a shared sense of Canadian 

 
85 Thomas Walter Laqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal Remains (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press), 2015. 
86 Jeane, D. Gregory. “The Upland South Cemetery: An American Type.” Journal of popular culture 11, no. 4 

(1978): 901 
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identity.”87 During this period, media and state discourses equated visible minorities with 

immigrants, reinforcing a “profoundly psychic sense” of alienation from dominant white ideas of 

Canada. As Black was synonymous in mainstream discourse with newcomer, the grassroots 

claims of centuries-old and unrecognized Black community sites in Ontario served as a profound 

challenge to efforts casting racialized people as a new and alien presence in the Canadian nation.  

 

The Work of Memory and Literary Remembrance 

 

 The widespread destruction of Black community cemeteries has led many Black poets 

and writers to recreate connections with places long lost or to reclaim the space of burial in their 

work. Several writers have resurrected the lost Black community spaces of burial in rural 

Saukiing Anishinaabekiing: the poet and scholar of Black Canadian studies Afua Cooper’s 

collection Copper Woman and Other Poems contains a piece called “Negro Cemeteries,” which 

she notes is “inspired by the Old Durham Road Negro Pioneer Cemetery.” I read this poem as a 

reassertion of ancestral knowledges excluded from the realm of possibility. Cooper’s poem gives 

voice to Black ancestors buried in rural Ontario, who are “demanding we remember them / 

insisting we reveal their history.” Complicating the label of “Negro” (always with quotation 

marks), Cooper lets African/Islamic/diasporic knowledges speak through the dead, asserting their 

presence as bearers of distinct ways of being in the world: 

Griots rising from graves 

recounting the stories of their journeys 

hafiz tongues uncleaving 

reciting surahs of the dawn 

 
87 McNeil, “Banality of Multiculturalism,” 406. 



213 
 

babalawos emerging from the storm 

divining with their shells and stones.88 

Against the mundane and dehumanizing geographies (“appearing in potato fields / 

appearing in fields of corn”) of white supremacist erasure, Cooper makes these figures speak.  

Like Cooper, Collingwood poet Brenda Miller, a descendant of the Black community buried on 

the Old Durham Road, undermines the label negro by asserting “African, Ancestral” presence in 

the Oro African Heritage Church and cemetery. She celebrates not only the church structure 

itself, which she asserts is “not just four walls in place, but a Vessel imbued, with African, 

Ancestral Race,” but also the ancestors themselves, who inhabited a place labelled as Negro 

Hollow but who are now “the first ancestral footsteps, the ground breakers, the new path makers” 

who were “foretelling the strength of our race.” Now people have gathered to “proudly tell your 

story, found ancestral names, pronounced with glory.” Thanks to the work of those who have 

fought to preserve the site, the names of these venerated ancestors are “etched in stone, along 

with others, names yet unknown” in a prominent monument at the site, proclaiming the enduring 

presence of a nearly forgotten Black community.  

In Djanet Sears’ play The Adventures of a Black Girl in Search of God, the cemetery, and 

the act of burial, plays an important role in rooting a fictional, Black community at Negro Creek 

Road in Holland Township, Grey County to both land and place. Lorraine, a doctor known as 

Rainey throughout the text, is still in mourning over the death of her young daughter Janie, 

whose father was Michael, the community’s clergyman. Lorraine is now faced with the loss of 

her father, Abendigo. Abendigo is very conscious of his imminent death and instructs his 

 
88 Afua Cooper, Copper Woman and Other Poems (Toronto: Natural Heritage Book, 2006), 25-26.  
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daughter that he wishes to “be buried facing the creek.”89 Because the family plot in the 

cemetery is filled, Abendigo wants to be buried in an unauthorized grave facing Negro Creek: 

“Janie took my spot. Seven generations of Johnsons are buried in that church ground. I want to 

be buried facing the creek.”90 Abendigo’s reciprocal attachment to the place he has lived and the 

community he has served persists even in his view of an afterlife. When Rainey asks him, “You 

think there’s a heaven, Pa?” Abendigo replies:  

“Yes I do. Heaven is Negro Creek. My grandmother left her life in that water. My 

body will rot in the earth and nurture the land, enriching the soil and more grass 

will grow and flowers and shrubs. And a cow might eat the grass and a part of me 

will be in the cow and the cow’s milk. And maybe someone on Negro Creek will 

drink that milk or eat that cow. And the circle which just keep going, and going 

and going.”91 

Like the real-life Black community of Grey County, the community in Sears’ play is 

struggling against the decision of Holland Township Council to erase the name of Negro Creek. 

Amid this activism, the community’s church is vandalized with horrific racial slurs. In the face 

of this attack, Michael delivers a defiant sermon in which he asserts that  

“we are a steadfast people. It is this characteristic in us that has helped us survive 

the most severe and vicious of atrocities. Our forebears survived so that we may 

breathe the air we breathe at this moment. They can try to put fear in us. They can 

even burn us down. But we will continue to fight for our right to take up space on 

this earth.”92 

 
89 Sears, Djanet, The Adventures of a Black Girl in Search of God (Toronto: Playwrights Canada Press, 2003), 55. 
90 Sears, The Adventures of a Black Girl, 55. 
91 Sears, The Adventures of a Black Girl, 94. 
92 Sears, The Adventures of a Black Girl, 82. 
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Abendigo, a Black judge and an advocate for his community in life, makes of his death a 

quiet act of resistance − death becomes an act of making “space on this earth” for his body, in the 

place to which he belongs and which settler white people have tried to erase from the map. 

In her study of the literary tradition of the African American pastoral, Anissa Janine Wardi 

identifies graves, or space on this earth, as part of a conception of “physical place as a repository 

of cultural memory”93 in Black literature. Examining the work of Ernest Gaines, Jean Toomer, 

Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker, Wardi unearths “a revealing relationship between cultural 

recovery and graveyards,”94 arguing that Gaines and Toomer both  

“construct literal and symbolic cemeteries, not merely as places of death, but as 

ancestral wombs that give birth to both artists personally and fictionally. The 

cemetery provides a material location of cultural continuity, which is appropriated 

as a symbol through which to address the sense of displacement pervasive in 

African American history. With a history that includes a forced expulsion from 

Africa and a dislocating migration to the North, Toomer and Gaines attempt to 

root themselves in the soil of their ancestors”95 

Wardi expands on Toni Morrison’s concept of the “original place” as “defined in the African 

American pastoral as consisting of the materiality of the communal body, the ancestral corpus 

and the southern land, flooded by the waters of the Middle Passage. The original place is not a 

rigidly definable space, yet its separate entities act upon one another to provide the genesis of 

meaning.”96 Graveyards also provide a “kind of terrestrial stability” 97 that is “the material 

 
93 Sears, The Adventures of a Black Girl, 46. 
94 Sears, The Adventures of a Black Girl, 47. 
95 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 47. 
96 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 71-2. 
97 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 73. 



216 
 

location of ancestral remains.”98 For Wardi, the centering of cemeteries in African American 

writing “directs the reader to the power of an earth-centred spirituality,”99 revolving around 

“ancestral ground.”100 This material stability is expressed in the poem “Monument,” in which 

Natasha Trethewey visits her mother’s grave and notices that “ants streamed in / and out like 

arteries, a tiny hill rising / above her untended plot.”101 For Trethewey, the “ants’ determined 

work” reminds her of the work she has left undone: “I’ve tried not to begrudge them / their 

industry, this reminder of what / I haven’t done.” There is an interweaving of ants, earth, mother, 

and daughter; the ants inhabit “a world / made by displacement.” The ants emerge from her 

mother’s grave “in / and out like arteries” from “soil / of which she will be part.” The ants 

tending to a grave that the poet, by her own admission, has neglected, represent “a blister on my 

heart, / a red and humming swarm.”  

Elsewhere, in her poem “Liturgy,” which is dedicated to “the Mississippi Gulf Coast,” 

Trethewey reflects on the fragile and precariously interconnected fates of dead and living 

inhabiting a world being transformed by economic inequality and climate change: “thinking of 

water rising, / her daughter’s grave, my mother’s grave − underwater − on the Coast.”102 These 

precarious graves exist next to “the displaced, living in trailers along the coast, beside the 

highway, / in vacant lots and open fields,” including “those who died on the Coast.” Trethewey 

presents her poem as “a time capsule for the Coast,” encompassing: 

“...words of the people 

 -don’t forget us-  

 
98 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 48. 
99 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 62. 
100 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 63. 
101 Camille T. Dungy, Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry (Athens, GA: University of 

Georgia Press, 2009), 175. 
102 Dungy, Black Nature, 201. 
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the sound of wind, waves, the silence of graves,  

the muffled voice of history, bull-dozed and buried 

under sand poured on the eroding coast,  

the concrete slabs of rebuilding the Coast.” 

Trethewey also weaves herself into this landscape of memory, affection, and destruction, 

declaring “Native daughter: I am the Gulf Coast,” inhabiting “a world / made by displacement.” 

This conception of the cemetery as an enduring site of resistance to displacement is present also 

in the poem “Requiem,” written by the Harlem Renaissance and Virginian poet Anne Spencer:  

“Oh, I who so wanted to own some earth, 

Am consumed by the earth instead:  

Blood into river 

Bone into land 

            The grave restores what finds its bed.”103 

  In this poem Spencer connects the dispossession experienced by Black communities to 

the undeniable form of possession that comes with inhabiting the grave. She points to the bitter 

irony and deep sense of belonging that coexist in being unable to have agency over the space and 

the land to which one’s body will inevitably be committed, and in the possession in death of a 

piece of earth in the face of lifelong dispossession. Other poets count the “disremembered and 

unaccounted for”104 who are located in cemeteries; in her poem “potters’ field” Cynthia Parker-

Ohene reflects on the cemetery adjacent to the Crownsville Hospital Centre, formerly known as 

the Hospital for the Negro Insane of Maryland, which was a segregated facility for the 

institutionalization of black people with mental disabilities. She remarks that the dead of this site 

 
103 Dungy, Black Nature, 210. 
104 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 72. 
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are “on the edges of things like vindictive weeds or nervous trees / a caste even unto death / as 

though bone may copulate / with bone.”105 Parker-Ohene thus remarks on the grim irony of the 

posthumous segregation and dehumanization of the dead who are unable to transgress racial 

barriers or resist their place at the margins.  

Lucille Clifton’s poem “at the cemetery, walnut grove plantation, south carolina, 1989” is a 

similar exploration of remembering and accounting for the “disremembered and unaccounted 

for.” In an unmarked cemetery of the enslaved on a plantation in South Carolina, she walks 

“among the rocks / at walnut grove / your silence drumming / in my bones, /  

tell me your names.” Imploring the dead to divulge their names (“tell me your names / tell me 

your bashful names / and I will testify”) and secrets is a yearning and present desire throughout 

these poems, and indeed also in efforts to uncover and reclaim the cemeteries of Black 

communities. Clifton remarks that during her visit to the plantation, “nobody mentioned slaves”; 

she sees, however, the presence of the long-dead enslaved community at Walnut Grove, seeing 

through the unmarked cemetery of the enslaved to the people buried there: “and yet the curious 

tools / shine with your fingerprints… / but somebody did this work / who had no guide, no stone, 

/ who moulders under rock.” 

 Clifton also comments on the limited account of history available in relation to the 

enslaved, noting that though Walnut Grove’s “inventory lists ten slaves … only men were 

recognized,” and that among the dead are “foremothers.” She recognizes that the varied 

humanity of the human beings buried in the cemetery have been erased, and that “among the 

rocks” at plantation are “honored dead,” some of whom  

“were dark 

 
105 Dungy, Black Nature, 174.  
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some of these dark 

were slaves 

some of these slaves 

were women 

some of them did this honored work. 

tell me your names 

foremothers, brothers, 

tell me your dishonored names.” 

The four-pronged reminder (dark, slaves, women, those who did this honoured work) concludes 

with a fourfold refrain, and a demand on the reader: 

here lies 

here lies 

here lies 

here lies 

hear 

 This request to hear where generations have been silenced that is the conclusion of 

Clifton’s poem persists in many of the poems that have as their subjects the cemeteries of Black 

communities. The work of a community coalition to protect the historic Black Moses Cemetery 

in Bethesda, Maryland has been supported by Siki Dlanga, a South African poet who learned of 

the struggle to shield the cemetery when she was studying in Washington D.C. In her poem 

“Black Lives Matter Dead or Alive,” Dlanga, like many other poets, gives life and agency to the 

dead and asserts their copresence with the living:  
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“Handle our bed of death with care lest the ground you walk on revolts beneath 

your feet 

…We have been waiting to be woken up from our sleep 

Our business on earth is not yet done 

We have been longing for an opportunity to state our case. 

America shackled us but our deaths freed us.” 

The belonging of Black communities to the land is thus asserted through the presence of the 

dead. As Dangla states: “Our bones are title deeds.” Her refrain of “Black lives matter alive or 

dead” is both an affirmative political statement and an assertion of the livingness and continued 

relevance of the dead and the places they inhabit. The unjust deaths of Black people in the 

present and the threatened presence of the long dead are intertwined:  

“Every unjust death is one more soldier added to the army. 

We are the army of dry bones. 

We gather by the graves. 

When our peace has been disrupted, we rise. 

We have made death lose its sting” 

Like Sears’ fictional Black community re-inserted into a space in which they have been 

largely historically erased, several poets make reference to necrogeographies in order to find 

themselves in spaces that have sought to exclude them or in which Black communities are 

thought not to belong. Shirley Anne Williams (1944-1999), in an excerpt called “1. The Dream 

Realized” from her poem “Juneteenth: The Bicentennial Poem” hikes through the Northcounty 

area of San Diego and remarks on the layered historical necrogeography that is present all 
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around her and which envelops her, her siblings, their father, and previous generations and 

civilizations:  

“The Indian dead are here 

buried beneath Spanish place 

names and the cities of the 

pioneers and the droning 

silence is witness to what  

each has claimed, what each owned. 

My father’s grave is here some 

where his tale lost like that jet 

in clabber his children  

scattered along the river 

voices singing to the night.”106 

 In the poem “History as Apple Tree” Michael S. Harper (1938-2016) evokes kinship with 

Rhode Island founder Roger Williams, whose place of rest was located beneath a “giant apple 

tree.” Harper recounts that “when the grave was opened / dust and root grew / in his human 

skeleton: / bones became apple tree.” Through connecting to this place of burial and to the 

historic figure of Williams, Harper narrates for himself a place of belonging in the landscape of 

Rhode Island through Williams’ grave, imagining himself stealing away “in the night to the 

apple tree, / place my arm in the rich grave, / black sachem on the family plot” and that the same 

apple roots that enveloped Williams’ remains might “become my skeleton, / become my own 

myth.”107 

 
106 Dungy, Black Nature, 275.  
107 Dungy, Black Nature, 280.  
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 In her poem “a visit to gettysburg,” Lucille Clifton declares that “i will / touch stone / yes 

i will / teach white rock to answer/ yes i will.” In doing so, she connects with the materiality of 

death that can only be experienced in places of burial. She describes herself as “a touchstone” 

and asks: “where is my black blood / and black bone?” Her interaction with place continues:  

and the grounds 

and the graves 

will throw off they clothes 

and touch stone 

for this touchstone.  

Clifton therefore lays claim to a space of national significance in which Black people died and 

are buried but have been excluded from narratives of place. Clifton and many other poets thus 

“foreground the historically absent and forgotten body,” a body which suffered countless 

dispossessions and dehumanizations as it “was stolen from Africa, suffocated on slave ships, 

thrown into the Atlantic Ocean, raped, debased, and dehumanized on plantations, tarred, 

feathered, castrated, lynched and burned in the post-Reconstruction South, and haphazardly 

interred in the southern soil.”108 As Wardi underscores, these imaginative texts seek to reclaim 

that which has too often been stolen, to reassert connection to that which has been destroyed, and 

to themselves serve “as gravestones – visible markers that attempt to provide a resting place for 

the ancestors and in so doing render the absent, present.”109 

 

 

 
108 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 73. 
109 Wardi, Arc of mourning, 73. 
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“Our bones are title deeds”: Law and the Cemeteries of Black Communities 

 

In her play discussed above, Djanet Sears’ character Abendigo’s deathbed wish is to be 

buried in the community he has spent his life serving, Negro Creek, and to be interred near the 

creek itself. However, his marginalized community, that has itself had to fight for existence, has 

limited land resources and a tenuous hold to the place it values. To fulfill his desire to be buried 

near to his beloved Creek, Abendigo wills some of his adjacent land to the church as consecrated 

ground in which he can be buried. This legal maneuver allows for him to be legally buried in a 

space in which he would be otherwise excluded. A conversation between Rainey and Michael 

reveals the tension between community belonging and legal restrictions: 

MICHAEL:  Willing that piece of land to the church was a brilliant idea.  

RAINEY:  He always got his own way.  He wanted to face the creek and he’s facing the 

creek.  

MICHAEL: Though until we complete the land transfer it’s not officially consecrated 

ground. 

RAINEY:  All of Negro Creek is consecrated ground.  

MICHAEL: Not according to section 47 of the Cemeteries Act, it isn’t.  

RAINEY:  I won’t tell if you don’t.110 

Here, Sears reveals the tensions between the existing legal order that protects burial places 

in certain and circumscribed ways, and a community with a different conception of the sacred. 

Abendigo, a retired judge, draws upon the same law that excludes and marginalizes to make a 

place for himself in death.  

As in Abendigo’s final strategic act and as underscored by the relationship of the 

 
110 Sears, The Adventures of a Black Girl,114. 
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community to the Cemeteries Act, the common law has been used as both a mechanism for 

excluding Black communities from their places of burial, and as a tool in attempts at 

reclamation. White dominated jurisdictions have legislated the neglect and dispossession of 

Black community cemeteries. For example, Lynn Rainville recounts the history of the Hearns 

family cemetery in the historic community of Milton, Virginia. The Hearns were a Black family 

who were forced to sell their land in the 1960s due to increased taxes.111 While Virginians have 

the legal right to visit a cemetery holding their ancestors, even if it is on private property, after 

the sale of their land, family member Billy Hearns was told “that he could no longer visit his 

family cemetery. Even worse, an unscrupulous lawyer told him that she could arrange for him to 

have access to the cemetery – for a price: the cost of alleged litigious proceedings that she 

claimed were necessary to enable access.”112 Rainville points out that such concocted barriers 

were all too commonly used against Black families in Virginia; she observes that her visit to the 

family cemetery with Mr. Hearns was his first in four decades. 

 In Ontario, where the responsibility for the upkeep of “abandoned” cemeteries is delegated 

to counties or municipalities,113 the widespread desecration or neglect of Black community 

cemeteries suggests an egregious failure on the part of municipalities in Ontario to extend their 

protective responsibilities over them. For example, in the Windsor, Ontario area, there are 18 

burial places of historic Black communities, the majority of which were in states of decay or 

destruction prior to the efforts of Black community historians. This is a failure of municipal 

responsibilities.114 In Virginia, as described below, widespread funding and preservation efforts 

 
111 Rainville, African American Cemeteries, 78. 
112 Rainville, African American Cemeteries, 78. 
113 Section 101.1 (7) of Ontario’s Funeral, Burial and Cremation Services Act delegates to municipalities (or the 

Crown in areas where there is no municipality) the responsibility to protect and maintain cemeteries considered to be 

abandoned.  (Funeral, Burial and Cremation Services Act, 2002. S.O. 2002, C. 33, s. 101.1 (7)) 
114 Roberts, “Hidden Cemeteries.” 
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were dedicated to the cemeteries of Confederate veterans, while numerous Black cemeteries 

were allowed to decay. Only after major pressure from organizations and community members 

was funding allocated to Black community sites. In Ontario, the answer of some communities to 

uneven protections has been to mobilize the tool of heritage designation, often at great personal 

effort on the part of Black community descendants. Examples of localities where such efforts 

have protected decaying and neglected sites include African Episcopal Church Cemetery in Oro 

Township and the Smith Cemetery in the Town of Tecumseh.115 

The uneven application of protections points to a pattern of legalized inequity amongst the 

dead that is distinguishable along racial lines. Legal scholar Mary Clark outlines that the “history 

of legal treatment of slave and other long-standing African-American burial grounds has been 

one of neglect or outright disregard.”116 She outlines that while many sites of significance to 

predominantly white populations have “typically benefited from solicitous application of adverse 

possession, dedication, eminent domain, trespass, criminal desecration, and other legal 

principles,”117 Black cemeteries have, in a wide variety of cases and court decisions, been 

allowed to be destroyed or desecrated. Clark identifies a variety of cases in which the right of 

white landowners or government projects to make “legitimate, commercial uses of the land”118 

took precedence over the right of Black communities, often including lineal descendants, to 

preserve burial places. The ability of Black communities, particularly in the United States, to 

prevent the destruction of historic burial places is complicated by the fact that the legal solicitude 

and property rights connected to places of burial is usually vested in living descendants, and 

 
115 CBC News, “Black cemetery in Tecumseh receiving heritage designation,” CBC News, Feb. 20, 2015. See also 

example of Shiloh, Saskatchewan (Thia James, “Shiloh Baptist Church, cemetery get heritage designation,” The Star 

Phoenix, Aug. 2, 2019.)  
116 Mary L. Clark “Treading on Hallowed Ground: Implications for Property Law and Critical Theory of Land 

Associated with Human Death and Burial.” Kentucky Law Journal 94, no. 3 (2006): 514. 
117 Clark, “Treading on Hallowed Ground,” 514. 
118 Clark, “Treading on Hallowed Ground,” 517. 
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often “slave cemeteries and African American burial grounds…because of systemic oppression 

and discrimination, are rendered unprotected and abandoned – [and] descendants’ rights 

vanished into nothing.”119 The aforementioned legal principles that are usually applied to white 

cemeteries are not only not applied in the case of Black community sites, other common law 

principles are also used against the cemeteries of the enslaved or other historic Black 

communities. For example, the law requires that a cemetery not be abandoned, and a 

determination of abandonment causes protections to be extinguished and opens the way to the 

destruction of a site.120 The collusion of legal regimes to deprive Black families of their legal 

rights of visitation and use, as well as social realities of racial exclusion and marginalization that 

have dispossessed Black communities and forced them away from regions where cemeteries are 

often located, adds to the injustice of abandonment being used as a legal pretext to remove 

protections.   

Black communities have had mixed success using the courts or legislation to protect sites. 

As already mentioned, Black communities in Virginia have waged a long struggle to gain 

funding from the Commonwealth of Virginia for the maintenance of the graves of enslaved 

Black communities on par with that afforded to Confederate veterans.121 In 2017, the State 

agreed to fund two such sites. However, many other sites remain unfunded and in a state of 

decay. Meanwhile, the 70 graves of the Confederate war dead in the town of Louisa, in Louisa 

County, have their maintenance funded by the Commonwealth, as do the 20 graves maintained 

with state funds by the Hanover County chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. 

 
119 William A. Englehart, “Equality at the Cemetery Gates: Study of an African American Burial Ground,” Michigan 

Journal of Race and Law 25, no. 1 (2019): 2. 
120 Englehart, “Equality at the Cemetery Gates,” 14.   
121 Kirk Johnson, “A Counter to Confederate Monuments, Black Cemeteries Tell a Fuller Story of the South,” New 

York Times, Oct. 15, 2020. 
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According to Ryan K. Smith, a professor of history at Virginia Commonwealth University, the 

neglect and abandonment of Black gravesites underscores an important aspect of erasure: “You 

have monuments to Black southerners and monuments to white southerners, and you can’t 

understand one without understanding the other…the humanity expressed in the cemeteries was 

an answer to the Lost Cause/New South efforts to excise African-American history.”122   

In Bethesda, Maryland, Self-Storage Partners LLC began construction on land adjacent to the 

historic African American cemetery in Bethesda. In 2020, activists from the Bethesda African 

Cemetery Coalition launched a legal suit against developers who were building self-storage units 

on the site, arguing the development “risks the desecration of these burial grounds.”123 Some 

communities have thus used the “spectacle of the law”124 to draw attention to the struggle to 

preserve sites and to apply political pressure. In downtown Richmond, Virginia, in an area that 

was once a marketplace for the buying and selling of enslaved people, a parking lot was built 

atop a cemetery housing the remains of the enslaved. Considered sacred by local activists, the 

site was the subject of two lawsuits filed in 2010 by Sa’ad El-Amin, a community leader seeking 

to close the parking lot.125 The lawsuits failed because, as is often the case with Black 

community descendants seeking to protect burial places, El-Amin could not definitively prove 

that it was his ancestors buried beneath the parking lot. However, the ensuing media attention led 

to the commonwealth of Virginia purchasing the parking lot from its owner and transferring it to 

the heritage organization Richmond Slave Trail Commission, to be converted into a memorial.126 

 
122 Kirk Johnson,“A Counter to Confederate Monuments, Black Cemeteries Tell a Fuller Story of the South” New 

York Times, September 30th, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/30/us/black-cemeteries-restoration.html 
123 Kristina Gaddy, “In Bethesda, people are protesting construction that they say risks the desecration of a historic 

Black burial site,” Washington City Paper, n.d. See also Marsha Coleman-Abedayo, “Corporate and Banking 

Interests Profit from Desecration of Black Maryland Graveyard,” Black Agenda Report, Jan. 6, 2019. 
124 Hong, Mai-Linh K. “‘Get Your Asphalt Off My Ancestors!’: Reclaiming Richmond’s African Burial Ground.” 

Law, Culture and the Humanities 13, no. 1 (2017): 82. 
125 Hong, “Get Your Asphalt Off My Ancestors!” 83. 
126 Hong, “Get Your Asphalt Off My Ancestors!” 101. 
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The reclamation of Richmond’s African Burial Ground did not begin with El-Amin’s law suits; 

these were part of a longer reclamation struggle beginning in 2004 which involved community 

organizing and a variety of assertions of the importance and sacrality of the site that occurred 

between 2004-2011.127  I outline other community struggles in the subsequent section.   

 

Reclamation of Space  

 

The book The Queen's Bush Settlement: Black Pioneers 1839-1865 contains a 1979 image of 

Norman Hisson, a man descended from those buried in the Peel Township Black Cemetery. He 

stands alone in long grass, staring solemnly and reflectively on a shattered and haphazardly 

arranged row of tombstones, remnants of his ancestors’ places of rest.128 Hisson’s visit to the 

site, as well as the photograph itself, are small acts of reclamation of a site long desecrated and 

neglected by those responsible for its maintenance. While literary representations and legal 

designations have been employed by Black communities to reclaim spaces of burial, Black 

communities have most often sought to reclaim spaces of burial through community organizing 

that involves reasserting the presence of descendants and Black community members at sites. 

This includes the physical re-occupation of space through visits, protests, or ceremonies, the re-

consecration of sites with memorials or through the recovery of stones, and scientific or 

archeological study of sites in order to locate and/or identify ancestors and kinship connections. 

Examples of all three types of physical reclamation are offered below. It is important to note that 

in most instances of cemetery reclamation or restoration by Black communities, efforts begin 

from “extra-institutional, unofficial and informal settings – the types of feral, ludic, messy spaces 

 
127 Autumn Rain Duke Barrett, “Honoring the Ancestors: Historical Reclamation and Self-Determined Identities in 

Richmond and Rio de Janeiro” (PhD diss., William & Mary, 2014), 83-120. 
128 Brown-Kubisch, The Queen’s Bush Settlement, 186. 
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that Gilroy and others describe as convivial multicultures.”129 Grassroots efforts by communities 

in Windsor, Grey County, Northern Virginia, Bethesda, Maryland, and many other localities 

emerge to claim connection to sites long forgotten, paved over, and/or devalued as focal points 

of historical or heritage value. Throughout these struggles, state collaboration or sponsorship has 

only come about as a result of concerted struggle by communities voicing their connection to 

destroyed or desecrated spaces of burial.  

 

Visits, Protests, Ceremonies  

 

In a short film, Windsor area historian and Black community member Elise Harding-

Davis is shown visiting a decaying cemetery; she touches the tombstone of a Black community 

member interred there and says, “thank you much.”130 The statements of Black community 

members regarding their burial places point to a collective emphasis on the historical continuity 

of a “bounded community of the dead,” which is the phrase used by Laquer (mentioned in 

chapter 1) in the context of the English churchyard as a precursor to the modern cemetery. 

However, in the case of the places of burial for Black communities, the survival of the bounded 

community of the dead is connected to the historic and contemporary presence of the living. Even 

in places where no tombstones remain, the community of the co-present dead is of tremendous 

social and spiritual significance, as it attests to both historical presence and its continuity. Like 

the churchyard, what often remains of such places are the “undulations of the earth marking a 

community of bodies.”131  

 
129 Daniel McNeil and Chris Russill, ““Multicultural Snake Oil” & Black Cultural Criticism: A Conversation with 

Daniel McNeil,” Canadian Journal of Communication 46, no. 3 (2021): 667. 
130 Roberts, “Hidden Cemeteries.” 
131 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 141. 
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Black communities throughout Southern Ontario have sought to reclaim and restore 

cemetery sites and thereby reconnect to an element of Canadian history that is threatened with 

erasure. As Glen Cook notes, “I just want some acknowledgment that this is an old cemetery 

site.”132 Lloyd Dean, Windsor judge and great grandson of Delos Rogest Davis, the first Black 

lawyer in Canada buried in New Canaan Cemetery, observed that “You feel there is something 

significant here… it’s something that is very meaningful to me.”133 Charles Nolan, another 

descendant, whose great-grandfather is buried in New Canaan Cemetery, noted that “I feel the 

peace and, it sounds corny, but I feel the spirit.”134  

For Harding-Davis, a real connection between the community of the dead and the living 

motivates restoration efforts: “It’s not just a spot where there’s a marker. It’s a person that is 

buried there.”135 The collective work of memory is a source of joy and connection, and she 

remarks that: “When I come into these cemeteries, it gladdens my heart to be able to honour my 

people.”136 Here, in referring to her work preserving cemeteries across the Windsor region, 

Harding-Davis is placing emphasis not on individual relatives or kin, but rather on the collective 

noun people. Harding-Davis emphasizes that “they were real people and lived a life, some of 

them of absolute agony… they risked their lives to become free. In order to have families who 

could live like everyone else, equal participation in the world. In order for them to do that today 

these cemeteries have to exist.”137 The continuum here between the historic community and the 

contemporary reality is yet further evidence of the essential nature of such sites to Black 

 
132 CBC News, “Black cemetery in Lakeshore.” Emphasis my own. 
133 Roberts, “Hidden cemeteries.” 
134 Meg Roberts, “The Hidden Cemeteries of Essex County,” Mar 4, 2018, YouTube video, 5:44, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHfUzQOlIAM.  
135 CBC News, “Black cemetery in Lakeshore.” 
136 Roberts, “Hidden cemeteries.” 
137 Roberts “The Hidden Cemeteries of Essex County,” Mar 4, 2018, YouTube video, 5:44, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DHfUzQOlIAM. 
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communities. And this continuum includes the work of interring and honouring the dead 

themselves:   

“Refugees ‘specifically chose to have (their) own cemeteries… when we came 

here we made it our goal, first to build churches because they could act as places 

of worship and schools and to have our own cemeteries… So we could lovingly 

bury our loved ones and take care of them after they died.”138 

The work of loving burial and care continues into the present, restoring to the landscape those 

“forgotten and despised”139 by the dominant majority. 

Lot 21 Concession 1 in Priceville in Grey County remains a testament to this community’s 

existence long after the departure of Black residents. The descendants of the Black community of 

Priceville fought against stiff resistance to have this burial ground protected after many long 

years of abuse and neglect of the site.140 Speaking in the context of reclamation efforts in the 

1990s, descendant Howard Sheffield stated that “I heard people talk about the cemetery but I 

could never prove anything until now. This opens a whole new chapter in the history of Negro 

migration north.”141 Simply put, according to Sheffield, “it gives us a place in history.”142 He 

asserted that “if 350 pioneers lived, raised families and died in the area, there must be 

cemeteries.”143 At this site, Black descendants thus reasserted their relation to the spaces of 

burial and sought to protect them from further dehumanizing desecration.  

Carolynn Wilson, along with other Black descendants and local white allies, forged ahead 

with archaeological digs at the Old Durham Road site in the hopes of finding additional 

 
138 Roberts, “Hidden cemeteries.” 
139 Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, 32. 
140 Speakers for the Dead. 
141 Sandra Smith, “A Proper Place in History,” The Sun Times Weekender, Aug. 18, 2018. 
142 Smith, “A Proper Place.” 
143 Graham, David. “Tombstone solves puzzle.” Toronto Sun. 
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tombstones that might identify other ancestors buried there. On the Old Durham Road, local 

white people also collaborated with Black descendants in reclamation efforts,144 though other 

white people were rumoured to be resistant to the reclamation efforts, fearing they would be 

exposed as having purported Black ancestry in their family line.145 Wilson notes the panic and 

fear linked to revelations of mixed racial ancestry: “Some of the people living in the area didn’t 

know they had black ancestors. Some people had to be hospitalized when they heard about it.”146 

However, for those white people not concerned with this fear of a racially mixed ancestry, the 

reclamation of a historic Black cemetery has sometimes, in recent decades, been embraced as an 

important and valuable aspect of local heritage.147  

In 2015, Belmont Cemetery was highlighted. A burial place of enslaved people, this 

cemetery was located in Loudon, Virginia, a county where, during the height of slavery, about 

one-quarter of its population was enslaved. Pastor Michelle Thomas discovered this burial place 

as she was looking for land for a church building. Knowing there had previously been plantations 

at the location, Thomas did not want to inadvertently build on land that housed the graves of the 

enslaved. County records indeed revealed the existence of a graveyard.148 Thomas also found 

“unmarked rocks in the ground, at the ends of long, narrow depressions in the soil.” Like Black 

community cemeteries elsewhere, it is possible that these barely visible, simple, unnamed grave 

markers were purposefully hidden to protect them from being the target of those seeking black 

 
144 One such white activist was the late Les MacKinnon, who served as chairman of Priceville’s Historical Cemetery 

Committee. See Lisa R. Marshall. “Resurrecting local black past,” The Markdale Standard, Aug. 15, 1990.   
145 According to Carolyn Wilson, Black community member: “Some of the people living in the area didn’t know 

they had black ancestors. Some people had to be hospitalized when they heard about it” See Mark Bourrie, 

"Honoring Ontario's Black Pioneers: Black Families Struggle Against Bigotry and Racism to Commemorate their 

Ancestors, Many of Whom were among the First Settlers of some Communities: FIN Edition." Toronto Star, Sept. 

30, 1991. 
146 Bourrie, "Honoring Ontario's Black Pioneers.” 
147 See efforts of Les McKinnon in Smith, “A Proper Place in History.”  
148 Daniella Cheslow, “A Pastor Rescues a Cemetery For Enslaved People, Then Buries Her Son In It,” NPR, Oct. 

19, 2020. 
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bodies for medical examination purposes. This old cemetery of the enslaved had also been 

damaged and desecrated during a massive road construction project. Moreover, a drainage pond 

dug into the graveyard in the 1950s had dug into some of the graves and “some of that dirt was 

spread on a highway named for the segregationist Harry Byrd.” There are plans to conduct an 

archaeological dig to uncover more remains to add to the current count of 44 graves. This long-

forgotten graveyard is an example of erasure of the deceased, as the county had known about the 

existence of this particular cemetery since at least the 1850s. According to Pastor Thomas, “All 

that paperwork existed. We just had no one that was interested or demanding that this history be 

told.”149 

Pastor Thomas led efforts to put the Belmont cemetery of the enslaved into community 

ownership by convincing a local developer to have the land turned over to the custody of a 

private foundation called the Loudon Freedom Centre. This foundation would restore and 

maintain the cemetery as part of a local movement of reconciliation. These efforts have resulted 

in the cemetery being listed as a national historic site and formally known as the African-

American Burial Ground for the Enslaved at Belmont.150 The preservation efforts led by Pastor 

Thomas sparked growing interest in other abandoned African American graveyards, and became 

an example for Black burial site preservationists across Virginia, including the twinned 

cemeteries East End and Evergreen described above. As a powerfully poignant example of 

reclamation, Pastor Thomas recently buried her 17-year old son Trevor, who tragically drowned 

in the Potomac River in July 2020, in this newly recovered burial site. Reflecting on Pastor 

Thomas’ decision to inter her son as the first free Black person to be buried at Belmont, Brent 

 
149 Cheslow, “A Pastor Rescues A Cemetery.”  
150 Leesburg Today, “Forgotten no more: Slave burial ground dedicated,” InsideNova, Oct. 13, 2015; LoudounNow, 
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Leggs, Executive director of the African American Cultural Heritage Action Fund stated: "It's 

the reclaiming of history and space, and the way communities can ensure that Black cemeteries 

are cared for and respected in perpetuity."  

 

Reclamation through Monuments and the Recovery of Stones 

 

The Bethel Union Cemetery in Simcoe County contains an undifferentiated space of 

consecration. The mound of bones and remains, bulldozed in the mid-20th century, is today 

covered with periwinkles and wild violets, plants typical of the necrobotany of burial places. The 

mound has remained untouched in restoration efforts, consecrated as a collective resting place. 

The work of memory at Bethel Union Cemetery has involved much collective commemoration, 

and includes the emancipation star, a small metal monument which is “dedicated to the unknown 

African-Canadians who made their way to freedom or died trying,” and frequent mention of 

“unmarked and mass graves.”151  

 Because of their importance as documents preserving details of the historic presence of 

Black ancestors, and as monuments honouring these historic presences, reclamation efforts of 

Black communities have focused on recovery of stones, or the construction of monuments like 

the one in Bethel Union cemetery described above. At the Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery 

in Priceville, the work of the community has culminated in the construction of a monument with 

a variety of commemorative features symbolizing the longstanding Black history of the area. 

As mentioned above, the desecration of the Columbia Harmony Cemetery in Washington, 

D.C. and the hauling away of its grave markers for use as construction materials has prompted a 

 
151 Bruce Forsyth, “Cemetery honours the early multi-racial pioneers of Sunnidale Township,” Canadian Military 

History, Wordpress, Jul. 2018, https://militarybruce.com/cemetery-honours-the-early-multi-racial-pioneers-of-
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concerted effort between restorative justice activists and Virginia conservation authorities, with 

the help of Stuart, to reclaim the tombstones from the river. These will be relocated to National 

Harmony Cemetery and a memorial garden will be consecrated.152 Many descendants of those 

buried at Columbian Harmony were aware of the relocation to National Harmony in Maryland 

but were nonetheless surprised and shocked to hear about the use of the stones as construction 

materials. Tarence Bailey, whose five-times great grandfather was the brother of Frederick 

Douglass and was interred at Columbian Harmony, remarked “When I was told, I was very 

angry. I’d never even heard about this...I knew about moving the cemetery, but as far as taking 

the headstones and chucking them in the river — that’s a level of disrespect that goes beyond. 

That’s desecration of graves.” William D. Hart, whose great grandfather William Henry Harrison 

Hart was an important lawyer and Howard University professor and was buried at Columbian 

Harmony, stated that “I’m way beyond anger and sadness. The feeling evoked most in me is 

elation that [the headstones] even exist and that there’s a connection to my great-

grandfather...This is incredibly restorative for us.”   

 East End Cemetery and abutting Evergreen cemetery in Richmond Virginia are the final 

resting spots of some distinguished Black citizens of Richmond and were founded as part of a 

movement of Black cemetery establishment in the late 19th century. “As statues, monuments and 

government buildings were being dedicated to Robert E. Lee and other leaders of the 

Confederacy, a powerful and countervailing force of memory was unfolding, in many cases right 

across town: Black communities were building cemeteries to honor a first wave of soldiers, 

politicians and business leaders after the end of slavery.”153 Both East End and Evergreen have 

 
152 Schneider, “Historic injustice in D.C."  
153 Kirk Johnson,“A Counter to Confederate Monuments, Black Cemeteries Tell a Fuller Story of the South” New 
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fallen victim to the myriad forces resulting in neglect: lack of funds, vandalism, encroachment of 

nature, and mismanagement of and feuds over preservation.154 However, families of descendants 

buried there maintain that much of the decline has been “deliberately inflicted in the past...by a 

hostile white government.” In a BBC video “Restoring a segregated cemetery lost to the wood,” 

the racial inequality of racial necrogeographies in Richmond is rendered especially stark when 

one compares the decrepitude of East End to a nearby white graveyard in Richmond called 

Oakwood Cemetery Confederate Section; according to Palmer, “We can walk out of these 

woods, down the road and take a couple of turns and be in a cemetery that is well maintained, the 

grass is wonderfully clipped and there are these small [confederate] flags planted in front of 

grave markers. It is sometimes devastating to think that that property is maintained with city 

funds, and this property is maintained with no funds.” 155 

 

Emphasis on Scientific Study for Historic Reclamation and Reconnection 

 

Many communities have sought to reclaim sites through engaging with archaeologists and 

historians or by conducting scans using radar technology. This was the case of the Old Durham 

Road Pioneer Cemetery, where Wilson noted, on behalf of Black descendants of those buried on 

the Old Durham Road: “We simply want to recover the tombstones... They lived here, they had 

children here, they died here. If there are tombstones here with their names on them, they should 

be on top of the ground.”156 These assertions of the sacrality and the relationality of the 

 
154 Jeremy M. Lazarus, “Friends of East End Cemetery end work at historic cemetery after rift with new owner,” 

Richmond Free Press, Nov. 5, 2020. 
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desecrated sites by members of local communities received significant backlash from 

neighbouring settler white people, who felt deeply disturbed by the reassertion of the presence of 

the Black dead. In reaction to Wilson and other descendants undertaking the archaeological dig, 

one white household near the Old Durham Road site erected a large banner reading:  

“LEAVE OUR BONES  

LIE IN PEACE 

PEOPLE SHOULDN’T  

DESECRATE 

THEIR ANCESTOR’S  

BURIAL GROUNDS 

REGARDLESS OF  

COLOUR RACE OR 

CREED”157 

Thus, members of a white settler community that had formerly grown potatoes in a Black burial 

place accused Black descendants of desecrating the burial place of their own ancestors. Such a 

statement also dismissed Black community reasons for undertaking the dig, which Wilson and 

others emphasized were for the purpose of honouring relations to departed ancestors and re-

establishing familial and community connections to the site. As Wilson stated: “We need 

protection…we are being obliterated from history.”158 Or, as another new story observes of a 

Wilson/Sheffield family to the site: 

“It was on a late summer evening when the committee were working on the fence, 

 
157 Brynna Leslie, “Dig for black settlers’ tombstones falls short,” Sun Times (June 21, 1999). 
158 Crosby, Don and Russell, Kate, “Memory of local black settlers alive at Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery.” 

Enterprise-Bulletin Special, 
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that Howard Sheffield, his sister Yvonne Wilson and [her] daughter Carolynn, all 

of Collingwood, joined with them. A recovered tombstone shows that an ancestral 

relative is buried here. They left the work group for a while. Looking down across 

the site from a rise in the land they were visibly very happy. Carolynn, her face 

wreathed in smiles, said ‘Do you hear them, Mama?’ Her mother answered ‘Yes, 

I hear all of our people here.’”159 

Likewise, Elise Harding-Davis, emphasizes “making the dead speak” in the documentary 

film Speakers for the Dead:  

“I’m a speaker for the dead because they’re still alive. There are millions of 

nameless, faceless people gathered around me on a daily basis and it is my 

responsibility to give them a face, to give them a voice, to help the world 

understand that even if we are broken, even if we are disrespected, we can pull 

ourselves together, and survive.” 

At the Moses Cemetery in Bethesda, Maryland, a burial ground of the Black community 

established in the early 20th century, the Bethesda African Cemetery Coalition has for several 

years challenged HOC to halt the desecration of the cemetery in order to conduct further studies 

of the site and to preserve any insights it might hold for posterity. According to a member of the 

Bethesda African Cemetery Coalition: “They are desecrating remains that are at least 350 years 

old…Humanity is now losing all this [genetic] information in order for Montgomery County to 

situate a self-storage company atop our ancestors.”160 In the Laurel Cemetery in Baltimore, 

academics and local organizations are collaborating to determine whether there are bodies still 

 
159 “Pioneer Cemetery Recognized,” Owen Sound Sun Times, October 10, 1990.. 
160 Austin Gaffney, “The fight to save America’s historic Black cemeteries,” National Geographic, Aug. 19, 2020. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/2020/08/historic-black-cemeteries-at-risk-can-they-be-preserved/#close.  

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/2020/08/historic-black-cemeteries-at-risk-can-they-be-preserved/#close
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buried beneath the shopping center, and to create a comprehensive list of people who were 

buried there. According to one participant in this work, “finding out that a space that was so 

important to our community was just kind of discarded,” communicated to the city’s African-

American community that “We’re not human, we’re not worthy of being remembered.”  161 

-- 

In this chapter I have traced the history of several burial places of historic Black 

communities in Saukiing Anishinaabekiing (Grey and Bruce counties) as well as connected 

regions significant to the history of Black communities in Southern Ontario and the mid-Atlantic 

U.S. All these communities faced the destruction and devastation of burial grounds and the 

corollary dehumanization and vulnerability produced by being deprived of the ability to protect 

the dead of one’s community. Facing erasure as living communities in landscapes of whiteness 

and white supremacist historical forgetfulness, these communities have sought to reclaim and 

restore place of burial as sites to assert historic presence. Unlike other communities, various 

Black communities have sought to collaborate with scientists and archaeologists in order to study 

sites more closely and to establish the further details of ancestral connections and belonging. 

Tombstones and burial markers also become important, as communities use the information 

noted on them to capture the contours of Black histories in areas that have attempted to will such 

histories out of view. The obliteration of Black cemeteries, widespread and violent, has also led 

to the production of rich literature of remembrance and mourning, as Black writers try to re-forge 

their connections to these geographic sites by recreating and remembering them through their 

writings. Other Black communities have attempted to get redress for lost sites and desecrated 

 
161 Christina Tkacik, "Rediscovering the African-American graveyard beneath a Baltimore shopping center," The 

Baltimore Sun, Mar 20, 2018, https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-

excavation-20180313-story.html. 

https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-excavation-20180313-story.html
https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-excavation-20180313-story.html
https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-excavation-20180313-story.html
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graves through legal systems; these attempts, though usually unsuccessful in a strictly legal 

sense, succeed in drawing attention to burial place conflicts and in applying political pressure, 

thus often leading to sites being re-consecrated or reclaimed outside of the court system.  

This work is a first attempt to establish a widespread pattern of burial place desecration, 

and to examine this grim phenomenon as a whole and as a hallmark of white supremacist power 

and racialization in settler colonial societies. Further research is needed in a variety of areas, 

including pertaining to the potential collusion of municipal and state/provincial authorities in the 

destruction or decay of cemeteries. Analysis could also be strengthened through further primary 

source archival evidence that was unavailable for the present dissertation due to the sudden onset 

of the COVID-19 crisis. Furthermore, my preliminary readings point to many other regions in 

which such desecrations took place, including throughout the U.S. South and other parts of 

Canada. Another avenue for further research would be to conduct qualitative oral history 

interviews with those engaged in graveyard work, who live in reciprocal relationality with sites 

that they nourish through their labour and that in turn nourish them and their communities 

through insight and historical presence. As Brian Palmer, part of the group working to reclaim 

East End cemetery in Richmond, Virginia, explains: “When we get on our knees and start pulling 

away that foliage and finding people, we’re finding lives, we’re finding stories.” 
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CHAPTER 5: Necrogeographic Islamophobia and White Backlash to Muslim Cemetery Proposals 

 

 

“Whenever a person passes by the grave of their fellow believer whom they used to know in this 

life, and sends greetings upon them, the deceased recognizes the living person and returns their 

greetings.” - Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) 

 

 

“You want a Muslim cemetery? Fine. Put it in your backyard, not mine.”1  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: The non-Muslim 

owned and managed 

Woodmere Cemetery in 

Dearborn, Michigan, with the 

Muslim section in the 

foreground, and the Christian 

section in the background.2  

 

 

 

 

 

Islamophobia is a recent manifestation of racial dehumanization by settler white people in 

Saukiing Anishinaabekiing (Grey and Bruce Counties), as evidenced by the repeated 

vandalization of the mosque in Owen Sound, and the appearance of anti-Muslim and neo-Nazi 

 
1 Denise Lavoie, “Backlash greets plans for Muslim cemeteries across US”, AP News, 25 Apr 2016. 
2 Jim West, Detroit, Michigan - The Muslim section (foreground) of Woodmere Cemetery, Alamy Stock Photo 

August 12, 2020, https://www.alamy.com/detroit-michigan-the-muslim-section-foreground-of-woodmere-cemetery-

the-american-moslem-society-which-has-purchased-several-thousand-burial-plo-image368556485.html. 

https://www.alamy.com/detroit-michigan-the-muslim-section-foreground-of-woodmere-cemetery-the-american-moslem-society-which-has-purchased-several-thousand-burial-plo-image368556485.html
https://www.alamy.com/detroit-michigan-the-muslim-section-foreground-of-woodmere-cemetery-the-american-moslem-society-which-has-purchased-several-thousand-burial-plo-image368556485.html
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stickers and graffiti in the city.3 Though the Muslim community in Owen Sound does not yet 

have a cemetery in which to bury their dead, the Islamophobia witnessed in the city has also 

manifested against Muslim communities seeking to establish Muslim burial places in other parts 

of eastern North America. As noted in the introduction to this dissertation, in 2017, after a white 

supremacist terrorist attacked the Centre Culturel Islamique de Québec (CCIQ) in Quebec City, 

none of the six victims could be buried locally due to the absence of a Muslim cemetery. Five of 

the deceased retraced the journeys they made to come to Canada as they were flown to their 

countries of origin for burial. Attempts to establish a cemetery in the nearby village of St-

Apollinaire were met with hostility; a non-Muslim resident raised the alarm that “this cemetery is 

just the embryo of other projects [...] these people are here to grab religious and political 

power.”4 During the struggle for a cemetery in St-Apollinaire, CCIQ member Boufeldja 

Benabdallah lamented that “even in death, we’re being denied our place as human beings.”5 As 

the number of Muslims grows in urban spaces in the west, so too does the demand for 

consecrated spaces for burying the Muslim dead. The establishment of these spaces of burial is 

often fiercely resisted by the residents of white communities adjacent to potential cemetery sites. 

In this chapter, I focus on three case studies in Ontario, Massachusetts, and Minnesota, all 

of which are supplemented with various examples from throughout Eastern North America. 

While in other chapters I have focused on the destruction by settler white people of the historic 

cemeteries of Indigenous and Black communities, I here focus on how settler white people have 

 
3 Albert Delitala, “Owen Sound mosque vandalized two nights in a row: ‘It’s kind of disturbing” Global News, July 

13, 2019, https://globalnews.ca/news/5492216/owen-sound-mosque-vandalized/; Scott Dunn, Mosque vandal avoids 

jail, many at mosque forgive him, The Sun Times, December 18, 2019, 

https://www.owensoundsuntimes.com/news/local-news/mosque-vandal-avoids-jail-many-at-mosque-forgive-him; 

Morganne Campbell, “Police investigating after stickers with hateful messages turn up across Owen Sound” Global 

News, September 19, 2019, https://globalnews.ca/news/5918701/owen-sound-hate-based-stickers/  
4 Scott Dunn, Mosque vandal avoids jail, many at mosque forgive him, The Sun Times, December 18, 

2019e Still a Delicate Matter’, The Globe and Mail, April 1, 2017.  
5 Peritz, “Muslim Acceptance.” 

https://globalnews.ca/news/5492216/owen-sound-mosque-vandalized/
https://www.owensoundsuntimes.com/news/local-news/mosque-vandal-avoids-jail-many-at-mosque-forgive-him
https://globalnews.ca/news/5918701/owen-sound-hate-based-stickers/
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drawn upon normative imaginaries of land and landscape to resist the establishment of Muslim 

burial grounds in lands wrested from Indigenous Nations and in which white supremacist 

practices of violence against racialized others are actively maintained.  

Drawing on news and social media sources, I analyze the discursive features of white 

backlash to Muslim cemeteries. I situate my understanding of this spatial injustice within 

geographic theory on contemporary Muslim minority communities. Through an analysis of the 

thematic content of news and social media coverage of conflicts surrounding the establishment 

of Muslim cemeteries, I present a variety of objections made by white residents to the spatial 

presence of Muslim cemeteries. White people in these areas adhere to socialized values of 

whiteness in terms of social and economic resources, and control over landscape and places. In 

this context, racist backlash to the growing presence of those racialized as outsiders becomes a 

tool to sustain racial supremacy and for the maintenance of white dominion over space and it 

uses. In this context, Islamophobia becomes a racial, and not only interreligious, form of hatred 

and discrimination (further discussion of Islamophobia as a form of racism is outlined in the next 

section of this chapter).6  

The first part of this chapter discusses whiteness in relation to Islamophobia as a form of 

racism. The second section outlines three bodies of scholarly work upon which I draw: 

geographies of Muslim minorities in the west; Islamic necrogeographies in relation to cemeteries 

and work on deathscapes/necrogeographies; and geographic manifestations of Islamophobia and 

 
6 For scholarship that discusses Islamophobic discourses, particularly as a form of white racism, see Mattias Gardell, 

“Crusader Dreams: Oslo 22/7, Islamophobia, and the Quest for a Monocultural Europe”, Terrorism and political 

violence 26, no. 1 (2013): 129–155; Nasar Meer, “Racialization and religion: race, culture and difference in the 

study of antisemitism and Islamophobia”, Ethnic and Racial Studies 36, no. 3 (2013): 385–98; Brian Klug, 

“Islamophobia: A Concept Comes of Age”, Ethnicities 12, no. 5 (2012): 665–81; David Theo Goldberg, “Racial 

Europeanization”, Ethnic and Racial Studies 29, no. 2 (2006): 331–64; Maleiha Malik, “Anti-Muslim Prejudice in 

the West, Past and Present: An Introduction”, Patterns of Prejudice 43 no. 3–4 (2009): 207–12; Salman Sayyid and 

Abdoolkarim Vakil, eds., Thinking through Islamophobia: Global Perspectives (London: Hurst & Company, 2010). 
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conflicts over place. I then outline my case studies and wider patterns of white backlash to 

Muslim cemetery proposals and analyze specific instances of Islamophobic racism from the body 

of texts gathered, before concluding with a discussion of overall themes in the objections to 

Muslim cemeteries. I categorize these objections into three broad categories: those related to 

Muslim institutions generally; those specific to Muslim cemeteries and the dead; and those 

related to the rural and white nature of the localities in which cemeteries are often proposed.  

 

I - Whiteness and Geographic Islamophobia 

 

Whiteness, as described in the introduction to this dissertation, is “empty, defined only 

negatively by what it is not, a rule or norm established only after the phenomena that it came to 

define as inadequate or abnormal.”7 It is an empty category defined negatively against what it 

excludes, and is one that refuses to “speak its own name.” Whiteness, manifesting as the 

Islamophobic backlash to Muslim cemeteries, defines itself vis-a-vis a threatening Muslim other 

as a place invader. The concept of “place invader” is used by Peter Kabachinik “to describe 

representations of individuals or groups whom people see as inherently threatening and anxiety 

arousing, precisely because they enter the “wrong” place.”8 Throughout the texts analyzed here, 

a variety of metonymic stand-ins for whiteness are mobilized by opponents to Muslim 

cemeteries. These metonyms emerge in primarily geographic, environmental, and spatial 

language, and articulate normative conceptions of landscape and place.  

 
7 Warren Montag, “The Universalization of Whiteness: Racism and Enlightenment” in Whiteness: a Critical Reader, 

eds Mike Hill (New York: New York University Press, 1997): 291. 
8 Peter Kabachnik, “Place Invaders: Constructing the Nomadic Threat in England”, Geographical Review 100, no. 1 

(January 2010): 90. 
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The Muslim communities at the center of these conflicts are often urban-based; the nature 

of burying the dead, however, requires establishing cemeteries in the rural or suburban areas 

surrounding city centers, where there are often few Muslim residents but enough space available 

to bury the dead. I argue that the uniquely rural or suburban and permanent nature of cemeteries 

makes this backlash a particularly acute form of geographic Islamophobia, where Muslims and 

their cemeteries are viewed as place invaders. Muslims are represented as invaders of what is 

commonly understood to be white normative space, often defined by the presence of white-

majority Christian places of worship surrounded by the graves of white ancestors. 

Deepening backlash against the establishment of Muslim cemeteries occurs alongside and 

within the wider racist and Islamophobic discourses about Muslims and Muslim immigration. As 

previously noted in this dissertation’s introduction, scholars have well-documented these 

discourses, including those who specifically define Islamophobia as a form of racism. Wajahat 

Ali, an American Muslim writer, reflects on the racialization of Muslims in his 2010 play The 

Domestic Crusaders, in which the character Ghafur is waiting in line at an airport and is taken 

aside by staff for additional security screening, which the staff claim is “just a usual 

procedure…just a standard procedure is all.” Ghafur, however, is not fooled, and describes in 

detail the procedure:  

“They spend five minutes doing a body search. They check my wallet, my keys, my belt, 

the contents of my bag, the magazine, my shoes, the keys again, and finally back to the 

belt. The other passengers stroll on by, witnessing the Muslim-mammal zoo exhibit. I’m 

sure it made them feel really safe, that I was being sanitized. Even safer, when I boarded 

the plane and walked down the aisle. Oddly enough—no one else was searched except a 
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young black man and a middle-aged white guy. He probably had an Eastern European 

name. 9 

Ali is here emphasizing both the dehumanizing humiliation that accompanies such 

experiences (feeling as though he is part of a “Muslim-mammal zoo”) but also expresses the 

racial dimension of Islamophobia by expressing solidarity with the others also pulled aside, a 

young Black man and a white man who must be marked by difference in order to suffer the same 

lot as the racialized. Ali is echoing scholars who argue that though “Muslim” is a faith ascription, 

Muslims are dealt with by white Islamophobes in racial terms: “While Muslims, of course, do 

not constitute a ‘race,’ Islamophobia operates as racism, as evidenced by discrimination in the 

labour market, hate crimes, police profiling, et cetera.”10 Islamophobic racism commonly defines 

Muslims through a monolithic understanding of Islam, where it is “perceived as a living being, 

bestowed with specific features and an agency of its own. In Islamophobic literature, we 

encounter an ‘Islam’ that walks, talks, commands, oppresses, hates, deceives, conspires, wages 

war, expands, and retracts.”11 I thus use racism and Islamophobia in relation to one another 

throughout this chapter to focus on the essentializing racialized nature of Islamophobic discourse 

and action. 

The link between spatiality and Islamophobia illuminates the geographic dimensions of 

Islamophobic hostility and the spatial maintenance of iniquity. Ameli and Merali define 

Islamophobia as having cultural, political, and economic dimensions.12 In line with Kawtar Najib 

 
9 Wajahat Ali, The Domestic Crusaders (San Francisco: McSweeneys Books, 2010), 39-42. 
10 Gardell, “Crusader Dreams”, 133.  
11 Gardell, “Crusader Dreams”, 133. 
12 Saied Reza Ameli and Arzu Merali, “A multidimensional model of understanding Islamophobia: A comparative 

practical analysis of the US, Canada, UK and France” in The Routledge International Handbook of Islamophobia, 

eds., Irene Zempir and Imran Awan (New York: Routledge, 2019): 46. See also P. D. Hopkins and N. J. Shook, 

“Development of an Intergroup Anxiety toward Muslims Scale,” International Journal of Intercultural Relations 61, 

(2017): 7–20.  
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and Carmen Teeple Hopkins, who argue “that Islamophobia is a spatialized process that occurs 

at different scales: globe, nation, urban, neighbourhood, body and emotion…a vantage point into 

the ways in which Muslim communities experience daily life and negotiate Islamophobia,”13 I 

argue, that because of the uniquely spatial elements of Muslim presence (mosques, schools, 

cemeteries, etc.), there is an essentially geographic dimension to Islamophobia. Muslim spaces 

such as mosques are viewed with suspicion − for example, they are often seen as attracting 

terrorists − and as inherently backwards and threatening. They attract hostility as a result, as 

evidenced by the vandalism of the mosque in Owen Sound and in numerous other localities. The 

hostile geography of Islamophobes finds new fodder in Muslim cemeteries, in both the unique 

features of Islamic necrogeography and in the rural/suburban nature of cemeteries. 

Muslim cemeteries are often portrayed as unwelcome, foreign, alien, or out of place 

impositions on landscapes whose contours are defined by a white majority. The backlash against 

cemeteries parallels similar movements to resist the founding of mosques and Muslim private 

schools.14 According to Osama Saeed, a spokesman in Scotland on behalf of the Muslim Council 

of Britain, these oppositions are often couched in environmental or heritage conservation terms: 

“across the UK when new mosques have been proposed … suddenly a whole new breed of tree-

huggers emerge.”15 As this chapter demonstrates, hostility to Muslim cemeteries is almost 

invariably expressed in geographic, architectural, and environmental terms that are specifically 

mobilized to accompany, and sometimes obscure, Islamophobia and racism. I argue that Muslim 

 
13 Kawtar Najib & Carmen Teeple Hopkins, “Geographies of Islamophobia,” Social & Cultural Geography 21, no. 4 

(May 2020): 449-457. DOI: 10.1080/14649365.2019.1705993 
14 See Tom Villis and Mireille Hebing, “Islam and Englishness: Issues of Culture and Identity in the Debates over 

Mosque Building in Cambridge”, Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 20, no.4 (2014): 415–437; Richard Gale 

“Representing the City: Mosques and the Planning Process in Birmingham”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration 

Studies: Mosque Conflicts in Europe 31, no. 6 (2005): 1161–1179; and Kevin M. Dunn, “Representations of Islam 

in the Politics of Mosque Development in Sydney”, Tijdschrift voor economische en sociale geografie 92, 3 (2001): 

291–308. 
15 Gerry Braiden and Calum McDonald, “Village opposes Muslim cemetery”, Scotland Herald, August 22, 2007. 
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cemeteries are resisted for the same racist and Islamophobic reasoning as in the cases of other 

Muslim institutions. However, because of the nature of these sites, I argue too that they are 

uniquely vulnerable to also being resisted through the discursive tactics of heritage preservation, 

ecological concerns, planning permissions, and other bureaucratic maneuvers. Cemeteries are 

unique examples of displacement, restricted mobility, spatial injustice, and the precarity of 

Muslim status in the west for three key reasons: first, cemeteries are perceived as uniquely 

threatening, as they represent eternal and sacred places where entire communities of Muslim 

bodies are laid to rest. Second, cemeteries are located in rural or suburban settings characterized 

by distinct demographics and local values, as compared to urban spaces. Third, cemeteries evoke 

reflections on the spatiality of the living and the dead and provoke geographic dimensions of 

Islamophobia. 

 

II - Geography and Muslim Cemeteries 

 

I divide my discussion of Muslim cemeteries in relation to geography into three 

important themes. I begin by looking at work related to the spatial presence of Muslim minorities 

in western contexts, and, briefly, the social and political importance of these spaces. I then draw 

upon existing scholarly literature related to cemeteries and connect these to Islamic conceptions 

of necrogeographies from traditional sources that explain the spiritual importance of these sites 

to Muslims. Finally, I seek to expand existing definitions of Islamophobia to include geographic 

dimensions, and proceed to analyze how Islamophobia manifests on the ground through cultural 

geographic theories related to conflicts and struggles surrounding the control of place and its 

meaning, especially between racial communities.  
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Geographies of Muslim Minorities 

 

 This analysis situates itself as part of a body of work that seeks to understand the 

spatial presence of Muslim minorities in the west; this includes the founding and establishment 

of mosques, religious educational institutions, community centers, and all institutions that 

“contribute to the consolidation and reproduction of communities.”16 When examining the 

position of Muslim places in society, several scholars have recently discussed Muslim 

cemeteries. However, most geographers, from the earliest works to the majority of more recent 

works, primarily focus on mosques and schools as religious spaces.17 These Muslim minority 

geographies, according to Kong, “constitute a significant part of the geographical literature on 

religion. Muslim geographies have thus been influential in shaping an important part of 

geographical enquiry more generally”18 because of the rapid growth of Muslim populations in 

the west in recent decades and the analytical focus of Muslim geographies on the politics of 

urban space and the establishment of religious institutions. While Muslim minority geographies 

have tended to principally focus on the context of England,19 I initiate a discussion of Muslim 

cemeteries in the USA while extending existing scholarly discussions of these spaces. While 

Kong notes the growing research attention dedicated to Muslim religious spaces, such as schools 

and mosques in urban settings since the early 1990s,20 cemeteries remain unique in that they are 

 
16 Lily Kong, “Situating Muslim Geographies” in Muslims in Britain Race, Place and Identities, eds. Peter Hopkins 

and Richard T. Gale (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009):177. 
17 Kong, “Situating Muslim Geographies,” 175-176. 
18 Kong, “Situating Muslim Geographies,” 178-179. 
19 “The dominance of research about Muslim place, identity and community by British geographers and on British 

geographies should be glaring by now. In part, this must be because of the reality of public anxieties centring on 

Islam in Britain. Yet, while these anxieties exist too in Australia and in the US, for example, the same research 

attention by geographers has not been accorded. In part, this may be because of the global dominance of British 

geography (especially social and cultural geography).” See Kong, “Situating Muslim Geographies,” 182. 
20 Kong, “Situating Muslim Geographies,” 178-179. 
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more often than not established in rural or suburban space, where fundamentally different 

demographics and local values shape the reality of the aforementioned confrontations.  

 As it pertains to the Muslim community in the United Kingdom, Humayun Ansari notes 

that Muslims engage in a “collectivizing process”21 through the establishment of cemeteries, 

thereby transitioning “from being thought of as an alien presence to being seen as more firmly 

rooted” in their adopted lands.22 One Muslim resident of West Midlands, England expressed this 

desire for rootedness as wanting “to be able to be buried near our families, where we have lived 

our lives.”23 Muslim minority geographies encompass the ways in which Muslims create spaces 

of safety, hope, resilience, belonging, and home in the face of racism and Islamophobia.24 

Somali-Canadian author Rowda Mohamud reflects on the importance of spaces of belonging in 

the face of the horrors of global Islamophobia and its specific manifestation in the Quebec City 

Mosque massacre: 

“between the sun-tanned-leader-of-the-free-world’s not-anti-muslim-muslim ban 

and the peaceful conclusion to a presidential election in my old homeland there 

was the opposite end to prayer, at a mosque and the violent transfer of six 

golden souls to the hereafter assalamu alaykum wa rahmatullah assalamu 

alaykum wa rahmatullah assalamu alaykum wa rahmatullah God’s peace and 

blessings be upon you forgive us forgive us forgive us you are welcomed here 

you belong here 

 
21 Humayun Ansari, “‘Burying the Dead’: Making Muslim Space in Britain,” Historical Research 80, no. 210 

(2007): 549.  
22 Ansari, “Burying the Dead,” 545. 
23 Andy Richards, “Anger after Solihull Muslim cemetery plan is rejected; 'Islamophobia' claims after graveyard 

scheme in Catherine-de-Barnes is rejected by planners,” Birmingham Mail, November 5, 2014. 
24 Richard Phillips, Muslim Spaces of Hope: Geographies of Possibility in Britain and the West (London: Zed 

Books, 2009). 
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a prime minister wept and a nation tried to look away a 

prime minister wept and a nation tried to look away i 

speak 3 languages but have forgotten how to dream in 

all save one this this this is the hidden price of being 

welcomed of seeking welcome the undeclared rate of 

belonging of finding a place to belong”25  

 Mohamud’s search for a place to belong comes at the heavy price of “six golden 

souls” and the fullness of her dreams. But the place and space of belonging remains the all-

important emphasis throughout her long poem “Please Find Yourself a Space”, where even the 

title points towards the search for a space where Muslims are not unsettled and excluded. A more 

specific image of this exclusion is offered by Syrian-American poet Mohja Khaf in her poem 

“My Grandmother Washes Her Feet in the Sink of the Bathroom at Sears,”26 in which the poet’s 

grandmother attempts to wash her feet as part of her wudu27 in a department store bathroom, only 

to be greeted with disapproval by “respectable Sear matrons” who “shake their heads and frown” 

as 

they notice what my grandmother is doing, 

an affront to American porcelain, 

a contamination of American Standards 

by something foreign and unhygienic 

requiring civic action and possible use of disinfectant spray 

They fluster about and flutter their hands and I can see 

 
25 Rowda Mohamud. “Please Find Yourself a Space,” Faith Canada 15 (2017), 

http://www.faithincanada150.ca/assets/files/team/Rowda%20Mohamud.pdf.   
26 Mohja Kahf, "My Grandmother Washes Her Feet in the Sink of the Bathroom at Sears,” Poetry Foundation 

(accessed January 1, 2022), https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54253/my-grandmother-washes-her-feet-in-

the-sink-of-the-bathroom-at-sears. 
27 Ritual ablutions required to be performed by Muslims before each of the five daily prayers.  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54253/my-grandmother-washes-her-feet-in-the-sink-of-the-bathroom-at-sears
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54253/my-grandmother-washes-her-feet-in-the-sink-of-the-bathroom-at-sears
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a clash of civilizations brewing in the Sears bathroom 

 Khaf points to the necessity of her grandmother’s actions, noting that “she has to pray in 

the store or miss / the mandatory prayer time for Muslims”; her grandmother also critiques the 

space itself, proudly noting that “if you Americans knew anything / about civilization and 

cleanliness, you’d make wider washbins, anyway.”  Khaf’s micro-clash of worldviews in a store 

bathroom highlights the necessity for distinct spaces in the west to accommodate Muslim life, 

and the reason Muslims work hard to create them and to resist attempts to proscribe Muslim 

spaces. Herein also lies the richness of the study of Muslim minority geographies – 

accommodation and integration, inclusion and exclusion, and the right to create spaces of 

belonging in the midst of sometimes hostile majorities.  

 

Necrogeography and Islam 

 

In addition to the social and political dimensions elaborated in Muslim minority geographies, 

Islamic conceptions of necrogeography are central to understanding the motivations behind 

efforts to establish Muslim burial spaces. Muslim cemetery conflicts are underpinned by the 

importance of cemeteries in Islamic geographical conceptions of the dead and the living. Indeed, 

Islamic practice in general contains its own spatiality. Mosques, for example, are spatial 

expressions of Muslim life which follow certain architectural and geographic norms based on 

Islamic belief – for example, a mosque’s orientation towards the qibla.28 Similarly, Muslim 

cemeteries follow various, and diverse, spatial conceptions rooted in Islamic spirituality. 

Practicing Muslims also maintain a relationship with the dead, who are considered to be existing 

 
28 The Muslim direction of prayer. Muslims throughout the world orient themselves towards the Holy Mosque in 

Mecca, on the Arabian Peninsula, during their prayers.  
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in their graves in an intermediary state called the barzakh, 29 or the “transitional world” or “inter-

world.”30 Thus, Sudanese-Canadian spoken-word poet and musician Mustafa Ahmed, in an 

explanatory note accompanying his album release, describes the loss of a loved one in which 

“the burial can be beautiful ...if you listen closely. I remember my first, three portions of 

shoveled soil on a casket, the way of the prophet. Through the cries and reminders of death as the 

only promise, I could hear the wind, as gentle as it was the day before, when he was alive.”31 The 

grave is a place of intimate practice, of interaction with the dead through the shovelling of soil 

and the whispering of prayers. Hanif Wallis-Abdurraqib’s poem “Five Prayer Fragments,” 

evokes the intimacy of proximity to the dead in Muslim societies, noting that “the thing / about 

some countries is that not everyone gets a casket / some of the dead / just rest underneath 

whatever dirt those they left living / can push aside.”32 This is compared to the separation that 

characterizes the western relationship to the dead: “no one in this country likes to think / about 

standing on a grave that they cannot see / the feral whisper of death coiled around their legs.” 

While in Muslim countries of origin the relationship with the dead is ongoing, “in this country 

we don’t speak / of who we have buried.” 

Traditional sources underscore that in Muslim belief the dead derive comfort from being 

visited by their living relations, and from practices of spiritual communion such as the reading of 

holy scripture over the graves of the deceased.33 While Islamic necrogeography can be 

 
29 Candi K Cann, “Buying an Afterlife: Mapping Religious Beliefs through Consumer Death Goods”  in The 

Routledge Handbook of Death and the Afterlife, eds. Candi K Cann (Routledge, 2018): 382.  
30 David Oualaalou, “The Afterlife and Death: An Islamic Perspective”, in The Routledge Handbook of Death and 

the Afterlife, eds. Candi K Cann (Routledge, 2018): 358.  
31 Mustafa. When Smoke Rises. Regent Park Songs RPS004LPE, 2020, Vinyl. 
32 Hanif Wallis-Abdurraqib, “Five Prayer Fragments,” Pinwheel Journal (Summer 2016), 

http://pinwheeljournal.com/poets/hanif-willis-abdurraqib/#five_prayer_fragments-1.  
33 Jalal al-Din Al-Suyuti, Healing After Loss: Consoling the Bereaved. A translation of Consoling the Bereaved 

through Reunion with the Deceased - Bushra al-Ka’ib bi Liqa al-Habib, trans. Rashad Jameer (Toronto: Wasila 

Press, 2017): 77-80; and Oualaalou, ‘The Afterlife and Death’, 358. 

http://pinwheeljournal.com/poets/hanif-willis-abdurraqib/#five_prayer_fragments-1
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enumerated in a variety of ways, it tends to include the following dimensions: the orientation of 

graves towards Mecca; the constitution of religious denominational cemeteries, or at least 

religious denominational areas within existing cemeteries; a request for more flexible burial 

waiting times; the possibility of burying the dead in shrouds; and finally, a demand for 

permanent concessions (allowing for eternal rest).34 Muslims also adhere to general guidelines 

regarding burial: bodies are washed by people of the same gender, placed in a simple shroud (or 

in much of the West, in a simple wooden casket), and buried within 24 hours of death, except in 

the case of exceptional circumstances, such as a coroner’s inquest. Embalming is not practiced 

by Muslims, and is unnecessary given the speed of Muslim burial.35 Muslims are buried on their 

right side with an orientation towards Mecca.36 

Thus, the Muslim landscape of the dead has certain features and underlying principles that 

inform its existence. The reality of death, and its associated experiences of mourning and 

bereavement, are elucidated and bound by experiences of culture, society, and tradition. The 

need to establish burial sites is placed within the broader historical, cultural, and political context 

that informs a community’s sense of space. As described in Chapter 1, Maddrell and Sidaway 

use the term deathscapes to “to invoke both the places associated with death and for the dead, 

and how these are imbued with meanings and associations: the site of a funeral, and the places of 

final disposition and of remembrance, and representations of all these.”37 Islamic 

necrogeography must therefore include considerations of architecture, spatiality, canonical legal 

requirements, and the ontological importance of cemeteries to Muslims. Moreover, the set of 

 
34 Laurent Matthey, Romain Felli, and Christophe Mager, ‘‘We Do Have Space in Lausanne. We Have a Large 

Cemetery’: The Non-Controversy of a Non-Existent Muslim Burial Ground’, Social & Cultural Geography 14, no. 

4 (June 1, 2013): 433. 
35 Cann, “Buying an Afterlife,” 382. 
36 Cann, “Buying an Afterlife,” 387.  
37 Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway, Deathscapes: Spaces for Death, Dying, Mourning and Remembrance 

(Farnham: Ashgate, 2010): 4. 
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beliefs related to cemeteries are geographical expressions of a worldview that expresses beliefs 

held about the nature of human existence, the afterlife, and the relationships of human beings to 

the earth and to God. For Muslims, Jeane’s conception of graveyard work is not a dwindling 

traditional practice. Rather, it is an everyday part of life, in which a family and a community 

imbue in the cemetery “an important social function symbolic of familial respect for deceased 

kin.”38 

In her poem “Not a Muslim Burial” Imtiaz Dharker presents a metaphor for the 

displacement of Muslim migrants and their disjointed sense of rootlessness through the image of 

the denial of burial; she underscores the importance of the earth to the Muslim cycle of existence 

by offering as counterpoint a rhetorical desire to be scattered as ash, fire, and wind: 

Afterwards, I prefer you burn 

my body, 

rather than present it 

plated up for worms. 

While you’re at it, burn my words, 

and mix together all the ashes, 

hand and page and face 

ink and ankle-bone, 

reduced to grey. 

Scatter them in some country 

I have never visited 

Or better still, 

 
38 Donald G. Jeane, “The Upland South Cemetery: An American Type,” The Journal of Popular Culture 11, no. 4 

(1978): 901. 
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leave them on a train, 

travelling 

between. 

 

No one must claim me. 

On the journey I will need 

no name, no nationality. 

Let them label the remains 

Lost Property.39 

Dharker’s petition in these lines awakens the affect of the dead’s desperation. Without 

having a sense of proximity and continued connection to the living, and to earth to call home, the 

ritual of interment itself loses symbolic and metaphysical meaning, the body merely becoming a 

meal “plated up for worms.” The poet draws a parallel between burning “my body”, and “my 

words”; just as words – as conveyors of meaning – relate to one’s legacy and are meant to endure 

timelessly, so does geographical expression give the body a legacy of remembrance and meaning 

that survives on for perpetuity. For Muslims, the connection of human beings to the earth is 

inextricably linked to their connection with God and the afterlife. The traditional Qur’anic 

formula recited when lowering the deceased into the earth and placing soil over the body are the 

words: “From the earth We created you, to it We shall return you, and from it We shall raise you 

a second time.”40 However, in absence of a proper site of burial connecting her soul’s legacy to 

the living community of Muslims, Dharker’s attempt to even find solace in the soul’s 

transcendence beyond the material (i.e., no longer needing name or nationality) is itself cut short 

 
39 Imtiaz Dharker, I Speak for the Devil. (Tarset: Bloodaxe Books, 2001): 29. 
40 Qur’an 20:55 (M.A.S. Abdel Haleem translation) 
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and distorted into displacement as “Lost Property.” Taken as a whole, Dharker’s poem reads as a 

reaffirmation of the centrality of burial and burial places for Muslims which provide a mutual 

link of communication and transmission between the living and the dead, and between the here-

and-now and the hereafter. 

 

Geographic Islamophobia  

 

The establishment of Muslim cemeteries is motivated by both traditional conceptions within 

Islamic necrogeography and more broadly by the social impetus of integration and belonging 

described in the geography about Muslim minorities. Cemeteries are thus necessities to Muslim 

communities. The insertion of such important sites into the landscape of rural and suburban 

white-majority communities is, however, met with geographic expressions of Islamophobia, part 

of what I have described throughout this thesis as white backlash. Writing in the context of 

opposition to mosque construction, Kong notes that such opposition is based “on constructions of 

‘local citizen’ and ‘local community’ in opposition to Muslim community members”, and that 

this points “to the politicization of planning decisions in relation to religious buildings.”41 I argue 

that this politicization relies upon a distinctly spatial expression of Islamophobia. Therefore, the 

concept of geographic Islamophobia can frame understandings of Muslim cemetery conflicts as 

located at the intersection and overlap of racism and spatial injustice.  

The geographic dimensions of Islamophobia can be further informed by theories related to 

notions of whiteness and how it couples with fears around the transgression of space and threats 

to the autochthonous feeling amongst white populations. This leads first to border restrictions 

 
41 Kong, “Situating Muslim Geographies,” 177. 
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and the xenophobic exclusion of Muslim newcomers. In Muslim British poet Suhaiymah 

Manzoor-Khan’s spoken-word poem “An Island of Sirens”, she laments that 

“The Channel is a graveyard 

The Mediterranean is a cemetery 

The beaches are barbed wire 

The sand castles are detention centres 

The living are almost the dead  

But the dead are merely tragedies… 

… “Britannia Rule the Waves” 

Sung into a seashell 

That does nothing but roll the noise back and forth 

Round and round: 

Rule the waves, rule the waves, rule the waves 

Waves that choke, waves that bury 

Waves that submerge boats, that upturn boats 

That flood bodies, bodies that flood shores42 

Rowda Mohamud also characterizes the seas as a cemetery of Black and Muslim people 

in which “hundreds of our black bodies [are] drowned in the arabian sea / black bodies, 

drowning, after extracting black gold for golden robed white princes under the golden / arabian 

sun.” She then invokes the traditional prayer of the dead invoked by Muslims at both the time of 

hearing of a death and at commemorations for the dead:  

“inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi rajioon 

 
42 Nymphs & Thugs “Suhaiymah Manzoor-Khan - An Island of Sirens” Youtube.com, December 10, 2020, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OF0j-Zvo2Wk&t=49s  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OF0j-Zvo2Wk&t=49s
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truly we come from God and truly to Him is our return 

the eye of the All-Seeing bore witness to all this the fruitless flight of 

black bodies to yemen, then lampedusa, then emerson before the world 

knew of migrants lost at sea: 

some of us drowned some of us died on 

the way so some of us could find a place 

to belong”43 

 Muslims who do not perish after being “lost at sea”, who manage to arrive on the shores of 

the West, are conceptualized as transgressive invaders and a threat to normative whiteness; their 

presence ignites struggles over the meanings and control of places. Thus the subtle struggle in 

the Sears bathroom between Khaf’s grandmother and the “Respectable Sears matrons,” or the 

discomfort felt by white-passing Egyptian-New Zealander spoken word poet Mohamed Hassan 

pronouncing his name in spaces where he might pass for white or non-Muslim: “Mohamed / I 

spent my life carving vowels out of my throat so my name will be easier to say / sanding down 

my grandfather so I could fit him in a carry-on bag a driver’s license a job interview” 44 After 

repeatedly evoking his name, he admits that it “takes me 19 years to learn how to pronounce my 

own name in public.” This hesitance to fully exist as a Muslim in non-Muslim dominated spaces 

is echoed by Rowda Mohamud, who notes that after the periodic stories of violent attacks in the 

news, she proceeds to “tone down the soulful head-thrown-back laughter inherited from women 

with voices like / songbirds outrage and grief mean something different when white bodies are 

 
43 Mohamud, “Please Find Yourself a Space.”  
44 Muhammad Hassan, “(un)Learning My Name,” (September 25, 2018, YouTube Video, 2:30), 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qU6m_sIZGoI. 
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being counted.”45 Mohamud is self-conscious about the sound her laughter occupies in white 

spaces that are imbued with xenophobic blame in the aftermath of far-off violence.  

In rural or white spaces, white inhabitants construct what geographer Tim Cresswell calls the 

“taken-for-grantedness of things…[and] the constitution of common sense”46 that underlies many 

conflicts around the control over places. When those cast as inferior transgress boundaries put in 

place by those who maintain common sense, they become place invaders. These 

conceptualizations of threat and unwelcome presence rely on distinct conceptions and 

understanding of place, space, and mobility. First, notions of place and space are presented in 

fixed and static terms such that any movement into these spaces become unwelcome intrusions 

that could potentially alter the cherished nature of the place. Second, the notion of place 

produces an understanding of the identity and representations of the other that can be hostile or 

sensationalized. This is apparent in how the notion of place invaders is reinforced by “negative 

patterns of speech, pernicious stereotypical representations, and threatening images” to sustain 

the status of a group as place invaders. Third, notions of place are shaped in complete opposition 

to alternative notions of space as dynamic and constructed. The concept of place invaders 

provides a conceptual framework through which the discourse of place can be understood, how 

the presence of Muslims is seen as an invasion of place, and how this discourse is used to justify 

the spatial exclusion of Muslims and further underscore the geographic nature of geographic 

Islamophobia. 

Theoretical notions of whiteness and place invaders are particularly useful for understanding 

the case studies in this chapter. Throughout eastern North America, whiteness constitutes rural 

 
45 Mohamud, “Please Find Yourself a Space.”  
46 Tim Cresswell, In Place/Out of Place: Geography, Ideology, and Transgression  (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1996): 20. 
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and suburban space, and “the defense of normative whiteness” is mobilized in response to the 

presence, or arrival, of racialized others into the landscape.47 Racialized presences are viewed as 

transgressive place invaders of common-sense space. As mentioned in Chapter 1, US 

jurisdictions often reacted negatively to the perceived transgression of Black communities into 

white necrogeographies; as Pattison notes, in mid-20th Philadelphia “exclusionist policies on the 

part of established cemeteries … at times combined with the separatist desires of some groups to 

produce new cemeteries, but exclusionism alone [was] responsible for the existence of one set of 

cemeteries. The Negroes of Chicago, generally (though not completely) denied burial space, 

have turned to five cemeteries of their own.”48  Though coreligionists with white Christians, the 

dead of these Black communities were unwelcome presences amongst white landscapes and 

white bodies. Tim Cresswell identifies this transgression as a perceived infringement upon “a 

particular set of places and spaces” in which an “authority connects a particular place with a 

particular meaning to strengthen an ideological position.”49 In rural and suburban spaces, those 

in authority are most often planning boards and local councils enacting geographically 

Islamophobic “exclusionist policies”, backed by vocal locals, and to the detriment of Muslims. 

Muslim cemeteries are read as threats to the particular meanings attached by non-Muslim 

inhabitants to their local places.  

 

 

 

 
47 Lise Nelson, “Racialized Landscapes: Whiteness and the Struggle over Farmworker Housing in Woodburn, 

Oregon”, Cultural Geographies 15, no. 1 (2008): 42. 
48 William D. Pattison, “The Cemeteries of Chicago: a Phase of Land Utilization,” Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 45, no. 3 (1955): 251. 
49 Cresswell, In Place/Out of Place, 8. 
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III - Case Studies 

 

In this section, though I do not embark on a full critical discourse analysis (CDA), I am 

guided by the methodological principles underpinning CDA. These principles, as described by 

the theorist Ruth Wodak, are “fundamentally concerned with analyzing opaque as well as 

transparent structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, power, and control as 

manifested in language.”50 More specifically, CDA relies on diverse analytical tools to examine 

languages, including semantics, rhetoric, syntax, and metaphoric choices (hyperbole, metonymy, 

etc.), among other elements. I outline how a slew of environmental and planning concerns are 

mobilized as metonymic stand-ins for geographic Islamophobia and racism. Furthermore, critical 

discourse theorists, in discussing racist discourse, have pointed out that “political, media, 

academic, corporate and other elites play an important role in the reproduction of racism. They 

are the ones who control or have access to many types of public discourse, have the largest stake 

in maintaining white group dominance, and are usually also most proficient in persuasively 

formulating their ethnic opinions.”51 It is important to recognize that many of the cemetery 

conflicts analyzed herein are mediated through media sources such as broadcasters and 

newspapers, as well as forums convened by authoritative bodies such as planning boards and 

local/municipal councils. Others, such as social media platforms, allow a more direct look into 

the views of local residents.  

These case studies from Ontario, Minnesota, and Massachusetts, as well as others referred to 

only briefly throughout North America, Europe, and Australia, share certain demographic and 

 
50 Ruth Wodak, “What CDA is about- a summary of its history, important concepts and its developments” in 

Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, eds. Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer (SAGE Publications: 2001): 2. 
51 Teun A van Dijk, “Discourse and the Denial of Racism,” in Critical Discourse Analysis, Volume I: Concepts, 

History, Theory, eds. Ruth Wodak (SAGE Publications: 2013):  257-280. 
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socioeconomic characteristics: all involve middle class, fairly affluent, principally white spaces, 

and all are located in rural or suburban landscapes.52 As mentioned in my introduction, I take a 

translocal approach in order to understand the contours of white backlash to Muslim cemetery 

proposals on both sides of the US-Canada border, and the common features across them. As 

previously mentioned, given the small number of Muslims in each region, attempts to establish 

Muslim cemeteries are treated as transgressive and threatening place invasions. I chose these 

case studies in large part because of the ready availability of news media coverage of these 

conflicts. The cases I chose also share several other common characteristics: often, Muslim 

cemeteries received local backlash and official refusal at the municipal/township level before 

escalating conflict brought in a higher court or the US federal government to intervene on behalf 

of the Muslim project. Many of the cases included discussion about fundamental rights of 

freedom of faith and the right to burial that go far beyond local planning considerations. Overall, 

these case studies, while distinct, allow for an examination of the written and spoken language 

used in relation to the spatial dimensions of Muslims presence − both the living and the dead − in 

these regions. Each case study is a unique example of geographic Islamophobia on the ground, 

and are representative of a divide between multicultural, economically diverse, urban space, and 

largely white, middle class or affluent, rural or suburban space.  

 

 
52 For example, see: U.S. Department of Commerce, “United States of America,” United States Census Bureau, last 

modified 2018, 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?q=United%20States&g=0100000US&tid=ACSDP1Y2018.DP05;  U.S. 

Department of Commerce, “Chisago County, Minnesota,” United States Census Bureau, last modified 2018, 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=0500000US27025&q=Chisago%20County,%20Minnesota; U.S. 

Department of Commerce, “Dudley town, Worcester Country, Massachusetts,” United States Census Bureau, last 

modified 2019, 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?q=Dudley%20town,%20Worcester%20County,%20Massachusetts&g=060000

0US2502717685  

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?q=United%20States&g=0100000US&tid=ACSDP1Y2018.DP05
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=0500000US27025&q=Chisago%20County,%20Minnesota
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?q=Dudley%20town,%20Worcester%20County,%20Massachusetts&g=0600000US2502717685
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?q=Dudley%20town,%20Worcester%20County,%20Massachusetts&g=0600000US2502717685
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Cramahe Township, Ontario 

 

In 2019, the Ummati Cemetery, an organization based in the nearby Bowmanville region, 

acquired a 43 acre parcel of land in Cramahe Township and submitted a proposal to establish a 

Muslim cemetery there.53 In January of 2020, the Township held a public discussion on the 

proposal at its council meeting. In the lead-up to the meeting, the Ummati proposal elicited 

significant online discussion from Cramahe residents and others on Facebook and other online 

forums, including from Cramahe Township mayor Mandy Martin. Though some residents and 

commentators appeared supportive of the proposal, many voiced opposition, often in outright 

racist and Islamophobic terms, or cited concerns about the use of “prime agricultural land”54,  

groundwater, and traffic. Noor-ud-din Ghauri, the project lead for the Ummati Cemetery project, 

advocated at the council meeting for the project, including hiring outside consultants to assess 

the feasibility of the site for a cemetery and its effects on the local agricultural economy, and 

ensuring that the land was correctly zoned for cemetery use prior to purchase. Despite these 

precautions, the council voted unanimously to deny the Ummati proposal, leaving a large swathe 

area of Eastern Ontario between Oshawa and Ottawa without a Muslim cemetery, including four 

growing Muslim communities in Bowmanville, Trenton, Belleville, and Kingston. This 

opposition was led by Deputy Mayor Sandra Arthur, who put forward a motion to refuse the 

application and read a statement stating the land had in the past “produced many crops for our 

community.”55 Deputy Mayor Arthur’s motion was supported by Councillors Donald Clark, Ed 

Van Egmond, and Timothy Gilligan, as well as Mayor Martin. Mayor Martin stated that “we 

 
53 Heather Sadler, “Council to Consider Proposed Muslim Cemetery,” Cramahenow.com, December 20 2019, 

https://www.cramahenow.com/?p=13813. 
54 John Campbell, “Council Denies Request for Cemetery,” Cramahenow.com, January 29, 2021, 

https://www.cramahenow.com/?p=13938 
55 Campbell, “Council Denies Request for Cemetery.” 
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want to protect what we have here in Cramahe Township in terms of prime agricultural land. The 

pressure we’re under to develop is a new thing … We’re drawing a line in the sand. We’re going 

to win some, we’re going to lose some.” 56 

This statement, phrased in combative terms that suggest the Ummati project represented 

an invasive presence in the Township, was echoed by many online commentators, many of 

whom identified themselves as residents of Cramahe. One resident asked, “Why would cramahe 

want to be the land of dead muslims?”57, while another worried that “if u okay cemetery is 

muslem [sic] mosque next.”58  Others explicitly framed the regional Canadian Muslim 

community as invaders, asserting that “the greasy fucks don’t mind moving to our country and 

sucking up every little benefit they can. But they Need there [sic] own grave yard! They should 

all be Buried right in India.”59 Another commentator claimed that “it just is difficult to 

understand that we should set land aside”, falsely claiming that “there are no ‘christian’ 

cemeteries in islamic countries, certainly not in small villages.”60   

Other commentators couched their objections in worries about groundwater, land zoning, 

and traffic, all of which are found throughout similar conflicts surrounding Muslim cemetery 

proposals. One local resident cemetery opponent insisted that “My concern is about 

groundwater… We are so concerned about marijuana and what it’s going to do to the ground, 

 
56 Campbell, “Council Denies Request for Cemetery.” 
57 Kelly Fortin, January 8 2020 12:38pm, "Comment on," Cramahe Now. “Mayor has issued an Update About 

Proposed Ummati Cemetery.” Facebook, January 7 2020, 

https://www.facebook.com/cramahenow/posts/2602149096537672. 
58 Faith Rose, January 10 2020 12:35pm, "Comment on," Mandy Martin, “There is a 6:30 p.m. planning/public 

meeting followed by a Cramahe Twp. Council meeting tonight…” Facebook, January 7 2020, 

https://www.facebook.com/mandy.martin.5492/posts/10162834980865298.   
59 Mitch Blair Lewis, February 1 2020 3:42am, "Comment on," Cramahe Now, “Council to Consider Proposed 

Muslim Cemetery.” Facebook, December 20 2019, https://www.facebook.com/cramahenow/posts/council-to-

consider-proposed-muslim-cemeterya-proposal-to-establish-a-muslim-cem/2564105593675356/. 
60 Burke Friedrichkeit, December 20 2019 8:32pm, "Comment on," Cramahe Now, “Council to Consider Proposed 

Muslim Cemetery.” Facebook, December 20 2019, https://www.facebook.com/cramahenow/posts/council-to-

consider-proposed-muslim-cemeterya-proposal-to-establish-a-muslim-cem/2564105593675356/. 
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what about flesh, rotting flesh?’61, while another pleaded to “Please do not put a cemetery on 

Prime Agricultural land…please put it on land that is not designated Agricultural land.”62 Mayor 

Martin echoed this concern, commenting in a Facebook discussion that “The NUMBER ONE 

issue for me is: PRIME agricultural land. Period.”63 Finally, another local resident articulated 

widespread concerns about increased traffic in the area, couching their objections in assumptions 

about Muslim funeral culture:  

“Just think about the slow procession of cars coming off the 401 as they will all arrive at 

the same time, in their Culture all members of their community are expected to come so 

how many cars would that be? There is no taxes being paid by any one buried. There is 

no Diversity with dead people, and thats all the village will have”64 

 

Chisago County, Minnesota 

 

Another conflict over the establishment of a Muslim cemetery took place over the 

Bosnian Muslim community’s attempt to create a cemetery in Chisago County, Minnesota. A16-

acre plot of land was purchased by a group of Bosnian-American (also known as Bosniak) 

Muslims with the intent to develop a cemetery. The Bosniaks, Muslims from Eastern Europe,65 

legally purchased the plot of land and the land use proposition was approved by the planning 

 
61 Natalie Hamilton, “Muslim Cemetery Plan for Lake road in Cramahe Rejected by Council.” Northumberland 

News, January 29, 2020. https://www.northumberlandnews.com/news-story/9834790-muslim-cemetery-plan-for-

lake-road-in-cramahe-rejected-by-council/?utm_source=faceboo. 
62  Marion McComb, December 19 2019 5:26pm, "Comment on," Mandy Martin, “Proposed Muslim cemetery Will 

be Considered in Cramahe Township,” Facebook, December 19, 2019, 

https://www.facebook.com/mandy.martin.5492/posts/10162743617680298. 
63 Mandy Martin, December 19 2019 5:27pm, "Comment on," Mandy Martin, “Proposed Muslim cemetery Will be 

Considered in Cramahe Township,” Facebook, December 19, 2019, 

https://www.facebook.com/mandy.martin.5492/posts/10162743617680298. 
64 ABC-Activism,  “Cramahe Township - 'Cemetery Proposal’,” Facebook, January 6 2020, 

https://www.facebook.com/page/1731952387039560/search/?q=cemetery. 
65 David Peterson, “Muslim cemetery gets second look,” Star Tribune, March 15, 2017. 
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commission; however, local outcry was significant and the County Board denied the permit with 

a vote of 3-2.66  Following this decision, the Islamic Community of Bosniaks of Minnesota 

threatened legal action67 and the US Department of Justice was involved to assess the possibility 

of religious discrimination.68 In response to accusations of bigotry and religious prejudice, the 

three commissioners who voted against the permit asserted concerns over zoning.69 In a 

subsequent hearing the Chisago County Board reversed their decision, voting unanimously in 

favour of the proposal.70 

Many non-Muslim residents of Chisago County expressed their opposition to the 

cemetery by expressing suspicion that the cemetery might be a vanguard, opening the way for 

further dreaded Muslim presence. Cemetery opponents showed “suspicion that the Bosniaks 

intended to build a mosque at the cemetery site”; another opponent asserted that “this must be 

stopped, we do not need Muslims or Islamic Terrorists in Chisago County.”71 The imagined 

threat of mosque construction on what was a purely cemetery site, or the conflation of Muslims 

generally with extremist violence, expresses the ease with which the invader trope entered the 

public discourse surrounding the Chisago County cemetery proposal.  

Other Chisago County opponents expressed concern that the cemetery might pose a 

disruptive presence in the landscape. One individual worried about “wailing and chanting”,72 and 

another thought that such sound pollution might “dampen pool parties.”73 Some cemetery 

 
66 Kevin Giles, “After rejection, Bosnian Muslims seek site for cemetery,” Star Tribune, January 24, 2017. 
67 Peterson, “Muslim cemetery gets second look”; Peter Cox, “Chisago County board reconsiders, now supports 

Muslim cemetery,” MPR News, March 16, 2017. 
68 David Peterson, “Chisago County Board reverses itself, approves permit for Muslim cemetery”, Star Tribune, 

March 15, 2017. 
69 Cox, “Chisago County board reconsiders.” 
70 Peterson, “Chisago County Board reverses itself.” 
71 Giles, “After rejection.” 
72 Susan Duin, “Fear of Muslims prompts Chisago County to reject Bosnian cemetery,” City Pages, January 10, 

2017. 
73 Giles, “After rejection.” 
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opponents expressed their disdain over the aesthetics of a local cemetery, saying they did not 

wish to “see death” through their windows. 74 One local administrator pointed to “the general 

unsightliness of potentially what cemeteries can look like if they’re not maintained.”75 

Environmental concerns were also expressed, including one opponent who commented, 

mobilizing sarcasm, “that’d be great well water though” beneath a Muslim cemetery.76  In a 

particularly dehumanizing comparison, one opponent compared the dangers of burying of 

Muslim bodies “to burying livestock.”77 These were just two of a variety of particularly hostile 

commentaries published by opponents on Facebook forums. 

 

Worcester County, Massachusetts 

 

In Dudley, Worcester County, Massachusetts, a 1600 plot cemetery was proposed by the 

Islamic Society of Greater Worcester, in order to provide a closer and more accessible burial site 

than the Muslim cemetery in Enfield, Connecticut, over 60 miles away. The proposal was 

plagued by numerous planning setbacks. The town originally asserted the right to first refusal 

due to the original classification of the property as agricultural land.78 This was then disputed by 

the attorney for the Islamic Society, who stated that nonprofit charitable organizations are able to 

bypass the town’s right.79 By this account, the Islamic organization would not have to fill out a 

special permit (as originally ordered by the town), as nonprofit religious organizations are 

exempt from zoning regulations.80 This conflict escalated, resulting in the Islamic organization 

 
74 Giles, “After rejection.” 
75 Cox, “Chisago County board reconsiders.” 
76 Susan Duin. “Fear of Muslims.” 
77 Giles, “After rejection.” 
78 Brian MacQuarrie, “Plan laid to block Muslim cemetery,” The Boston Globe, May 6, 2016. 
79 MacQuarrie, “Plan laid to block Muslim cemetery.” 
80 Brian MacQuarrie, “Bid for cemetery leads to lawsuit,” The Boston Globe, July 6, 2016. 
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suing the town over the disruption of constitutional rights regarding bidding on the land, and an 

investigation by the US Attorney’s office into a possible violation of religious rights.81 The 

Zoning Board of Appeals approved the cemetery proposal in early 2017,82 with numerous 

adjustments and conditions readily agreed to by the Islamic Society.  

 Discourse characterizing Muslims as place invaders quickly emerged in the Dudley 

conflict. A Dudley official and local cemetery opponent leveled the accusation that Muslims 

were “engaging in a ‘crusade’.”83 The same selectman also claimed that it was in fact the Dudley 

residents and cemetery opponents who were “the victims of injustice- falsely accused and 

ridiculed in the media”,84 implying that the Muslims were an aggressive outside presence come 

to wrong the citizens of Dudley. He also accused the Muslim community of lying.85 Further 

language used by town residents to express objections to the proposal reflected xenophobic 

sentiments, including concerns over imagined disturbances such as “crazy music” taking place in 

the proposed cemetery, frequent booing and derogatory comments while Muslim advocates 

spoke at public meetings, and the development of a visceral and confrontational atmosphere at 

town meetings.86 

Dudley cemetery opponents also claimed that an extant cemetery run by the same 

Muslim organization proposing a new cemetery project was a “pigsty.”87 This example, and 

others like it across the case studies presented here, point to the exceptional nature of Muslim 

space in Islamophobic discourse: spaces are not only unwelcome, but inherently ugly. 

 
81 Brian MacQuarrie, “Vote on Muslim cemetery put off,” The Boston Globe, August 23, 2016. 
82 Brian MacQuarrie, “Dudley board OK’s Muslim cemetery,” The Boston Globe, March 4, 2017. 
83 MacQuarrie, “Bid for cemetery.” 
84 David Boeri, “In Dudley, Debate Continues Over Proposed Muslim Cemetery,” WUBUR, April 8, 2016. 
85 David Boeri, “Battle Continues Over Proposed Muslim Cemetery in Town of Dudley,” WUBUR, March 4, 2016. 
86 Brian MacQuarrie, “An unwelcoming reception for a Muslim cemetery plan,” The Boston Globe, March 29, 2016. 
87 MacQuarrie, “Bid for Cemetery.” 
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Many of the concerns raised by the Dudley residents were ungrounded and unsubstantiated. 

Issues such as well water contamination and increased traffic were common objections and were 

anticipated by the Islamic Center. To help quell these concerns, extensive testing was 

undertaken, including test pits, grading, and water research. These tests were all in the proposal’s 

favour, and the Islamic Center further asserted that they would meet any requirements the town 

deemed necessary.88 The cemetery did finally receive approval after legal action against local 

authorities was threatened; however, the approval laid restrictive conditions on the Islamic 

Society: “Burials will be restricted for the first 10 years to six acres of a former farm off a 

narrow, twisting road. A special permit approved by the zone board also requires buffer zones of 

vegetation between the burying ground and abutters.”89 This halting approval was designed to 

mitigate and limit the transgression perceived by local cemetery opponents.  

At a town hearing to discuss the proposed cemetery, during which the Zoning Board 

rejected the cemetery plan, a central claim forwarded by cemetery opponents was that the 

cemetery offered no benefit to the Dudley area.90 This assertion, in and of itself, reflects the 

erasure of the local Muslim community in the imaginary of cemetery opponents. Such statements 

claimed that the cemetery would not provide tax revenues, town employment opportunities, or 

recreational benefits to locals.91  Yet an emphasis on these factors wholly ignores the lived 

experiences of the over 500 Worcester County Muslim families who surely would gain benefit 

from the presence of a place to bury their dead.92 Dr. Amjad Bahnassi, a town resident since 

 
88MacQuarrie, “An unwelcoming reception.” 
89 MacQuarrie, “Dudley board OK’s Muslim cemetery.” 
90 Boeri, “Battle Continues.” 
91 Boeri, “Battle Continues.” 
92 MacQuarrie, “An unwelcoming reception.” 
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1983, is an example of the burden of a cemetery’s absence in Worcester County – Dr. Bahnassi 

has had to regularly travel 120 miles in order to visit the grave of his son.93   

 

IV - Other White Backlash to Muslim Cemeteries in the West  

 

Backlash similar to that in St. Apollinaire, Cramahe Township, Chisago County, and 

Dudley has been seen against Muslim cemetery projects throughout the west. Opposition against 

the establishment of Muslim cemeteries and other Muslim spaces has occurred in continental 

European and majority Catholic or Orthodox contexts, including in places such as Greece,94 

Spain/Catalonia,95 Belgium,96 and francophone Switzerland.97 There have also been frequent 

conflicts around the presence, and destruction, of Muslim cemeteries in Palestine, where Muslim 

minority communities constitute an Indigenous geographical presence. The English-speaking 

west has had many such conflicts as well, including in many rural and suburban white Protestant-

majority areas of Australia, the UK, and the eastern USA.98 In Sydney, Australia, the purchase of 

 
93 Jess Bidgood, “Muslims Seek New Burial Ground, and a Small Town Balks,” The New York Times, August 28, 

2016. 
94 In the Greek capital of Athens there is no Muslim cemetery despite a significant Muslim population. Muslim 

families are forced to repatriate the remains of their relations or to bury them in Northern Thrace, a distant province 

of Greece with a historic Muslim presence of Turkish origin. See Alexandros Sakellariou, “Islamophobia in Greece: 

the ‘Muslim threat’ and the panic about Islam” in The Routledge International Handbook of Islamophobia, eds. 

Irene Zempir and Imran Awan (New York: Routledge, 2019), 207- 208; See also M.TZ. and Erasmus “Burying 

drowned migrants is part of a broader Greek problem: The painful politics of internment in Greece,” The Economist, 

April 20, 2016. https://www.economist.com/erasmus/2016/04/20/burying-drowned-migrants-is-part-of-a-broader-

greek-problem. 
95 For the development and contemporary state of Muslim cemeteries in Spain, see Jordi Moreras and Sol Tarrés, 

“Les cimetières musulmans en Espagne : des lieux de l’altérité ,” Revue européenne des migrations internationales 

28, no. 3 (2012), http://journals.openedition.org/remi/5993. For Catalonian opposition to the establishment of 

mosques, see Avi Astor, “Memory, Community, and Opposition to Mosques: The Case of Badalona”, Theory and 

Society 41, no. 4 (2012): 325–349. 
96 See Chaïma Ahaddour and Bert Broeckaert, “Muslim Burial Practices and Belgian Legislation and Regulations: a 

Comparative Literature Review”, Mortality 22, no.4 (2017): 356–373. 
97 See Sarah Burkhalter, “Négociations autour du cimetière musulman en Suisse: Un exemple de recomposition 

religieuse en situation d'immigration”, Archives de sciences sociales des religions 46, no.113 (2001): 133-148. 
98 Jess Bidgood, “Muslims Seek New Burial Ground,”; Nicholas Milton, “Grave concerns: Glasgow’s Muslims say 

they are running out of space to bury their dead, but fierce opposition means a timely solution looks unlikely,” The 

https://www.economist.com/erasmus/2016/04/20/burying-drowned-migrants-is-part-of-a-broader-greek-problem
https://www.economist.com/erasmus/2016/04/20/burying-drowned-migrants-is-part-of-a-broader-greek-problem
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the St. Thomas Anglican Cemetery for use as a Muslim burial ground was met with vociferous 

opposition by local white people: community member Len English, whose Anglican ancestors 

are buried at St. Thomas, vehemently objected to Muslims being buried next to his forbears: “We 

all know they’ve got to bury their dead somewhere but I think they could have looked around 

and probably found some ground like every other religion has done in this area.”99 English 

grounded his objections in the earth itself: “My history is buried there’ (authors’ italics), listing 

the individuals who make up this history: ‘My grandparents, my parents, my aunts, uncles, my 

brother, cousins.” He thus views the presence of Muslims in a separate plot on the same parcel of 

land as a too-close contamination of the same and the different, undermining a sacred connection 

to ancestry and place. Opposition to the establishment of a Muslim cemetery at Carmunnock, 

Glasgow, Scotland was stated in more explicitly racial terms; as one Muslim community member 

stated: “When we said at a public meeting we would soon have nowhere to put our dead bodies 

someone said: why not Pakistan?”100 Other cemetery opponents exclaimed “take them back to 

Pakistan,” and “We don’t want terrorists buried here.”101 These statements by cemetery 

opponents lay bare the underlying message of backlash to Muslim cemeteries: Muslim bodies do 

not belong here. Like English in Sydney, Australia, opponents emphasized the deeply disturbing 

nature of too-close Muslim bodies: “It’s only a stone’s throw from the village, not half a mile as 

they say. It’s right next to housing. It doesn’t matter who it is, or what religion, it’s sacrilege to 

 
Guardian, March 26, 2008; Julian Robinson, “Plans for Britain’s largest Muslim cemetery with space for 11,000 

graves on green belt land sparks fury,” Daily Mail, September 4, 2014. 
99ABC News, “Locals furious at Muslim cemetery plans,” September 23, 2008, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2008-

09-25/locals-furious-at-muslim-cemetery-plans/521282. 
100 Glasgow Times, “Cemetery row set to be resolved,” Glasgow Times, October 31, 2007, 

https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/12851375.cemetery-row-set-to-be-resolved/  
101 Nicholas Milton, “Grave concerns: Glasgow’s Muslims say they are running out of space to bury their dead, but 

fierce opposition means a timely solution looks unlikely,” The Guardian, March 26, 2008 

https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/12851375.cemetery-row-set-to-be-resolved/


273 
 

do this on green belt land” (authors’ italics).102 Other US examples include Stafford County, 

Virginia103, Dakota County, Minnesota104, Port Penn, Delaware105, Farmersville, Texas, 

Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and a variety of other locales.  

Even where Muslims have managed to establish cemeteries, they have had encountered 

barriers to maintaining them and keeping them safe. Muslim cemeteries have faced vandalism in 

Odense, Denmark,106 Copenhagen, Denmark,107 Malmo, Sweden,108 Vienna, Austria,109 Dakota 

County, Minnesota,110 Snohomish County, Washington,111 Adelanto, California,112 and many 

other jurisdictions. At the Woodmere Cemetery in Dearborn, Michigan, conflict has emerged 

surrounding mistreatment alleged by the Muslim community by the non-Muslim administration 

of the cemetery, as attempts are made to expand the Muslim section of the cemetery and 

 
102 Melanie Reid, “This is not about race, say villagers blocking Muslim cemetery plan,” The Times, August 23, 

2007; Milton, “Grave concerns.” 
103 Adele Uphaus, “Justice department sues Stafford over Muslim cemetery,” The Free Lance-Star, June 19, 2020, 
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571b-524f-b913-705379597557.html;  Editorial Board, “Opinion: A Virginia county enacted new rules that seem 
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purchase new burial space. 113 The mosque accused the cemetery administration of disparate 

treatment of Muslims, saying “the Muslim sections of the cemetery are not well maintained like 

the rest.” It also stated that “graves are not appropriately placed and that there is insufficient 

landscaping and paving.”114 This differential between the two sections is visible in Figure 8, 

included at the outset of this chapter. According to a Muslim community leader, “there’s a big 

difference in how the grounds are maintained and landscaped in the areas where prominent 

Detroit families are buried and the areas where the Muslims are laid to rest… In the areas where 

the Muslim families are buried, the ground is muddy when it rains and bare when it is sunny.”115 

The cemetery administration has also sought to nullify the Muslim community’s contract for the 

section of the cemetery dedicated to Muslim burials, thereby increasing prices by nearly double. 

The Muslim community has accused the administration of “a cynical calculation that the close-

knit community will pay double to have its family members buried near the mosque and near the 

thousands of other community members who already rest at Woodmere Cemetery.”116 This 

contractual conflict is exacerbated by deteriorating and “shoddy treatment” 117 in the Muslim 

section, where cemetery maintenance have “caused damage to existing burial vaults and 

permitted persistent wet and muddy conditions around the graves. These conditions, which do 

not appear to exist in any other area of the cemetery, are unsettling to family members and make 
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the visitation of graves unpleasant and, at times, impossible.”118 Given the important emphasis 

placed on such reciprocal visits to the beloved dead in Muslim worldviews (as outlined earlier in 

this chapter and in the introduction to this dissertation), the inhospitable and inequitable 

conditions in the Muslim section of the cemetery constitute a possible barrier to the performance 

of these ontologically essential aspects of Muslim life.  

 

V - Commonalities Across White Backlash to Muslim Cemeteries   

 

I conclude this chapter by discussing some findings and commonalities between the cases 

above; these themes are not exhaustive but are intended to open a comparative discussion of the 

localities that share an Islamophobic backlash and conflicts surrounding Muslim cemeteries. The 

findings of this research have two key implications for the literature on Muslim minority 

geographies, Islamic necrogeographies, and geographic forms of Islamophobia as manifested in 

transgressions of space. First, they highlight the importance of space as a dimension of 

integration and belonging for Muslims, and the role of space in framing and enabling prejudicial 

discourse. Second, these thematic findings outline the spatial and geographic dimensions of 

Islamophobia, and the ways preventing access to land for burial grounds is used to perpetuate 

racial oppression and injustice across countries with an English-speaking white majority. The 

first emerging theme centers on objections specific to Muslim cemeteries and the Muslim dead. 

The second theme focuses on objections related to the rural nature of the localities, including 

concerns related to increased traffic, threats to local character, and resentment towards outsiders. 

Finally, many objections to the cemeteries were levelled against Muslim institutions generally, 

and betray the suspect or transgressive nature of these institutions in the eyes of their opponents. 

 
118 “Woodmere Cemetery Gouges Muslim Community During Pandemic” 
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In the case studies above, I also note common threads that connect all three themes: sensory 

objections to the presence of a cemetery seem to be common, with locals fearing that Muslim 

cemeteries will be unsightly or noisy, while concerns about changes to the integrity of local 

heritage are also present throughout. All these themes present the opportunity for fruitful future 

research and analysis. 

 

Fear of the Muslim Dead 

 

 A major theme in the conflicts surrounding Muslim cemeteries are objections specific to 

the Muslim dead and the necrogeographies they inhabit. Several objections emerged specifically 

related to the presence of Muslim bodies. Perhaps the most common of all identified themes, 

universally expressed in relation to all the sites in all countries, were concerns related to 

contamination of groundwater. Usually unfounded or greatly exaggerated, these were used to 

mask Islamophobia. One cemetery opponent exclaimed: “nothing like sitting out in the backyard 

on a hot summer day when you live close to that and get a good whiff of that,”119 though he did 

not mention whether he had experienced similar odours emanating from Cramahe Township’s 

several Christian cemeteries. Many such fears seemed to stem from the natural burials practiced 

by Muslims; discomfort with a lack of embalming processes was ironically cited as an 

environmental concern, when it is embalming fluids themselves that pose the gravest ecological 

threat in relation to burial sites. Though it is important to note that ground water contamination is 

a consideration in all new developments, the ferocity and ubiquity of these concerns in conflicts 

surrounding Muslim cemeteries points to their use as a discursive strategy to mask Islamophobia. 

 
119 Northumberlandnews.com, “We are so concerned about marijuana and what it’s going to do to the ground,” 

Facebook, January 29, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/Northnews/posts/10158312706576614. 
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Another objection raised specifically around the presence of Muslim bodies was the 

presence of the dead themselves, or death more abstractly. Presumably unbothered by the 

universal presence of Christian burial places in surrounding areas, cemetery opponents expressed 

discomfort about the proximity of Muslim death rituals. The opponents who mobilized 

objections specific to Muslim death rituals were embodying whiteness as a normative standpoint, 

or what geographers Audrey Kobayashi and Linda Peake define as “a position of normalcy, and 

perhaps moral superiority, from which to construct a landscape of what is same and what is 

different.”120 Cemetery opponents emphasize a unique kind of transgression in the form of 

Muslim bodies, a transgression described by one aforementioned Scottish opponent as sacrilege 

to history itself.  

 

Muslim Cemeteries as Infringing on Rural Landscapes  

 

The second theme I identified in my analysis are those objections specific to the rural 

context of cemeteries. Like the contamination of ground water, concerns about traffic are a 

repetitive and unfounded preoccupation amongst cemetery opponents. Opponents also raised 

concerns related to the loss of the local character of an area, including what they viewed as 

improper zoning in relation to Muslim cemeteries. Objections ranged from fears that the 

presence of the cemetery would lead to an increase in Muslim residence in a locality and would 

compromise the existing demographics of the region (i.e., the proportion of the population that is 

white and Christian), and the agricultural emphasis of local land zoning. In Ontario, one 

cemetery opponent asserted that “many people done (sic) a lot of research and work to block this 

 
120 Audrey Kobayashi and Linda Peake, “Racism Out of Place: Thoughts on Whiteness and an Antiracist Geography 

in the New Millennium,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 90, no. 2 (2000): 394. 
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mega cemetery that would hold 57,000 plots in a village…Taking away 43 acres of agricultural 

land from a small village…”121 Besides being factually incorrect (the Ummati project was 

intended to host much fewer projected burials) this comment exemplifies the abstract discursive 

gestures towards the nature or character of a locality, or the claim that a cemetery was 

inappropriate or not the right fit. 

A cause of concern in many rural spaces is the presence of, and use of communal 

resources by outsiders, or people who do not reside in or have limited experiences in rural or 

local communities. In most cases, outsiders can include urban-based members of the majority 

group and government officials. However, perceptions of outsiders can also include diverse 

minority groups that are viewed as other based on their minority status and as urban residents. 

Muslims and higher government authorities, referred to resentfully by one cemetery opponent as 

“these other entities”,122 are both interpreted as threats to local control over the meanings and 

authorized uses of place.  

This concern is evident in a message left by a resident at the Chisago County offices: 

“We will have a new administration in the federal government soon that maybe will look out 

more for regular people who have been here.”123 (author’s italics). In this statement, the outsider 

threatening the rural region is a government intent on pushing through a Muslim cemetery, and 

the impending change of administration (from Barack Obama to Donald Trump) is interpreted as 

offering relief from the imposition of unwelcome and foreign place invaders on those who have 

been and are seen as the sole authorized interpreters of land and place.  

 

 
121 Northumberlandnews.com, “We are so concerned about marijuana.”  
122 MacQuarrie “Vote on Muslim cemetery.” 
123 Giles, ‘After rejection’.  
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Suspicion of Muslim Spaces  

 

Finally, objections emerged specific to the Muslim nature of cemetery spaces. 

Expressions of geographic Islamophobia are evident in statements about the suspicions related to 

cemeteries becoming footholds for terrorism. Although the objections and concerns were specific 

to cemeteries, these statements embody Islamophobic discourses seen in relation to conflicts 

over the establishment of other Muslim institutions, the subject of extensive scholarship in 

Muslim geographies.124 The statements of cemetery opponents illustrate an underlying fear of 

Muslims that leads to suspicion of how lands and space will be used, reflecting anxieties about 

Muslims as place invaders disrupting the status quo use of space. Cemetery opposition included 

a clear undercurrent of fear and suspicion based on a prejudicial association of Muslim spaces 

with violence and extremism, as mentioned in the case study descriptions above (“Fill it full of 

the turds terrorist buddies” said one cemetery opponent in Ontario125). Even when not explicitly 

referring to extremism, Muslims were consistently characterized as suspect or possessing ulterior 

motives; one activist from Ontario noted in relation to the Ummati project that Muslims had 

“finally found a place where maybe they could sneak this through, and they argued hard, even 

against people bringing forward the facts.”126 This statement not only paints Muslims as sneaky 

and dishonest, but also illogical in the face of reasoned arguments from local residents.  

 
124 Kong, ‘Situating Muslim Geographies’. 
125 Today’s Northumberland, “Proposed Muslim Cemetery Will Be Considered in Cramahe Township,” Facebook, 

December 19, 2019, https://www.facebook.com/TodaysNorthumberland/posts/1438063026350589. 
126  Robert Washburn, Cramahe Citizen Activist Talks About Zoning for cannabis, Grow Ops, Muslim Cemeteries 

and More. Consider This. Podcast audio., February 14, 2020., https://consider-this.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2020/02/Feb-14-Consider-This-Gritt-Koehl-FINAL-WEBSITE.mp3. 
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An offshoot of this theme was a frequently repeated concern raised by cemetery 

opponents about prayers and religious observances as a form of sound pollution. The 

establishment of cemeteries were associated with fears of noise pollution and elevated levels of 

sound that contribute to adverse effects on local communities. In multiple regions, local 

opposition to the projects referenced racial dog whistle concerns such as “crazy music”, noise 

and vandalism.127 In addition to auditory contamination, cemetery opponents also feared the 

deterioration of the visual aesthetic of their locality, including elements of its built heritage. The 

Muslim presence was generally viewed as potentially compromising the visual appeal and beauty 

of rural or suburban areas.  

-- 

Islamophobia is a form of racism that is sustained both by explicit white supremacy and 

by unfounded fears of loss of land, space, or identity due to the presence of Muslims. In the case 

of geographic Islamophobia, these fears are used to sustain and advocate for racially motivated 

spatial exclusion. Leor Halevi, a scholar of Muslim death rituals, notes that backlash to abodes of 

the Muslim dead “is part of a wider anxiety over integration and the place of Muslims in 

America and the extent to which Muslims are allowed to carve spaces in the country that are 

their own, for their own rituals and their own community.”128 Cemeteries are powerful spatial 

manifestations of belonging in the face of such discourses. UK funeral director Mohammed 

Khalil notes that Muslim Britons assert through burial that “this is our country now [...] We are 

living here and dying here so we should be buried here.”129 

 
127 Lavoie, “Backlash greets plans”. 
128 Bidgood, “Muslims Seek New Burial Ground,” 
129 Robinson, “Plans for Britain’s largest Muslim cemetery,” 
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More sustained study is needed to understand the widespread phenomenon of white 

backlash to Muslim cemeteries and to theorize geographic Islamophobia more deeply. As 

mentioned above, more specific analysis of many jurisdictions could be pursued, including in 

majority Catholic or Orthodox countries, in Palestine, and in non-English speaking countries in 

the west. Further research into the vandalizing or destruction of existing cemeteries is also 

required, particularly in areas with older Muslim communities, such as Spain and southeastern 

Europe. In the three case studies I focused on in this section, I have offered a preliminary look at 

the ways in which non-Muslim white people have reacted to proposals to establish Muslim 

cemeteries in the localities in which they reside and which they identify as being their own 

unchallenged white landscapes. As an Ontario cemetery opponent noted unequivocally: “they 

don’t belong here to start with stay in there (sic) own country and bury there (sic) loved one 

there.”130 The continued analysis of such perspectives is important in understanding how white 

supremacist logics treat requests for the racialized dead of newcomer communities, on 

Indigenous lands with long histories of grave desecration and dispossession, and in regions 

where Black communities have long faced marginalization and necrogeographical exclusion. 

  

 
130 Today’s Northumberland, December 19, 2019, “Proposed Muslim Cemetery,”  
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CONCLUSION  

“Black burial sites are struggling for survival. Such struggles should be interpreted as elemental 

battles over the meaning, matter, and worth of black life, history, and memory.”1 

 

In historian Christopher Petrella’s reflection on the struggle to preserve Black burial 

places, tending to the dead is identified as elemental to the life of communities. In this 

dissertation, I have argued that white power over such sites, whether in destroying or 

disallowing, is elemental to regimes of colonialism and racialization in North America. I bring 

together theories of the geographies of racial dehumanization and apply them to the 

necrogeographies of the racialized while taking into account the profound sociocultural and 

ontological meanings embedded in these sites. The numerous case studies I have presented 

throughout this dissertation reinforce my central arguments: that the racial dehumanization of the 

living is applied equally to the dead and the places they inhabit and that this violence is rooted in, 

yet also contradicts, long precedents in the culture and traditions of settler white people; second, 

that the destruction of sites of burial is part of the geographic dispossession of Indigenous and 

Black communities, and the maintenance of landscapes of whiteness that are also hostile to the 

presence of newcomers; third, that there is a common pattern of racialized burial place 

destruction and desecration across North America, or, in the case of Muslims, a pattern of 

backlash against proposals to create cemeteries; fourth, burial places are sites of intensive 

ontological meaning and profound community significance for all the communities mentioned in 

this dissertation, and reclamation and restoration efforts are urgent and essential initiatives for 

community wellness, connection, and empowerment. 

 
1 Christopher Petrella, “Gentrification is erasing black cemeteries and, with it, black history,” The Guardian, April 

27, 2019. 
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My study of racial necrogeographies sits at the intersections of both a translocal approach 

across colonial borders and a narrative of the ways in which white supremacy has inflicted 

violence on the dead of several racialized/colonized communities in North America. As 

mentioned in the introduction to this study, I have not sought to undertake a comparative analysis 

of the ontologies or relationalities with the dead of Anishinaabe, Black, and Muslim 

communities. Rather, I have compared how settler white people have (mis)treated and 

de/subhumanized the dead of all three communities. In doing so, my analysis opens an under 

recognized and underexplored line of geographic inquiry: racial necrogeographies, and the 

attendant dehumanization that occurs through the destruction of places.  

My dissertation has also taken this analysis in directions heretofore underexplored in 

scholarship on a geographic and demographic level. There are significant gaps in underlining and 

analyzing the pattern of the destruction of the burial places of Indigenous Peoples in Canada, and 

my study is a preliminary effort in this direction. Racial necrogeographies in Canadian contexts 

have attracted very little attention. As noted in Chapter one, the only areas of significant 

necrogeographic scholarship that have been attentive to race and colonization are principally 

focused on US contexts and have taken as their subject the racial segregation of Black and white 

Protestant burial places, as well as struggles surrounding the repatriation of Indigenous ancestral 

remains from institutions and in US federal law (NAGPRA). Some, though significantly less, 

work has been devoted to the destruction of Black community sites in the US and the efforts of 

communities to reclaim the sites, particularly in well-known cases such as in New York City and 

Richmond, Virginia.2 

 
2 Autumn Rain Duke Barrett, “Honoring the Ancestors: Historical Reclamation and Self-Determined Identities in 

Richmond and Rio de Janeiro” (PhD diss., William & Mary, 2014). 
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It is important to note that the COVID-19 pandemic, which began in March 2020, imposed 

several limitations on my ability to complete the research involved in this dissertation. Though 

most of my archival sources were gathered prior to the onset of the pandemic, the finalization of 

certain archival sources was cut short by the closing of all archives and libraries. This is 

particularly true for the wider survey of regions connected to Saukiing Anishinaabekiing; 

because I had limited access to archives, I relied on sources that were available online and on 

systemic scans of media sources and databases in the collections of Carleton University and the 

University of Ottawa. For communities in the Anishinaabe world outside the Saugeen region, I 

planned on delving into certain fonds held by the National Library and Archives Canada 

collection, particularly in the RG10 files related to the historic Department of Indian Affairs, but 

was limited in my abilities to do so. 

As I was in the process of finalizing this dissertation, major events drew attention to 

several aspects of this study, including increased attention in the media to the existence of 

desecrated burial places of the victims of Indian Residential Schools, and a rising interest in the 

burial places of Black communities in the US in the wake of the murder of George Floyd and the 

subsequent Black Lives Matter mass mobilizations. While outside the direct scope of my 

dissertation, it is important that I unsettle narrow scholastic approaches to this topic and reflect 

on the connections between this work and current struggles that illumine the importance of racial 

necrogeographies and the elemental nature of struggles relating to burial places.  

--- 

This research differs from existing work in necrogeography, emphasizing the 

understudied areas of cemetery destruction or obliteration.. In Chapter one, which covered a 

wide range of scholarship on racial dehumanization and necrogeography, I included the limited 
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extant work in the specific area of cemetery desecration, including Meade’s examination of the 

cemetery obliteration3 historic burial places in New York City. Other scholars have not pursued 

this line of inquiry, nor has race and racialization been foregrounded in studies analyzing 

cemetery obliteration. Furthermore, decolonial theories of the human, the living dead, and the 

zone of non-being, among other related concepts, have not been applied to the burial places of 

sub/dehumanized communities or necrogeography more widely, beyond the work of Leshem, 

also mentioned in Chapter two.4 I have also examined the implications and patterns of cemetery 

obliteration for the perpetrators (settler white people) and their worldviews, and how this 

destruction is connected to wider processes of racial dehumanization enacted by them.  

I devoted Chapter two to outlining how settler white people’ lack of reverence and 

respect for the burial places of racialized communities is a result and continuation of European – 

namely, British Protestant – traditions of posthumous dehumanization. Contradictorily, these 

dehumanizations contravene longstanding British Protestant legal, cultural, and spiritual 

traditions of respect for the dead and the places inhabited by them. In both the premodern 

churchyard phase of British deathways, and the radical Victorian-era shift towards modern park 

cemeteries, which I described through Iton’s framing of the prophylactic state, there were 

existing expectations regarding respect for the dead, as well as exceptions granted to posthumous 

dehumanization. I further argued that the posthumous dehumanization of the racialized dead is 

an easy extension and expansion of longstanding traditions of the premodern and prophylactic 

eras and has persisted in the duppy state’s supposed multicultural orders that are haunted by the 

long shadows of slavery and genocide.  

 
3 Elizabeth D. Meade, “‘Prepare for Death and Follow Me’: An Archaeological Survey of the Historic Period 

Cemeteries of New York City” (PhD diss., University of New York, 2020). 
4 Noam Leshem, “‘Over Our Dead Bodies’: Placing Necropolitical Activism,” Political Geography 45, (2015): 34. 
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In Chapter three, I demonstrated that for Anishinaabeg, the expectation of postmortem 

tranquility, so emphasized (and so frequently violated) by British Protestants, is an unwavering 

ontological necessity. As stated by Archie Mosay, ceremonial chief of the St. Croix Ojibwa tribe, 

“when an Indian is buried, he’s buried… You’re not supposed to dig him up again;”5 the “Body-

Souls” of Anishinaabeg ancestors are not to be disturbed by any means.6 However, the pattern of 

robbery and destruction of Anishinaabe burial places across the Anishinaabe world by white 

people has repeatedly violated this central tenet of Anishinaabe worldview. These violations 

have paved the way for white necrogeographies (what Adam Barker terms necrosettlement), an 

integral part of common-sense white landscape making, and the excision of Indigenous presence 

throughout the Anishinaabe world. White inhabitants have thereby constructed what geographer 

Tim Cresswell calls the “taken-for-grantedness of things…[and] the constitution of common 

sense”7 in the form of white settler landscapes.  

In recent months, this taken-for-grantedness of white landscapes in Canada has 

undergone a profound challenge in the form of a national reckoning on the part of non-

Indigenous people in relation to what Indigenous people had long known: that the facilities of the 

Indian Residential School system in Canada, which ran from 1876 to 1996, were surrounded by 

the graves, often unmarked, of the many children who died from murder, preventable disease, 

and neglect in these genocidal institutions. The announcement by the Tk’emlups te Secwepemc 

nation of the confirmation of 215 graves at the Kamloops residential school site, and many other 

 
5 Specktor, Mordecai. “Controvery Looms over Sacred Grounds. (Native American Cemeteries).” National Catholic 

reporter 31, no. 7 (1994): 8. 
6 Johnston, Darlene. Respecting and Protecting the Sacred. (Toronto: Ipperwash Inquiry, 2006), 9. 
7 Tim Cresswell, In Place/Out of Place: Geography, Ideology, and Transgression  (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1996): 20. 
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similar findings, have led to widespread national and international media attention to these grim 

realities.8  

Non-Indigenous Canadians could have read ample evidence of such horrific realities 

buried across the country’s residential school sites prior to the most recent media attention. In 

2015, the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) noted that “many of 

the cemeteries in which students were buried have long since been abandoned.” 9 Upon the 

closure of his school in 1914, one Residential School principal in Saskatchewan noted that there 

was a cemetery with 70-80 students buried in it, worrying “that unless the government took steps 

to care for the cemetery, it would be overrun by stray cattle.” The TRC further noted that “such 

advice, when ignored, led to instances of neglect, with very distressing results”, including the 

2001 erosion of the cemetery at an Albert school expose remains.”10 According to Ry Moran, 

director of the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation, “some of those cemetery locations 

now sit under parking lots,” 11 and others have noted that “the Department of Indian 

Affairs…turned over cemetery sites to private or municipal developers.”12 Many of the sites only 

existed at all because “the Department of Indian Affairs resolutely refused to ship the bodies of 

 
8 Ian Austen, “Horrible History': Mass Grave of Indigenous Children Reported in Canada: An Indigenous 

community says it has found evidence that 215 children were buried on the grounds of a British Columbia school, 

one of the many in Canada set up to forcibly assimilate them.” The New York Times, May 28, 2021; BBC News. 

“Canada: 751 unmarked graves found at residential school.” BBC News, June 24, 2021. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-57592243; Amanda Coletta, “Thousands of Canada’s indigenous 

children died in church-run boarding schools. Where are they buried?” The Washington Post, October  21, 2018.; 

Ian Mosby and Erin Millions, “Canada’s Residential Schools Were a Horror,” Scientific American, August 1, 2021, 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/canadas-residential-schools-were-a-horror/. 
9 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Canada's Residential Schools: Missing Children and 

Unmarked Burials The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Volume 4 (Montreal: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015), 3.  https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/trc/IR4-9-4-2015-

eng.pdf.  
10 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Canada's Residential Schools: Missing Children and 

Unmarked Burials The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Volume 4, 3. 
11 Coletta, “Thousands of Canada’s indigenous children died in church-run boarding schools.” 
12 Tristin Hopper, “How Canada forgot about more than 1,308 graves at former residential schools,” National Post, 

July 13, 2021. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-57592243
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/trc/IR4-9-4-2015-eng.pdf
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/trc/IR4-9-4-2015-eng.pdf
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dead children to their families for cost reasons,”13 often burying them en masse without proper 

records, and using only the cheapest grave marker materials (low quality wooden crosses that 

decay quickly), when they marked sites at all.14 

These are only several examples of the widespread neglect and desecration of these sites. 

In connection to the topic of this dissertation, it is important to note that not only were the graves 

evidence of crimes that had taken place prior to the death of these children, but that the 

dehumanization continued after these victims were buried. The desecration was undoubtedly 

linked to a desire to hide or obfuscate the deaths of these children. As the TRC report further 

notes, 32% of the deaths that the Commission recorded (which is widely believed to be a 

conservative estimate), were not recorded by name by the government or the schools. In 49% of 

the deaths, no cause of death was recorded by school, church, or government authorities.15 

Church records have, until the present day, often been hidden or undisclosed, which “is 

inhibiting progress, [and] increasing the likelihood that the relatives of missing residential-school 

children will die without knowing the fate of their loved ones, and that unmarked graves could 

be destroyed.”16 Finally, school administrators were “lax in informing families about the 

conditions of a child’s death, where they were buried or, disturbingly, that the child patient had 

passed away at all.”17 Thus the erasure of the burial places of these children was closely 

connected to the erasure of the causes of their deaths, and even their very names. Canada as a 

nation is a burial site of the victims of the residential school system, and so much of this nation-

wide site has been left in states of decay or destruction.  

 
13 Hopper, “How Canada forgot about more than 1,308 graves at former residential schools.” 
14 Hopper, “How Canada forgot about more than 1,308 graves at former residential schools.”  
15 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Canada's Residential Schools: Missing Children and 

Unmarked Burials The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Volume 4, 1. 
16 Coletta, “Thousands of Canada’s indigenous children died in church-run boarding schools.” 
17 Mosby and Millions, “Canada’s Residential Schools Were a Horror.”  
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Eddie Bitternose, of George Gordon First Nation, decries this kind of destruction, stating 

that “the disrespect and desecration of those spirits, of those people that are laid to rest there, is 

to me very hurtful.”18 And Manny Jules, the former chief of Tk’emlups te Secwepemc, laments 

the condition of the graves, and that “all of these little children [are] buried without any dignity 

at all.”19 These leaders are pointing to the fact that often children were buried near white 

Christians, whose graves were carefully tended (“faithfully kept up until the present day”20) 

while the children’s burial places were “allowed to rot away within plain sight.” This is the same 

posthumous iniquity pointed out by the late Anishinaabe writer Richard Wagamese, whose 

brother perished in a residential school, in an observation that I think is essential to quote here at 

length:  

“I found out where he’d been laid to rest and I drove out there one day to pay my respects 

and maybe say a few words to the wind and cry. There was a graveyard set beyond the 

yard of the residential school that my family had attended. 

The graves were all unmarked. That struck me as odd just as the fact that the edges were 

marked by barbed wire stuck on posts that were broken and rotting. The grass was uncut 

and there were no flowers to be seen. It looked like a lonely, sad place to rest. 

It seemed odd to me. My people’s very idea of god sprang from the ground in which they 

were laid and yet there was nothing to proclaim this as a sanctuary or even as a resting 

place. If anything it seemed abandoned and uncared for. Even the wind was lonely. 

 
18 Arthur White-Crummey and Alec Salloum, “Sask. First Nations brace for residential school discoveries after 

Cowessess findings,” Regina Leader-Post, June 25, 2021. 
19 Matt Galloway, Manny Jules and Carolyn Bennett, “Survivor recalls his time at Kamloops, B.C., residential 

school where remains of children found,” The Current, CBC Radio, June 1, 2021, 

https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/1903602243996/. 
20 Coletta, “Thousands of Canada’s indigenous children died in church-run boarding schools.” 
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Across the road was the graveyard for the nuns and priest who’d died while working at 

the school. Their graves were marked by elaborate and ornate marble and granite 

headstones, carefully carved with names and dates and epitaphs. The grounds were 

carefully tended.”21 

Much of North America, and indeed the Atlantic world, is also a burial place on a 

massive scale for the enslaved and those who have been struggling against slavery’s long 

legacies. In Chapter four, I examined how the grounds of the white settlement itself contain the 

bodies of Black people brutalized by white supremacy and exploitation, as do the waters of the 

middle passage and the riparian routes that carried white supremacist violence within eastern 

North America. The lands and waters of North America, in this sense, are a cemetery of the 

enslaved, whose bodies were thrown in rivers, discarded in mass graves, and are now found 

unmarked beneath many shopping malls and suburbs. The destruction of the burial places of 

Black communities is thus a logical extension of these foundational racial acts of violence; the 

dispossession of Black rural communities, the unwritten law of sundown towns, and deliberate 

absenting from history books are also part of this geographical erasure. As I note from Wardi in 

Chapter four, “African American graves, from the beginning, evoke invisibility.”22 Black 

communities have consistently refused this erasure, however, seeking to reclaim sites through 

various means, including a unique emphasis on reclaiming and studying burial places 

scientifically and archaeologically to establish ancestral connections and prove historical 

presence. This is an important difference between Black community reclamation and that of 

Anishinaabeg, who have generally resolutely refused any scientific inquiry that might disturb 

 
21 Richard Wagamese, “Ojbway graveyard by the residential school,” Anishinabek News, January 19, 2015, 

http://anishinabeknews.ca/2015/01/19/ojbway-graveyard-by-the-residential-school/ 
22 Anissa Janine Wardi, Death and the arc of mourning in African American literature (Gainesville, FL: University 

Press of Florida, 2003), 48. 
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human remains. Through these and other efforts, Black communities have sought to counteract 

the message imposed on them by white supremacy that “we’re not human, we’re not worthy of 

being remembered.” 23  Chapter four contains several aspects that I hope to pursue as future 

avenues of research; these include the ancestral remains of Black communities being held in 

museum collections24 and the connections and overlap between Muslims and Black communities 

in North America. The post-WWII efflorescence of African-American Muslim culture in the US 

makes such inquiry all the more important, and the under-researched but rich history of Muslims 

enslaved in the Americas.25 The modern burial places of Muslims contain many Black 

community members, and the historic burial places of the enslaved contain many Muslims. 

 When I began the research for Chapter four in 2016, there was scant media attention paid 

to racialized patterns of destruction in relation to these sites, beyond specific news stories 

relating to individual, local conflicts and reclamations. However, with the increase in attention 

paid to the trauma and violence of anti-Black racism by non-Black people since the murder of 

George Floyd and the international Black Lives Matter movement it sparked in the summer of 

2020, a wide variety of high-profile news stories have made the connection between the 

movement for Black lives and the inequality faced by the dead of Black communities, including 

in such publications as The New Yorker, The Guardian, and National Geographic.26 These have 

 
23 Tkacik, Christina. "Rediscovering the African-American graveyard beneath a Baltimore shopping center." The 

Baltimore Sun, March 20, 2018,  https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-

excavation-20180313-story.html.   
24 Justin Dunnavant, Delande Justinvil & Chip Colwell, “Craft an African American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act” Nature, May 19, 2021, https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01320-4. 
25 Sylviane A. Diouf, Servants of Allah : African Muslims Enslaved in the Americas. (New York: New York 

University Press, 1998); Michael A. Gomez, Black Crescent : the Experience and Legacy of African Muslims in the 

Americas, (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2005); Allan D. Austin, African Muslims in Antebellum 

America : Transatlantic Stories and Spiritual Struggles, (New York: Routledge, 1997). 
26 National Geographic in particular has been long a source of racist, exotified images of both Indigenous and Black 

communities, and this must be acknowledged when discussing its partial turn in recent years towards publishing 

pieces by anti-racist authors.  

https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-excavation-20180313-story.html
https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-excavation-20180313-story.html
https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/baltimore-city/bs-md-ci-laurel-cemetery-excavation-20180313-story.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01320-4
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often made explicit links between the violent deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and many 

others and the need to protect the burial places of Black communities. 27 

Many scholars and journalists have recently echoed what communities have been 

insisting on for many decades: namely, the importance of a “commitment to naming and marking 

the Black dead” 28 as well as to “remembering those lost to violence – whether that of slavery or 

of unchecked police power.” 29 Others have begun to make links between the climate crisis and 

“residential gentrification, heavy industry, and infrastructure development”30 and efforts to 

preserve Black cemeteries, connections which are beyond the scope of my dissertation but 

essential to consider at our current juncture. Thus, since the beginning of my thesis research, I 

have observed important and wider acknowledgement that “if Black lives are to matter in life, 

then they also must matter after life.”31 Despite increased media attention, it is not the politics of 

recognition and belated acknowledgement alone that will lead to protections, but rather the 

substantive and much needed financial, legislative, and political support that comes after political 

pressure is exerted by the struggles of Black communities. These struggles are not new, even if 

news media and sustained academic scholarship have only recently begun to pay attention. 

Change must be “led by communities who have spent centuries asserting the value of both Black 

lives and Black deaths.”32 I have outlined some preliminary recommendations identified by 

Black communities at the end of this conclusion.  

 
27 Emma Tucker and Laura Ly, “Headstones in historic Black cemetery were desecrated. The recovery offers 

‘symbolic justice’,” CNN, August 24, 2021. 
28 Jill Lepore, “When Black History is Unearthed, Who Gets to Speak for the Dead?” The New Yorker, September 

27, 2021. 
29 Vicki Daniel, “Black deaths matter: The centuries-old struggle to memorialize slaves and victims of racism,” The 

Conversation, July 10, 2020, https://theconversation.com/black-deaths-matter-the-centuries-old-struggle-to-

memorialize-slaves-and-victims-of-racism-140613. 
30 Christopher Petrella, “Gentrification is erasing black cemeteries and, with it, black history,” The Guardian, April 

27, 2019. 
31 Petrella, “Gentrification is erasing black cemeteries.” 
32 Daniel, “Black deaths matter:”  



293 
 

Finally, in Chapter five, I examined a more recent example of racial necrogeographies in 

the form of the hostile response by settler white people to Muslim community proposals to 

establish places of burial in the midst of majority-white rural and suburban spaces. Muslims are 

seen by white people in these spaces as “place invaders...[or] individuals or groups whom people 

see as inherently threatening and anxiety arousing, precisely because they enter the ‘wrong’ 

place.”33 In addition to outright Islamophobic hate speech, Muslim burial place opponents 

mobilize a variety of geographic metonyms for their Islamophobia, including planning bylaws, 

water quality concerns, and worries about traffic, among others. These efforts are lamented by 

Muslim community members, such as CCIQ member Boufeldja Benabdallah who observed that 

“even in death, ’we’re being denied our place as human beings.”34 Muslims need consecrated 

burial spaces both for the health of our ontological practices in relation to the dead and to 

solidify the essential feeling of belonging in places we call home as a community that is 

primarily composed of relative newcomers to North America. As the backlash to Muslim 

cemetery proposals remains largely unstudied, future avenues of research could include 

comparison with other contexts and regions; for example, Muslim communities have faced 

struggles for burial space in Australia, the UK, and Japan.35 

--- 

 

Though the goal of this thesis is not to develop explicit policy recommendations related to 

the burial places of racialized and colonized communities, it is important to reiterate the 

 
33 Peter Kabachnik, “Place Invaders: Constructing the Nomadic Threat in England”, Geographical Review 100, no. 1 

(January 2010): 90. 
34 Ingrid Peritz, ‘Muslim Acceptance Still a Delicate Matter’, The Globe and Mail, April 1, 2017. 
35 Hiji Hajis “The number of Muslims in Japan is growing fast” The Economist, January 7, 2021, 

https://www.economist.com/asia/2021/01/07/the-number-of-muslims-in-japan-is-growing-fast  
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importance of rooting such a discussion in the material preservation of sites of such intensive 

ontological significance to communities. The well-being of communities is significantly affected 

by the inability to connect with the dead or the destruction of sites of historical continuity and 

spiritual force. Ultimately, it is essential that recommendations for the protection of sites come 

from communities themselves and are part of an ongoing and collaborative process of 

preservation and reconsecration.  

In Canada, stauncher federal legislation is needed to protect the burial places of 

Indigenous Peoples outside of reserve lands, both on provincial and federal crown lands and 

parks, and on privately held lands. There is also no unified framework for the repatriation of 

Indigenous ancestral remains held in Canadian institutions (though many such institutions are 

now repatriating remains after pressure from Indigenous Nations), nor for the protection of 

Indigenous burial places outside of reserve lands and the general protections afforded under 

Cemetery Acts.36 In the US, stronger federal legislation exists in the form of the Native 

American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), which requires institutions and 

federal departments to repatriate Indigenous ancestral remains and protect sites on federal and 

tribal lands. However, NAGPRA does not extend to private and state lands, private collections, 

or ancestral remains from Indigenous communities outside the US held in US institutions (as the 

example of Whitefish River First Nation in Chapter 3 demonstrates). Ultimately, a mix of legal 

regimes may be required to protect sites, or what John Borrows articulates as legal pluralism, 

which incorporates norms and protections from both common law and Indigenous legal 

traditions (and civil law, in the cases of Quebec and Louisiana).37 Furthermore, strengthening 

 
36 Johnston, Respecting and Protecting, 20-21. 
37 John Borrows, “Indigenous Legal Traditions in Canada.” Washington University Journal of Law and Policy 19, 

no.169 (2005): 167–223. 
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provincial and state laws can provide multilayered legal protections to sites. It is also important 

that existing heritage designations, and the criteria for ascribing them, reflect the worldviews and 

values of racialized and colonized communities, and that burial places be recognized not only for 

their built aspect or for their significance in colonial or Eurocentric history, but also for the 

ancestral connection and living relationships they hold for marginalized communities.  

In both US and Canada, historic Black communities should be recognized collectively, 

and efforts taken to explicitly protect the network of historic burial places of Black communities. 

In Canada, for example, special funding for Black community heritage sites could be earmarked 

in the same manner as funds for Black businesses and philanthropic initiatives. Legislation could 

also be implemented, building on Black history legislation recognizing Emancipation Day, 

spearheaded by Senator Wanda Bernard and others. In the US, a proposal to create “a national 

park network of overlooked gravesites,” 38 and an African American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act hold promise as examples for both countries. Furthermore, scholars and 

advocates have called upon US institutions to “catalogue the remains of Black Americans in their 

collections and pause research pending consultation with descendant communities.”39 Such 

initiatives would relieve the immense burden on communities with limited means to preserve 

sites and leave Black communities and their historic sites with currently missing protections. The 

current lack of protection leaves the fate of burial places to the vagaries of localized struggles for 

protection and the pressures of property owners, business interests, real estate developers, 

climate change, and governments at various levels.  

 
38 Austyn Gaffney, “The fight to save America’s historic Black cemeteries” National Geographic, August 19, 2020,  

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/article/historic-black-cemeteries-at-risk-can-they-be-preserved  
39 Dunnavant, Justinvil, Colwell, “Craft an African American Graves,” 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/article/historic-black-cemeteries-at-risk-can-they-be-preserved
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  Finally, some intervention will be needed to guarantee Muslims a place to bury their 

dead, as proposals often are put forward for areas outside of populated areas where the local 

populace and municipal councils are hostile to plans to create Muslim burial places. As discussed 

extensively in Chapter 5, it is often up to under-resourced Muslim congregations to fight legal 

and planning battles to find a place to bury their loved ones. In Quebec City, the massacre of six 

community members and the intervention of the City’s mayor was required to spark enough 

political will to find the community their long-awaited cemetery. In the US, the federal 

government has had to intervene in a number of instances in order to force local authorities to 

allow Muslim cemeteries. Often, without intervention or political will, communities such as the 

congregation behind the Cramahe Township proposal in Ontario must simply abandon their 

plans, often leaving them with already-purchased properties they are unable to use for their 

intended purposes. Abandonment, whether of efforts to bury one’s kinfolk or of historical sites 

through dispossession and destruction, are no longer acceptable options for communities seeking 

to protect their connection to the departed. As this dissertation repeatedly underscores, the 

presence of ancestors in the soil is of deep importance to communities, and the collective 

relationship with the dead is constantly threatened by dehumanization, destruction, and 

dispossession.  

 I have intended this dissertation as a necessarily incomplete starting point in an area of 

study that has been too long neglected in the study of the workings of colonization and 

racialization. Dehumanization and dispossession are processes that affect both the dead and the 

living, and that tear communities away from their living relationships with the departed. White 

supremacy continues to stand in the way of the well-being of communities and their worldviews 

and attacks the foundations of peoples and nations’ past, present, and futures. It is my hope that 
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this study can serve as a tool and a reference for those seeking to preserve the sacred archives of 

communities that have come before and who resist white supremacy into the present and future.  

And Allah alone knows best.40 

  

 
40 Muslim authors, including my spiritual and intellectual forbears, end their works with the recognition that they 

may well err and that only the Creator of the Heavens and the earth is faultless.   
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