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ince at least the writings of Harold Innis, Canadian geographers have recognized resource
development as central to the historical-geographical shaping of early Canada. Innis’s
insights about the importance of staple trades, though rooted in his analyses of the fur trade
and cod fisheries, extended to extractive industries, particularly mining. While Innis highlighted
how the “cyclonic” effects of booms and rushes associated with precious metals typified the
instability and unpredictability of the industry in its early stages, he was ultimately sanguine
about the potential for extractive development to implant modern industrialism in the Canadian
hinterland.1
The generation of critics that followed were less optimistic. For instance, in his studies
of the iron ore developments in the Quebec-Labrador borderlands, economic geographer John
Bradbury explored the failure of mining towns in Canada’s resource hinterland to overcome the
problems of “isolation, community impermanence, instability, labor migrations, demographic
distortions, and economic dependency.”2 More recent work on the historical geography of
Northern resource development similarly highlights the vulnerability of remote mines and
communities to downturns in the commodity cycle, price shocks that can produce abandoned
mines, settlements, and infrastructure rather than fostering broad-scale economic development.3
Near the end of his tragically shortened career Bradbury increasingly rooted his critique
in a historically informed understanding of the colonial nature of these processes in what he
referred to as the Fourth Empire of the St. Lawrence.4 Yet, although the work of Bradbury and
other staples critics contained an anti-colonial edge, until relatively recently few observers drew
critical attention to the role of extractivism (a socioeconomic ideal based on primary resource
production and export) in processes of settler colonial dispossession. However, seen through the
lens of recent scholarly work on settler colonialism, mineral and hydrocarbon extraction appears
fundamental to processes of settler colonial reterritorialization in Canada—and, remains so, albeit
under rapidly changing legal and historical circumstances.5 In this short reflection, we outline some
approaches to the linkages between extractive development and settler colonialism in Canada as
the nation’s 150th anniversary celebrations draw to a close. We emphasise how the (attempted)
erasure of Indigenous territoriality was made durable and material through ahistorical, futuristic
representations of national (extractive) spaces. Ideas about what the nation was, and ought to be
in the future, have been continually fostered by synoptic, hubristic resource development visions
that positioned extraction as a force for liberal democratic progress. Gavin Bridge has argued
that resources are always in a state of becoming; in Canada, this becoming produced a form of
citizenship that produced the environment as a set of national economic resources, available to
all at the expense of some.
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***
How, to paraphrase Cole Harris, did extractivism dispossess?6 First, as Glen Coulthard
and other scholars of settler colonialism assert, central to the “colonial relation” in settler
colonies is the history and experience of territorial dispossession, rather than the exploitation of
Indigenous labour.7 In early Canada, mineral exploration and development contributed directly
to the dispossession of Indigenous land and territorial sovereignty on the extractive frontier. Time
and again mineral developments precipitated waves of settler invasion that rapidly displaced
Indigenous communities. In many instances, such invasions precipitated Indigenous resistance.
Typically, the discovery of valuable mineral resources prompted hasty treaty-making by the settler
colonial state, a process designed to sever Indigenous people from their lands and territories, in
order to gain access to the subsurface.8
The technologies of dispossession employed in this process were familiar ones: the map
(in this case, both geographical and geological), the survey, and the legal geographies of property,
backed by the violent authority of the settler colonial state. As Bruce Braun and Suzanne Zeller point
out, geological exploration entailed a reimagining of the subsurface that brought underground
resources into colonial/national imaginary as “a new frontier for capital, as the relentless search
for profit seized upon the nation’s newly intelligible domains.”9 Explorer-geologists in service of
the colonial state, such as Logan, Dawson, Tyrell, Low, Isbister, and Bell, filled the blank spaces on
maps with geological assessments of territory. In their footsteps followed prospectors and capital,
which superimposed cadastral grids of property and access rights over pre-existing social and
ecological relations.10
Such practices helped facilitate the exploitation of what were otherwise regarded as
remote territories, such as the Canadian Shield, Cordillera, and far North, considered unsuited for
European, agricultural societies. As Traci Brynne Voyles discusses in the context of the American
southwest, settler colonial territorializations discursively and materially reconfigured Indigenous
lands as at once empty “wastelands” and as resource frontiers amenable to modern industrial
exploitation.11 In the Canadian context, these imagined geographies intersected with discourses
of emptiness and extremity associated with Northern frontiers that at once emptied them of
Indigenous presence while projecting onto them aspects of national character and destiny.12
The wasteland discourse was further materialized in the reckless destruction and pollution
of Indigenous territories by mines and mills, and the long-term legacies of environmental
degradation and shattered communities they often left behind. The environmental changes
induced by extraction and its related infrastructures are themselves material and embodied
manifestations of dispossession.13
Indeed, in the years after the Second World War, these wastelands or empty spaces on the
map assumed prominence in a new wave of visualizations of Canada’s industrial future. This is
particularly the case when considering competing visions for the colonization and development
Canada’s sparsely populated northern reaches.14 The 1950s brought a series of audacious attempts
to reimagine northern space as productive and to implant Canadians within a fundamentally
northern nature. This was the era of the high modern, transformational megaproject. Many of
these proposals bore distinct, and multi-scalar local effects: the mines and mining towns that
dot the northern landscape (and the hundreds more surveyed, designated or proposed). Others
projected regional transformations: the Yukon River Diversion schemes would reverse the Yukon
River so that it flowed into the Pacific Ocean instead of the Arctic, forcing it underneath the Coast
Mountains in the process, all to build an aluminum economy.15 Still more fantastic proposals
involved the complete re-engineering of continental hydrology: the US Army Corps of Engineers’
North American Water and Power Alliance (NAWAPA) would have seen much of Canada’s
northern and western water, and not incidentally much of the Yukon River, flow through a series
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Figure 1. “100 Important New Resources that will Help make Canada’s Future Bright and Prosperous”
(Department of Citizenship and Immigration, Canada: Ottawa, 1955).

of diversions, canals and buttressed natural troughs to the parched southern United States.16
Just as Harris points to the map as one of the signal technologies of dispossession in the
creation of the Canadian nation-state, we point to two maps that articulate northern development
dreams to illustrate how the discourse of extractivism performed dispossession on behalf of the
settler colonial state in the Canadian north. These plans, and scores like them, positioned Canada
as an “empty-yet-full” resource space.17 Development dreams – both public and private – show the
persistence of these discourses of waste, emptiness, and projected possibility from mid-century to
post-millennial representations of extractive frontiers, particularly those that produced northern
visions of industrial futures. These maps not only articulated resource-laden constructions of a
prosperous modern nationhood, they helped to produce extractive subjects in Canada, a settler
colonial formation that internalized the idea that the hinterland space of the north was empty and
ready for use, a kind of extractive terra nullius.18
In 1955 the Department of Citizenship and Immigration produced an extraordinary map
(Figure 1) meant to teach Canadians about Canada’s future but also to inculcate newcomers.
Canada is represented as a resource space, a country whose economic, social, and political
organization is determined by spatial distribution of extractive activities. The north here is
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Figure 2. “Mid-Canada Corridor, 2014” from John Van Nostrand, “If We Build It, They Will Stay,” The
Walrus, 8 September 2014. Cartography by Chris Brackley.

still mostly empty space, where resource development has only just begun. Northern resource
mobilization highlighted on the map was connected to extractive or military activity: shipping
on the northern coast of Labrador, nuclear power generation at Aklavik, nickel at Kluane Lake,
asbestos at Cassiar, base metals at Pine Point, uranium at Beaverlodge, ore at Belcher Islands.19
Northern peoples are on the map in soft focus, as though disappearing icons of a bygone era,
shortly to be replaced by the advent of industrial modernity. We can see the colonial markings
of an imagined dispossession, acts that were ongoing when this publicity map was published.
The map and its projection of potential resource wealth presaged John Diefenbaker’s ‘Roads to
Resource’ program (1958-62),20 a time when the idea that resource production was at the heart of
Canadian identity congealed and was brought into being.21
The goal of these development dreamers was always to bring the north into an imagined
industrial future. Some plans succeeded while many others did not, but no integrated northern
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development ever really appeared, and many of the extractive developments turned out to
be ephemeral and unstable. But such dreams never die completely, as this recent The Walrus
magazine illustration (Figure 2) attached to a story entitled, “If We Build It, They Will Stay,”
attests.22 This “Field of Dreams” narrative has always had a seductive appeal in thinking about
what the North could become. The author and illustrator are making a contemporary reference
to Major-General Richard Rohmer’s 1967 modest proposal for a “Mid-Canada Corridor” to
develop Canada’s boreal forest and subarctic regions as extractive and population centres. In
this reckoning—harkening back to Innis’s more positive take on staples—Canada was destined
to be a world leader in resource exploitation, and our collective, extractive future was tied to
that endeavour. The Mid-Canada Corridor of Rohmer’s dreams needed infrastructure (roads,
electricity, ports); mineral, metals, oil and gas development and a robust timber economy would
follow in its wake.23
Rohmer’s ambitions are nothing if not persistent. The Conference Board of Canada,
for instance, plans for “mapping the economic potential of Canada’s North” among other
interventions.24 In the early months of 2016, researchers at the University of Calgary School of
Public Policy made headlines with a proposal for a Northern Corridor—a linked transportation
network designed to “open up” the north.25 Even more recently, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
proposed the $360 million Yukon Resource Gateway Project, merging Rohmer’s vision with
Diefenbaker’s transportation infrastructure goals by promoting resource road construction to
mineral rich areas.26
Resources have always been central to the production of the north as settler colonial
space. We want to suggest here that the visionary optics of contemporary northern development
dreams must be seen alongside past visions of northern futures, especially in light of the ongoing
colonial relations between southern and northern Canada. Many contemporary visions still pitch
the north as a place of possibility, though one slightly modified by the incursions of modernity.
The Churchill Marine Observatory will study arctic oil spill cleanup, several companies are now
offering “last chance” cruises through the ice-free the Northwest Passage, while former Prime
Minister Stephen Harper’s northern visits asserted a vaguely chauvinistic notion of Arctic
sovereignty. We might juxtapose these northern visions, and those that preceded them, against
some of the more pernicious aspects of Canada’s northern interventions: High Arctic Relocations,
Shell’s troubled drilling history in the Arctic, developments around the Mary River Iron mine, the
legacy of zombie mines in places like Pine Point, YK (or Port Radium, or Rankin Inlet) uncovered
in the ‘abandoned mines’ projects, or Emilie Cameron’s deconstruction of the story of the Bloody
Falls Massacre near Kugluktuk. This is all to say that the stories we tell about Canada’s extractivist
modality, and about northern resource potential in particular, matter. They produce certainty,
opportunity, ambiguity, dislocation, and conflict in equal measure. They produce extractivism
as obvious, logical and correct. They reify the place of extractivism at the heart of the Canadian
project, producing the extractive subject as a fundamentally Canadian character. The northern
visions that we catalogue in this piece are important reminders that extractivism and colonial
relations have often been powerfully paired in Canada’s 150 years.
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historical atlas, although aimed at visualizing past eras and past places, is always a
product of the time in which it was created. So any assessment of the Historical Atlas of
Canada needs to be aware that it was of a product of the 1970s and 1980s.1 Although it
might be interesting to imagine what a Volume IV might look like – the half century from the
1967 Centennial to the Sesquicentennial, perhaps – that consideration would undoubtedly want
to look back further in time, and both refresh and reframe how we got to now. It would do
this because of at least three things, I suggest: new scholarship in academia that frame different
questions than were the case four decades ago, some prompted by current debates in Canadian
society; new data that is now available due to the fruits of new research areas; and newer ways of
visualizing that data in the era of digital humanities scholarship, including Historical GIS. These
three intertwined factors – context, evidence, visualization – invariably also color the lenses of a
retrospective assessment of the first three volumes.
For example, the Atlas would now likely want to grapple with visualizing the 150,000
indigenous children who were removed and separated from their families and communities to
attend residential schools in over 139 Canadian locations. There were 80 such schools operating
in 1931, and 72 in 1948. In Volume III, we mapped enrolment in one province, Alberta, in one
year, 1911, and added a small pie-chart map of religious affiliation of Indian Residential Schools
nationally in 1920. We wrote less than 90 words, but at least they were about “the scars of cultural
conflict.” Now, I suspect, an entire plate could and would be done.2
I have always been proud of the fact that we made indigenous views of space and place
a part of Plate 2 on Canadian territorial evolution; Bob Galois’s portrayal of the contrast between
the view of land in the Gitskan and Wet’suwet’en territories and those on a government preemptor’s map in 1920 was a harbinger of the later published work by a cohort of scholars in
British Columbia.3 But back then, it was an edgy elbowing to force it onto a plate seemingly about
neutral representation of territorial evolution. Today you can judge it as too small a vignette, an

