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ABSTRACT
Fiscal relations between the state and Indigenous peoples in Canada
are a matter of life and death. By bringing to light techniques of
economic rationality and governance of Indigenous peoples, this
paper demonstrates a vital, yet overlooked trajectory in an ongoing
colonial war. I examine specifically how Canada investigated and
intentionally distorted Attawapiskat Chief Theresa Spence’s band
finances as a way to discredit her demands that governments
respect her community’s treaty rights. Further, I will analyze how
these economic mechanisms and discourses functioned to ‘settle’
Indigenous territorial demands for self-determination in order for
states and private industry to gain valuable access to Indigenous
lands and resources. A multi-million dollar De Beers diamond mine
operates 90 kilometers west of the Attawapiskat reserve and serves
as an important site for examining how colonial forms of fiscal
warfare work. For the past two centuries, an expectation of ‘self-
sufficiency’ has been demanded from Indigenous peoples in
tension with state investment in the dispossession of Indigenous
lands; this tension defines Crown-Indigenous fiscal relations to this
day and has been amplified recently in public discourses
demanding accountability and transparency from Indigenous
peoples while simultaneously decrying their dependency on the
state. These discourses have developed in distinct relation to the
conjoined historical and structural imperatives of settler colonial
governance: territorial possession and resource access. I propose
that by surveying the recent economic history of a resource
periphery such as Attawapiskat First Nation, we may examine the
kinds of power invested and produced in governing the lives and
deaths of Indigenous peoples in Canada today.

Four centuries ago the Christian European conscience was plagued with questions about
the men and women they encountered ashore the Atlantic coast. They wondered, how
do you kill people who have done you no harm? How do you enslave people who are
not indebted to you? How do you deny sovereignty to clearly self-governing nations?
The answers were self-preservation, defense of universal values, and improvement of
the earth. The key architects of these structures of argument were Francisco de
Vitoria, Hugo Grotius, and John Locke. Historical and social context conditioned the
reception of these justifications, as did the geopolitics of empire, and the material
desire of its rulers.
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Today, the question of how you kill an Indian with a clear conscience has merited its
own distinct historical formulations. From within what became the settler colonies, the
inheritors of imperial sovereignty grapple with new moral problems brought on by the
enduring eliminability of Indigenous peoples and their forms of life. They ask: how can
people be rendered surplus to the national economy, even as their territories, resources,
and jurisdiction remain central to its course? How can we blame people for the poverty
our dispossession caused, even while we deepen its source? How can we extinguish Indi-
genous nations while leaving their bodies alive? A new background picture against which
Indigenous death, or its persistent prognosis, is justified has been carefully constructed
through contemporary forms of economic knowledge: discourses of accountability, trans-
parency, and dependency.

One expression of this knowledge is succinctly captured in an Ipsos Reid poll that was
conducted on the 36th day of Attawapiskat Chief Theresa Spence’s fast near Canada’s Par-
liament building in 2013. The northern Cree community of Attawapiskat was undergoing a
severe housing crisis that had put the community’s collective health at risk. The Chief was
fasting to raise awareness about this injustice. Rather than press their government to
remedy the emergency immediately and remove the Attawapiskat Chief and residents
from harm’s way, results of the poll showed that 81% of Canadians nationally agreed
that, ‘no additional taxpayer money should go to any Reserve until external auditors
can be put in place to ensure financial accountability’.1 Without fiscal disclosure, Chief
Spence’s death, and death more generally at Attawapiskat, was excepted from
intervention.

Fiscal relations between the state and Indigenous peoples in Canada are a matter of life
and death. By bringing to light techniques of economic rationality and governance, this
paper demonstrates a vital, yet overlooked trajectory in an ongoing colonial war. For
the past two centuries, an expectation of ‘self-sufficiency’ has been demanded from Indi-
genous peoples in tension with state investment in the dispossession of Indigenous lands;
this tension defines Crown-Indigenous fiscal relations to this day and has been amplified
recently in public discourses demanding accountability and transparency from Indigenous
peoples while simultaneously decrying their dependency on the state. These discourses
have developed in distinct relation to the conjoined historical and structural imperatives
of settler colonial governance: territorial possession and resource access. I propose that by
surveying the recent economic history of a resource periphery such as the Attawapiskat
First Nation, we may examine the kinds of power invested and produced in governing
the lives and deaths of Indigenous peoples in Canada today.

I will examine specifically how Canada investigated and intentionally distorted Chief
Spence’s band finances as a way to discredit her demands that governments respect Atta-
wapiskat’s treaty rights. Further, I will analyze how these economic mechanisms and dis-
courses of accountability functioned to ‘settle’ Indigenous territorial demands for self-
determination. A multi-million dollar De Beers diamond mine operates 90 kilometers
west of the Attawapiskat reserve and serves as an important site for examining how colo-
nial forms of fiscal warfare work to access Indigenous lands and resources.

I define fiscal warfare as a tactic that measures the value and utility of First Nations’ lives
through accounting techniques. It is both disciplinary and biopolitical in production, defin-
ing the terms by which Indigenous bodies may live, within a narrow band of compliance
with liberal forms of self-management.2 When Indigenous peoples show signs of
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resistance to the juridico-political administration of their finances and to the subjugation
of their economic futures, they are put to fiscal death; their bodies are rendered surplus to
the national economy. This death is not metaphorical and it is not exceptional; it involves
continual exposure to hunger, disease, and other kinds of physical deprivation. However,
when this exposure is given a national platform through public acts of resistance (or other
newsworthy means), the vitality of Indigenous national, legal, and kinship bodies brings to
rare light of day the ongoing stakes of fiscal warfare at play.

Broadly, I situate the housing crisis at Attawapiskat within two inter-related contexts.
First, I locate the treatment of Chief Spence within the national Canadian imperative of
perfecting settler sovereignty. The historical setter colonial project to conflate assertions
of sovereignty with effective control over territory remains lumpy and uneven due to
state failure to obliterate Indigenous legal and political land-based orders.3 I read Chief
Spence’s demands that Canada recognize the treaty relationship, and thus the diplomatic
protocols of Indigenous law, as an embodied barrier to the perfection of settler sover-
eignty, thus marking her a target for fiscal warfare. Second, I locate this crisis within an
international context of declining rates of resource reserves, rising costs of extraction,
and growing global consumption that locate resource peripheries like Attawapiskat at
the frontier of new social forms of capitalist accumulation. While I only have space here
to canvas these broader contexts, which form the subject of my ongoing research, this
case study can expose the ways in which the fiscal death of Indigenous peoples is not
simply the case of crushing poverty due to federal underfunding. A fiscal death also sig-
nifies a political economy of hunger, a biopolitics of surplus population, and a geo-econ-
omic reformulation of land.

This is ultimately an article about whose lives get to matter in a staple state economy
like Canada and how these lives come to be valued; in this way the analysis can only ever
be partial and fragmented from much broader efforts to understand complex practices of
colonial subjectification and domination. This piece was inspired as such by an inquiry of a
different nature into the meanings projected onto Chief Spence’s body by the Canadian
public as she fasted. Audra Simpson presents a sharp analysis of the mockery and derision
focused on Spence’s ‘overweight’ body that failed to waste away during her fast. Peeling
away the layers of what first appear familiar as gendered, fat shaming tactics of patriarchal
control, Simpson uncovers a deeper structure of Indigenous death aimed at erasing Indi-
genous legal orders – a ‘sovereign death drive’ that targets the bodies of those who repro-
duce these kinship systems.4 She argues that Chief Spence was publicly ridiculed for
fasting in support of her people’s treaty rights because she refused to do what Indigenous
women’s bodies are meant to do in a settler state: that is to die.5

My modest intervention here seeks to foreground techniques by which the survival of
women’s bodies, and therefore Indigenous legal orders, becomes the object of socio-tech-
nical arrangements of power. Though Chief Spence survived her fast, I find here that the
state devised another way to kill her, or to create the brutal conditions to make her live:
through an economic rationality that sanitized the violence of a fatal gameof fiscal relations.

The life and death struggle of Chief Theresa Spence

The Attawapiskat First Nation is one of seven Mushkegowuk Cree communities near James
Bay in northern Ontario, Canada. It is located on the west side of the bay in sub-Arctic
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territory, where temperatures drop to −40 to −50 below Celsius in the depths of winter.
About 1800 band members live on the reserve where the existing housing stock is
inadequate and badly weathered from sub-Arctic winds. The population at Attawapiskat
has been growing steadily over the past decade and there are approximately 1000
people in need of homes.

In October 2012, Chief Theresa Spence was forced to declare a state of emergency on
her reserve due to the severe housing crisis. A lack of funding had resulted in an acute
housing shortage, forcing people to live in moldy homes, tents, abandoned construction
trailers and cabins with no heat in −15 to −20 Celsius temperatures. The Canadian Red
Cross responded long before the ruling Conservative government became involved.
When the federal government finally did respond, attempting to lay the blame on Attawa-
piskat leadership, Chief Spence was not prepared to suffer the patronizing censure that
would surely follow. The matter, as she saw it, was not merely about housing, but about
a fundamentally failed treaty relationship with Canada. She demanded to meet with the
Prime Minister and Governor General of Canada, and knowing she could not achieve
this goal by appointment, on 11 December 2012, Chief Spence began a hunger strike in
the nation’s capital on Victoria Island near Parliament Hill. Though the fast became the
pivot around which Spence’s life was tethered during this period, I want to argue here
that almost a year before her fast began another kind of death was already being prepared
for her.

Although the housing crisis dates back farther, as we will see, I want to begin Chief
Spence’s story in August 2011, less than a year and a half before she began her fast,
when Attawapiskat band members began requesting funds for construction materials
from the federal Department of Aboriginal Affairs to fortify housing.6 At the time, there
were five families living in tents and hundreds more living in un-insulated, unsafe, un-ser-
viced dwellings with extreme overcrowding and health risks posed due to mold infesta-
tion. Faced with government inaction, a couple of months later, Grand Chief Stan
Louttit of the Mushkegowuk Council declared a state of emergency regarding housing
on the Attawapiskat reserve.7

The Minister of Aboriginal Affairs responded a week and half later, agreeing to advance
$500,000 in funds to deal with the crisis. As Louttit describes, ‘It was a Band-Aid solution.
Not an answer at all.’8 Reports alleged it would have taken tens of millions of dollars to
bring the housing situation up to livable standards.9 Throughout November, Chief
Spence communicated to Aboriginal Affairs on several occasions that the Ministry’s
funds were insufficient and that the housing crisis was ongoing. At the end of November,
department officials finally visited the community and concluded that immediate action
was required.10 They pledged funds to fix a limited number of homes and to install 22
modular housing units.

In the meantime, news of the housing crisis at Attawapiskat had begun to circulate to
appalled Canadians and the media sought explanations for the state of housing disrepair
on the reserve. In Parliament, knowledge about Attawapiskat was quickly re-inscribed in
state narratives of dependency and accountability. ‘This government has made large-
scale investments in this community,’ Prime Minister Stephen Harper told the House of
Commons. ‘And this government is determined and is prepared to take the steps necess-
ary to ensure results with those funds.’11 The Prime Minister declared that it was ‘unaccep-
table’ to see such ‘poor results’ from $90 million in federal funding since 2006.
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That’s over $50,000 for every man, woman and child in the community. Obviously we’re not
very happy that the results do not seem to have been achieved for that, we’re concerned
about that, we have officials looking into it and taking action, he stated.12

Soon after this speech, the Conservative government announced that the community
would be put under ‘third party management’ – a policy that forced bands to surrender
their authority over band finances to private accounting firms. Though the band council
did not know it at the time, Federal Court documents reveal that one day after the official
Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada’s (AANDC) visit to Attawapiskat in
November 2011 to assess the housing crisis, the Senior Deputy Minister responsible for
Regional Operations at AANDC emailed the Regional Director and referred to the possible
appointment of a third party manager to the band.13 In addition to third party manage-
ment, Aboriginal Affairs Minister John Duncan now publicly ordered a comprehensive
audit of the band’s finances. The demise of Chief Spence’s credibility – a public relations
death – was being rapidly engineered through aspersions of fraud, corruption, and
incompetence.

Chief Spence took immediate steps to prevent the financial intervention of third party
management, which would mean an instant loss of band council power to determine how
to allocate and prioritize federal transfer funds. She traveled to Ottawa where she
addressed a special chiefs assembly; her address led to a spontaneous, supportive
march to Parliament Hill. Fury over the government’s cruel response to an unfolding
humanitarian crisis also provoked chiefs from reserves nationwide to threaten national
oil pipeline blockades and other disruptions until the issue was resolved and the appoint-
ment of third party management revoked.14 The Attawapiskat band council also filed a
motion for an interlocutory injunction seeking a declaration that the Minister appointed
a third party manager for irrelevant and extraneous reasons, but the court denied the
injunction.15

The federal government’s response to the crisis shaped public knowledge about the
nature of the conflict, which was now being fought within the discursive terrain of fiscal
responsibility, rather than dealt with through institutional mechanisms designed to
avert humanitarian crisis, or within the framework of Aboriginal treaty rights in Canada,
as Chief Spence demanded. The outcome of this discursive reframing was that attentions
turned to Attawapiskat’s finances and away from the immediate crisis of insufficient
shelter, which remained unresolved. On the contrary, as Attawapiskat’s chief and
council pointed out, external auditors were exacerbating the crisis:

The professional fees of the Third-Party Manager… draw from the very funds available to
resolve the urgent and time-sensitive housing crisis. And – in the weeks since this appoint-
ment was made – the Third-Party Manager has failed to even appoint a project manager to
set the process underway. The First Nation, in the meantime, has taken active steps to
organize an effective response, and has plans developed and ready to execute – but no
capacity to control the funds necessary to do so.16

In fact, Charlie Angus, Member of Parliament for the region, noted that third party man-
agement had financially held up the installation of the modular homes AANDC sent to
provide housing relief in the community.17 At a rate of $20,000 per month drawn from
the bands’ meager funds, the unaccountable practices of external audit firms largely
escaped public scrutiny.18
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More distressingly, the threat of Indigenous death was sidelined by the new focus on
First Nations financial accountability. As Grand Chief Louttit stated at a rally decrying
the imposition of third party management on Attawapiskat:

We are saying no to these governments who want to come to us and put us aside just like we
are animals, just like we are nothing. Chief Spence is struggling, her people are slowly dying
while this is going on.19

This kind of slow death, a social poison of prolonged exposure to violence and deprivation,
was one that Spence recognized immediately as a residential school survivor. Residential
schools ‘taught the First Nations and its members that it is not safe to surrender our auton-
omy and decision-making authority to Canada’. Like the problem of the ‘uncivilized’ Indian
resolved by forced attendance at church-run boarding schools,20 third party management
also offered a forcible solution to a problem that the government itself created. ‘Our
current housing crisis is the result of Canada’s housing and construction policies for our
people throughout the last 4 decades,’ Spence wrote in an affidavit to the court.21 The
infantilizing imposition of accountants onto her band echoed with the same reassurance
authorities had given parents in her community that their children would be cared for;
instead experts abused them.

One year after the imposition of third party management, the housing crisis persisted as
harshly as ever at Attawapiskat, with all roads to negotiate via diplomatic channels see-
mingly closed. So on 11 December 2012, Chief Spence camped out on Victoria Island,
fasting for 44-days while the Idle No More movement surged with ever-present declara-
tions of support for her struggle.22 The Chief issued a 13-point declaration as conditional
to the abandonment of her fast, demanding a commitment from Canada to discuss out-
standing issues relating to treaty and non-treaty lands and to establish clear work plans to
ensure these commitments were implemented.23 A meeting was planned for 11 January
2013, between leaders of the Assembly of First Nations – the national organization repre-
senting chiefs from reserves across the country – and the Prime Minister’s Office to work
out an agreement.

Days before the scheduled meeting, the comprehensive audit that the Aboriginal
Affairs Minister ordered in 2011 was leaked to CBC News, the national broadcaster, by
the federal government.24 Undertaken by Deloitte & Touche LLP, the audit of $104
million in federal funding spent between 1 April 2005 and 30 November 2011 noted
‘incomplete, insufficient, and inaccurate bookkeeping’ and ‘insufficient oversight on
cheque and payroll disbursements’.25 The media magnified these findings immediately.
The fact of mismanagement and corruption was conveyed seemingly instantly by the
figures. The audit had found that only $3.6 million of Attawapiskat’s $6.85 million
budget allocated by AANDC for housing had been spent on housing renovations and
maintenance. The rest of these funds – a little less than $3 million – were being spent
on debt repayments.

Chelsea Vowel, a prominent and respected Métis blogger, spoke on national public
radio soon after the release of the Deloitte audit.26 She questioned the timing of the
leak, since the report had been submitted to the Deputy Minister months earlier, in
September 2012. Now the federal government had leverage to discredit Spence and
therefore weaken negotiation outcomes with First Nations leaders. Vowel refused the
interviewer’s insistence that the Deloitte audit revealed serious problems with
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Attawapiskat’s band management, emphasizing instead the stated purpose of the report,
which was, as she noted, as plain as the title on the cover page: ‘Audit of the AANDC and
Attawapiskat First Nation (AFN) Management Control Framework’ (emphasis added). This
was not a report about ‘stolen money’, Vowel pointed out, but rather ‘an audit on how
various government entities communicate and work together’. Most of the recommen-
dations in the audit involved making improvements to AANDC spending protocols. The
interviewer attempted to induce Vowel again into the popular discursive frame by
asking if the audit did not point back to Chief Spence: shouldn’t she have to answer for
financial irregularities? But the audit, Vowel corrected, showed only missing documents
and irregularities in record keeping. The issue was reporting; no evidence was shown of
misspending. Furthermore, Vowel noted that the audit covered barely two years of Chief
Spence’s leadership, a period when marked improvements in bookkeeping were noted.27

The mainstream media did not note the distinction between misreporting and mis-
spending.28 What the media also did not report at the time was that five months
earlier, a Federal Court had exonerated the First Nation from the AANDC Minister’s impo-
sition of third party management on the band. The community had successfully launched
a judicial review of the Minister’s action imposing third party management. Judge Phelan
concluded that the Minister used the third party management policy without consider-
ation for ‘more reasonable, more responsive or less invasive remedies available’.29 As
the Federal Court heard, departmental officials who were monitoring the situation had
never raised an issue with Band management or financial administration until the commu-
nity publicized the housing crisis.30

The question remains why Attawapiskat housing funds were reallocated toward debt
repayment, rather than spent on meeting local housing needs. Leaving aside the fact
that debt repayment is a hallmark of fiscal conservatism, the source of this debt reveals
key missing information to interpret the audit figures. For the band was servicing debt
forced upon them when AANDC and De Beers refused to shoulder costs for damages to
Attawapiskat’s housing stock. In 2009, for the second time in four years, the Victor
diamond mine nearby triggered sewage backups in the band’s fragile septic tank
causing flooding in the community. The flooding forced almost 100 people out of their
homes.31 Aboriginal Affairs refused to act when the flooding took place, so Attawapiskat
was forced to pay for damages.32 The Chief at the time, Theresa Hall, fumed that after tra-
veling more than 1000 kilometers by plane and bus to protest at Parliament Hill, that
‘Indian Affairs flatly refused to assist the evacuees even after they were told by Health
Canada that the community had to be moved out of the contaminated homes due to
health and safety issues.’33 To make matters worse, engineers with the First Nations Engin-
eering Service warned Aboriginal Affairs in 2005 that the community’s pumping station
was vulnerable to overloads and needed to be fixed, but the Ministry ignored these
calls. A second engineering firm in 2006 noted that very little had changed and that the
pump was vulnerable to ‘fail at any time’.34

While discourses of accountability dominated the news cycle on Attawapiskat’s housing
crisis, federal accountability to First Nations in the form of adequate band funding lay
outside of the interpretive frame. Contrary to Prime Minister Harper’s statements in the
House of Commons, the allocation of funds per capita on reserves is closer to $10,000
per person, rather than the $50,000 figure he identified.35 (By means of comparison,
Toronto residents receive about $24,000 per capita in government expenditures – more
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than double the amount received by Attawapiskat members).36 While Harper’s figure
conveys a comfortable middle-class existence lived out at taxpayers’ expense, the accurate
figure represents a community living well below the poverty line in Ontario. This discre-
pancy is no accident – as Harper would well have known, federal monies are not allocated
directly to members, but rather must cover major service provisions, including health care
and education. Health care alone constitutes about 20% of band funds.37 Most of the
remaining operating budget from 2005 to 2011 would be re-circulated throughout north-
ern towns to pay for goods, materials, contractors, and other services, bolstering the local
economy while draining reserve funds.

One political commentator notes that those polled in the Ipsos Reid survey referenced
in the introduction ‘swallowed whole the Harper government’s portrayal of aboriginals:
that they were all like the Chief Theresa Spence of the Deloitte & Touche audit – at the
very least grossly incompetent, perhaps worse’.38 It is not surprising then that according
to another poll, Canadians liked Harper’s treatment of Spence – he rose 2 percentage
points in public approval ratings after shutting her out and forcing the National Chief of
the Assembly of First Nations, Shawn Atleo, into humiliating capitulations around the
terms, content, and conclusion of Crown-First Nations meetings around that time.39 The
federal government had confirmed the bias of suspicious Canadians who wondered
how millions of dollars could be spent on First Nations reserves with no tangible results:
the band simply could not manage the ample funds supplied.

Dependency, accountability, transparency

It would be naïve to think that Canadians came to hold negative views of First Nation
finances simply based on doubts sown by the Conservative government during this
period. What Marilyn Strathern calls ‘audit cultures’ are part of a global phenomenon
that ‘compose a field of institutionalized expectations and instruments’.40 She writes
that, with the rise of neoliberal logics of governance, ‘[t]ransparency of operation is every-
where endorsed as the outward sign of integrity’.41 But as a performative economic dis-
course, transparency must draw upon local contexts and histories to gain currency; it
must be adapted to prevailing norms, as well as its disputations.

For the past two centuries, an expectation of ‘self-sufficiency’ has been demanded in
tension with state investment in the dispossession of Indigenous lands; this tension con-
tinues to define Crown-Indigenous fiscal relations to this day. Perceptions of ‘financial
unaccountability’ and ‘welfare dependency’ in First Nation communities have been simul-
taneously cultivated and maligned by the state, rendering these commonplace pejoratives
an important site of study for understanding the ways in which the economic discourse of
mismanagement concerning Attawapiskat finances became ‘fact’ and a tool for fiscal
warfare.

We can trace a tension between discourses promoting Indigenous self-sufficiency and
practices of dispossession by the Crown back to at least 1812 when military alliances and
related diplomatic arrangements between European settlers, the Haudenosaunee, and
other nations were deemed irrelevant and costly to the Colonial Office in London follow-
ing the war. While the Royal Proclamation of 1763 had guaranteed the protection of Indian
lands from the encroachment of settlers, following the British colonial war with the USA,
Loyalists demanded reward for military services in land, especially in the Maritimes and in
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the Upper (English) and Lower Canadas (French). A new policy on Indians was needed to
provide lands for settlement and to finance the wounded empire.42

At first, the Indian bureaucracy self-funded through the sale of Indian lands.43 An
aggressive policy of land acquisition compensated Loyalists for their service and much
of Southern Ontario was purchased through surrender, paid out to First Nations in
yearly installments called annuities. Annuities often became ‘in kind’ payments of
housing and provisions, discounting the land further, and by the time of the Bagot Com-
mission in 1842–1844, Indigenous peoples (in what was now the United Canadas) were
being encouraged to subdivide their territories and sell off reserve lands as individual free-
holds.44 This liquidation of Indigenous assets was soon complemented by converging
colonial philosophies of assimilation formalized through legislative directives.45

By the 1850s, assimilation had increasingly become the solution to ease the burden of
native costs to the Indian bureaucracy. The assimilatory regime was executed through
rapidly accruing statutes promoting enfranchisement and civilization leading up to Con-
federation and following closely afterward with the Indian Act of 1876.46 In the twentieth
century, the contradictory demand that Indigenous peoples become self-sufficient while
lands were slowly leeched away through legislative initiatives like the Oliver Act of
191147 was further deepened by statutory measures restricting Indigenous participation
in the market economy.48

But a lesser-examined, significant set of governance techniques also emerged in the
mid-nineteenth century, occupying a more subtle disciplinary register of power. Account-
ing discourses first began to circulate concerning Indigenous peoples between 1830 and
1860, tied to the broader logics of state solvency.49 This period marked several crucial
shifts in colonial governance, including the administrative transition from military to civi-
lian authority over Indians, as well as a devolution of costly responsibilities from imperial
Britain to the colonial legislatures in Upper and Lower Canada. As documented in bureau-
cratic reports presented to the legislature (1845, 1847, 1857–1858), an economic frame-
work developed in this period that prefigured the infamous assimilation and
enfranchisement legislation to come. This new economic framework marked ‘the first
time in the context of government-indigenous peoples relations that accounting tech-
niques were systematically manipulated in the attempt to achieve certain ends’.50 Specifi-
cally, early mediations into the distribution of annuities marked new interventions that
controlled from a distance the lives of Indigenous peoples in Canada with as little expen-
diture as possible.

Accounting became the means by which legislation was translated into micro pro-
cesses on the ground, structuring a regime of permanent austerity into Indigenous
life.51 By the time of Confederation in 1867, fiscal strategy had become ‘a silent war’
against Indigenous peoples.52 Taking up arms against Indians was no longer an acceptable
form of social control and so the subjugation of First Nations proceeded in a civil manner
‘through lawfully sanctioned administrative surveillance’.53 For instance, accounting tech-
niques were necessary for Indian agents to carry out key aspects of the consolidated Indian
Act, 1876. Provisions for the management of Indian monies were delegated to the Gover-
nor in Council and all monies owing to the Indians were to be held by the Receiver General
‘to the credit of the Indian fund’.54 These monies were raised through the land regulations
in the act (25, 26, 29), which were dependent on a new technology called trust accounting.
The ‘Indian Fund’ that was consequently set up to hold these trust monies (much of which
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never made it into Indigenous hands55) was soon used to track the inflows and outflows of
bands and individual band members. Annuity payments in the earlier phase of fiscal
relations had been manipulated, but never so carefully tracked.56

Once fiscal trust funds were established, attention to First Nation financial solvency
became a primary object of governance.57 This focus became increasingly salient as the
perception that Indigenous peoples are a ‘burden’ on the public purse – to be eliminated
and off-loaded – increased in tandem with the loss of recognition for their proprietary
interests in traditional lands through the treaty process.58 In the period following Confed-
eration, Prime Minister John A. Macdonald’s national plan involved clearing western lands
for immigrant settlement and railway building. Treaty making constituted a largely unac-
knowledged plank of this expansionist policy.59 Canada guaranteed that these treaties
would ensure economic security and collective autonomy for Indigenous nations for
present and future generations.60 But, in practice, the federal government construed
these treaties as land surrenders conferring limited hunting and fishing rights. The
Crown’s narrow interpretation of treaty rights has led to well-documented dispossession
and social dislocation resulting in a state of ‘enforced dependency’.61

Dependency has become a tool to further justify the colonization of Indigenous lands.
The legacy of treaty violations continues to reverberate today, most recently, in the 2014
Supreme Court of Canada case of Grassy Narrows First Nation v. Ontario (Natural
Resources).62 The ‘Keewatin’ decision reinforced that no economic rights accrue to an Indi-
genous nation’s traditional treaty territories. As Russell Diabo sharply states: ‘This basically
condemns Treaty bands to dependency on federal transfer payments, which aren’t
enough to meet their needs.’63 Indigenous peoples living on unceded lands have also
been denied economic rights to their territories by both the executive64 and judicial65

arms of government.
When reliance on federal transfer payments has been entrenched, First Nations can be

held to federal account, creating obligations to answer for poverty that the state itself pro-
duced. In democracies, accountability is meant to constrain responsibility, and thus to rep-
resent good governance.66 Canada re-positions First Nation responsibility, not to their
lands and grandchildren as they insist, but to the state, justifying an obtrusive audit
culture of Indigenous governments. In contrast, in a commercial or financial investment
context, accountability simply demands evidence of good investment. In the framework
of Crown-First Nations fiscal relations, the two meanings have come to tangle, so that
sound evidence of financial investment in Indigenous communities is taken as proof of
responsible federal governance, which includes facilitating corporate access to Indigenous
lands.67

‘Transparency’ shares a family resemblance to accountability, but it is deployed in
slightly different contexts. Calls for First Nation fiscal ‘transparency’ appear to be aimed
at diffusing the economic uncertainty generated by Indigenous peoples’ refusal to be
‘accountable’ to their colonizers. The ongoing assertion of Indigenous jurisdiction over
their lands and resources – and the expanding judicial recognition of these proprietary
interests – has created an uncertain climate for companies eager to invest in resource
extraction on contested lands. The discourse of transparency reassures investors that pol-
itical control can be maintained over Indigenous peoples through monetary micro-man-
agement. It does so largely by repositioning Indigenous peoples’ obligations from the
state to the private sector. Speaking in support of the First Nations Financial Transparency
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Act, for example, the Minister of Aboriginal Affairs John Duncan explained to the House of
Commons that, ‘transparency will… provide potential investors with the confidence to
enter into economic development investments with First Nations’.68

The solution to ‘welfare dependency’ offered by Canada has not been the recognition
of Indigenous jurisdiction over their lands and resources, as First Nations have consistently
demanded. Rather, public consensus has formed around the need to address the ‘barriers’
blocking the replacement of Indigenous modes of reproduction with industrial production
and with entrepreneurial and employment opportunities through resource extraction.69

As Usher notes, jobs and financial independence are most frequently sited as justifications
for further dispossession of Indigenous lands through resource extraction, as though the
assault on Indigenous economies was not itself often caused by this very same externally
driven development.70 For communities that resist these advances today, fiscal discourses
of accountability and transparency are deployed to draw First Nations onto the moral
horizon of liberal values and to discipline them within these norms.

We can see this in the way that the finances of First Nations have been increasingly
under scrutiny. A key example of this knowledge production can be seen in the recent
introduction of Bill C-27, the First Nations Transparency and Accountability Act. This bill
forces First Nations to publicly report all income, expenses, and business revenue to the
public, imposing standards that far exceed those for municipal, provincial and federal
authorities. These standards also exceed demands on non-First Nation-owned businesses,
undermining First Nations competitiveness.

The survival of ‘facts’ about First Nations fiscal mismanagement speaks to a powerful
coalition of interests aligned against First Nations fiscal autonomy. While transparency dis-
course is propagated by the state, it derives its veracity from a broad base of support. For
the boundary of the state ‘never marks a real exterior’, as Timothy Mitchell writes, because
the borders between state and society are not intrinsic entities – the lines are drawn
internally, ‘within the network of institutional mechanisms through which a certain
social and political order is maintained’.71 For instance, close ties between members of
the Conservative Government of Canada and the Canadian Taxpayers Federation (CTF),
a right wing political group representing corporate interests, were formed to promote
the transparency bill based on the common impetus to cut federal monies to First
Nations and support corporate development interests. The CTF released a report in
2010 on ‘New Jaw-Dropping Reserve Pay Numbers’ that drew public alarm over the ‘exor-
bitant salaries’ of chiefs.72 Attracting wide press coverage across Canada, the CTF was suc-
cessful at gaining public support for the Conservative government’s new transparency
legislation.73 The organization worked in cooperation with Conservative MP Kelly Block
to release their report in coordination with the Canadian Government’s launch of the bill.74

Following MP Block’s announcement, opponents immediately criticized the bill as a
public relations stunt, pointing out that First Nations’ accounts are already fully disclosed
to government agencies.75 As the Auditor General of Canada described in her 2003 Report,
each First Nation is currently filing around 160 accounting reports annually to AANDC.76

The problem, as the Auditor General identified it, is not a problem of under-reporting so
much as a crisis of over-reporting.77 The burden of over-reporting is identified again in
her 2006 and 2011 Annual Reports as unresolved.78 Nevertheless, the transparency bill
passed quickly through the House of Commons and came into force in August 2014.

SETTLER COLONIAL STUDIES 11



Excluding errant cases of corruption found on reserves, the federal government could
not expect to recover significant cost savings through this fiscal witch-hunt. Rather, the
transparency discourse has functioned to deflect attention from colonization, reorienting
the public’s attention toward its outcomes, in signs of community dysfunction.79 Commu-
nity dysfunction then affords the media the license to intervene with a story that will sell
papers, giving editorial platform to the racist narratives of progress that highlight prevail-
ing Canadian attitudes to First Nations. These ideological interventions include renewed
conjecture around the housing crisis at Attawapiskat that reserves in Canada are impover-
ished by their failure to secure commercial opportunities due to their lack of a private
property rights regime.80 Others questioned whether the remote geography of Indigenous
lands prohibited First Nations from pulling economically ahead, as though the logic of
relocation could remain innocently apart from that of dispossession.81

Much more could be noted here about the fertile ground for stereotyping Indigenous
peoples as non-industrious and blameworthy for their poverty that provided the back-
ground picture for Chief Spence’s fiscal assassination. But now I will turn to other forms
of power that worked alongside these accountability discourses to distribute the value
of Indigenous lives along a domain of utility.

Blood diamonds, surplus populations, and biopower

Chief Spence’s fast on Victoria Island did not end her life. But her demands for justice –
even in the form of minimal improvements to essential infrastructure – were undermined
by accusations of community dysfunction on the taxpayers’ dime. The political outcome of
implying that financial mismanagement caused the housing crisis at Attawapiskat was that
the band’s insistence on greater powers of self-determination could be depicted as prema-
ture at best, and as fantasies at worst. However, this blow to Indigenous sovereignty
brought on by Chief Spence’s fast presents an incomplete picture of how her life and
the lives of Attawapiskat residents were hanging in the balance at this time. Here we
will examine how the Cree people of the Attawapiskat River were exposed to death by
the rendering of their community as surplus to the liberal economy.

Although Canada is not typically associated with the luxury stone, in 2003 the country
became the third largest producer of diamonds in the world.82 At Attawapiskat, the dia-
monds mined are some of the highest quality rough stones found globally, fetching
higher prices per carat than those in most other regions.83 Primary source diamonds
found in northern Ontario are still embedded in kimberlite, unlike alluvial diamonds,
which are recovered from secondary sources like sand or gravel. The ‘purity’ of arctic dia-
monds is a key selling point. Yet there is another important social relation of particular rel-
evance here that produces value in the commodity.

As Lindsay Bell describes, ‘ice’ diamonds of the Canadian north are contrasted to the
‘blood’ diamonds of Africa, the former of which replace the scourge of ‘conflict’ diamonds
with ‘ethically’ sourced stones on the basis that they fulfill Aboriginal employment and
development goals.84 The labor relation of resource extraction is thus ‘re-racialized’ by
tying diamond mines to the local aspirations of the Aboriginal north, rather than to its
exploitation by black Africans.85 Arctic mining, as Bell describes the pitch, ‘would bring
development to those places and people seen to be on the margins of the nation, both
geographically and socio-economically’.86 But what kind of new diamond frontier is this?
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It is, first of all, a frontier inhabited by an ‘over-abundant’ population. A prevalent nar-
rative in Canada concerns the ‘exploding’ Aboriginal demographic who comprise the
fastest growing census group in the country. This population boom is frequently cited
in the context of Canada’s labor needs and shortages.87 But as Bell describes, this
pairing is also tied to solving the problem of Aboriginal ‘dependency’. When the 2011
Canadian census connected labor shortages in resource-related industries to high rates
of Aboriginal people on social assistance, ‘popular accounts proclaimed that this co-occur-
rence (resource wealth and Aboriginal underemployment) could present an opportunity
for the country’s First Nations to secure for themselves a future less dependent on
welfare hand-outs’.88 The solution to poverty in First Nations across Canada, and thus to
their increasing dependency on the state as their population ‘booms’, is repeatedly
linked to resource development on their lands.

The Attawapiskat First Nation, itself a rapidly growing community, at first embraced the
opportunities that resource development could bring to their band. Mike Carpenter, who
was Chief of Attawapiskat during early negotiations with De Beers, clearly expressed these
grounds for support of the mine. He stated unequivocally that, ‘De Beers Canada’s
diamond mine is the first and only opportunity our community has ever had to break
free of our soul-destroying poverty.’89 The First Nation negotiated a private, legal contract
with De Beers known as an ‘impact-benefit agreement’ (IBA) to secure the terms upon
which De Beers could site the Victor Mine, 90 kilometers west of the reserve, on the historic
Treaty 9 lands of the Cree nation.90 After lengthy discussion beginning in 1999, and follow-
ing a number of interim agreements, the band signed an IBA with the company in 2005;
85.5% of voters in the community approved the deal.91

With so much hope invested in linking First Nations poverty alleviation with resource
development, the apparent failure of Attawapiskat’s IBA with De Beers puzzled the
public. Citing the high approval rate for the IBA, the millions accrued in resource revenues,
and the additional investment by the company and federal government in job training for
reserve members to gain (short-term) employment during the 10–12-year lifespan of the
mine, it was difficult for many commentators to square these benefits with the housing
crisis unfolding on the reserve. As one National Post columnist wrote, ‘This is not the
picture of colonial exploitation that many people have been quick to paint.’92 This obser-
vation, though, points precisely to the value of the IBA as a strategy to gain access to Indi-
genous lands.

Newspapers stated repeatedly during Chief Spence’s fast that De Beers employed 100
community members at the mine.93 In fact, these figures were merely De Beer’s ‘target’
employment numbers, guaranteeing employment to only ‘30% of the established
targets in any given year during construction and operations’.94 Many of those who
managed to gain employment with the mine complained of racism and discrimination
and many others quit.95 Resource revenue sharing also fell short of its promise to redistri-
bute the wealth of the diamond mine to the community. Though the De Beers IBA was
negotiated in secrecy, CBC News reported that according to First Nations’ trust fund docu-
ments, De Beers pays Attawapiskat royalties of around $2 million annually.96 Victor Mines
has netted $488.8 million in gross revenue.97 That puts Attawapiskat’s royalty at a little
more than 1.5% of the mine’s revenues.98 That number is outstripped by even the pro-
vince of Ontario’s meager 5% royalty rate.99
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Despite these realities, Northern Canadian diamonds have an established reputation for
being ethical, clean, and conflict-free based on claims that they secure employment and
economic development for Aboriginal people.100 But with dismal job prospects and reten-
tion, as well as meager returns, the IBA between De Beers and Attawapiskat merely sani-
tized a new regime of accumulation on Treaty 9 lands.101 As one commentator described
Northern Canadian exploration: ‘that’s the word for today: access. It means more than the
price or demand or supply or any other words we use to describe the [petrochemical and
mineral] industry. These days, access is everything’.102 Another common term for IBAs is
‘Access and Benefit Sharing’ agreements.

Chief Spence was marked as a target for death precisely because she exposed how
achieving economic ‘self-sufficiency’ through resource development – epitomized by
the IBA – is not a reliable strategy for poverty alleviation. Rather than ‘modernize’ their
economy, living conditions deteriorated in the community: the mine contributed to a
major sewage problem, destroyed housing stock, and 50,000 kilometers of wilderness
have been adversely affected.103 Spence also made clear the stark juxtaposition
between the luxury of diamonds, a literally useless commodity, to the material needs of
her reserve: ‘While [Ottawa, the provincial government and De Beers Canada] reap the
riches, my people shiver in cold shacks… Precious diamonds from my land grace the
fingers and necklaces of Hollywood celebrities.’104 Blood diamonds, no less.

As a resource periphery within the global economy of diamonds, the people of Attawa-
piskat function as a kind of surplus population that is governed accordingly. They are gov-
erned in a way ‘in which places (or their resources) are useful, but the people are not, so
that dispossession is detached from any prospect of labour absorption’.105 But the needs
of capital are also increasingly detached from the necessity of dispossession. Disposses-
sion has become a tactic of capitalist accumulation, rather than the central strategy, in
response to a shift in social forms of accumulation defined by Cowen and Smith as ‘geoe-
conomics’. They write: ‘Where geopolitics can be understood as a means of acquiring ter-
ritory towards a goal of accumulating wealth, geoeconomics reverses the procedure,
aiming directly at the accumulation of wealth through market control.’106 Market
control in resource peripheries such as Attawapiskat is sought by obtaining compliance
from First Nations for access to resource extraction and development projects on their
lands, rather than necessarily by acts of removal.

Deborah Cowen’s further research shows how today the supply chain increasingly
administers war and trade in the world, enacting specific spatial configurations of net-
worked infrastructure.107 The paradigmatic space of logistics is the flow of the supply
chain, which is perceived as vital and vulnerable and must be protected. Thus, a major
force of Indigenous resistance is disruption to flow and circulation. In the north, heavy
industrial equipment is needed to extract diamonds, and with no permanent roads servi-
cing Attawapiskat, companies have only a small window of time to truck supplies far north
when the winter roads thaw.108 When efforts made by Attawapiskat community members
to revisit their IBA largely failed, blockades were erected in 2009, 2012, and 2013 against
the mine.109

A litany of unresolved grievances prompted the 2013 blockade, for example, including
demands for compensation for lost traplines, housing needs, and environmental con-
cerns.110 To resolve that blockade, a community meeting was held in the midst of the
winter road blockade that barred access to a De Beers shipment of equipment and
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supplies. Steve Thomas, chief financial officer for De Beers, distributed envelopes to people
at the meeting, explaining that they were ‘information packs for people blockading’ so
‘you can understand what the steps are in the process’. As one reporter describes: ‘The
people involved in the blockade opened their envelopes only to find a “notice of
motion” seeking the injunction and a statement of claim seeking $130 million in
damages.’111 De Beers had included a non-compliance clause in the IBA stating that, ‘Atta-
wapiskat agrees to allow the Project to proceed and not to interfere in its operations.’112

However, when the ‘no strike’ clause failed, the company sought injunctive relief through
the federal court. The injunction disciplined the community where the IBA had failed,
enforcing the rights of extraction over Aboriginal treaty rights, securing the global
diamond supply chain.

The ways in which Indigenous life is produced as surplus are tied to these heavy stakes
of access in resource peripheries. As Marx himself noted, and as Li argues, surplus popu-
lations are not always created as a strategy of capitalism, but can be ‘a sign of their limited
relevance to capital at any scale’.113 Li notes that this surplus creates a problem for states
regarding what to do with those who have been rendered irrelevant. She observes a par-
ticular biopolitics that emerges in this context:

If the population rendered surplus to capitalist requirements is to live decently, it will be
because of the activation of a biopolitics that places the intrinsic value of life – rather than
the value of people as workers or consumers – at its core.114

For Li, the problem then becomes what triggers state intervention to save ‘irrelevant’
populations from certain death.

The problem at Attawapiskat, and in Canada more generally, is related but somewhat
different. While Attawapiskat band members may be surplus to capitalist labor require-
ments, activating a biopolitics of ‘intrinsic life worth’ is not triggered by distinct events
because biopower is structural to the settler colonial state itself. This insight is expressed
in Patrick Wolfe’s critical theorization of settler colonialism, summarized by Scott Morgen-
sen, as a structure of elimination that is driven by efforts ‘not to destroy but to produce life,
as in methods to amalgamate Indigenous peoples, cultures and lands into the body of the
settler nation’.115 At Attawapiskat, fiscal techniques exercise the power to ‘make’ Indigen-
ous peoples ‘live’, not as subjects valued for their intrinsic value as partners in nation-to-
nation treaty agreements with the Crown (as Chief Spence demanded), but as individual,
neo-liberal Canadian subjects who must embrace market citizenship in order to secure the
necessary funds to eat and have shelter.

Fiscal warfare provides the cover for the deep racism that leads Canadian taxpayers to
want to ‘turn off the taps’ on First Nations funding. Calculations regarding the distribution
of life-saving funds to First Nations are driven by territorial imperative and market logic.
These calculations act upon those who are constituted as surplus to national growth,
yet whose lands are instrumental to its wealth. Spence showed how Canada had systemi-
cally impoverished and neglected her community, and then blamed them for their
poverty. In effect, the dispossession of land and resources – she maintained – was a
result of the state’s failure to respect Treaty 9. She also showed how the promise of achiev-
ing self-sufficiency – through economic development that would bring ‘own-source’
revenue to communities, lead them to participate successfully in the market economy,
and solve their poverty through assimilation into capitalist society – was totally unreliable.
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For disrupting these economic claims, Chief Spence was dealt swift and specific blows tar-
geted precisely at maintaining the status quo paradox about Crown-Indigenous fiscal
relations.

Conclusion

Exposure to death in Indian Country is both about calling Indigenous bodies into existence
as fiscal subjects, but also about a slow violence of ‘letting die’ that seeks to dispose of
strong Indigenous nations as surplus to the state. Skin infections, often resistant to
common antibiotics, are common in Attawapiskat, due to a lack of running water con-
nected to the housing crisis.116 For over 10 years, 500 students at Attawapiskat have
been educated in portable trailers as they await a permanent structure to replace their
old school, which was built on a contaminated site. Inadequate federal funding simply
does not provide enough money for people to survive without suffering massive depri-
vation and death, evidenced by drastically lower life expectancy rates on reserves (as
well as in urban areas) for Indigenous peoples.117 But the fiscal body is not the real
carrier of Indigenous law and political order. Resistance to these fiscal forms of domination
reveals the deep commitment with which Indigenous peoples continue to define their col-
lective belonging to the land.

Relations of dependency have forced chiefs and councils to pass along severe deficits in
funding to their communities in the form of inadequate infrastructure like shelter. These
deficits continue to deepen self-fulfilling policies of dependency, and in a seemingly
endless cycle, dependency has continued to be used to justify coercive, assimilationist
economic development agendas by the state. As evidenced by her role in blockading
the De Beers diamond mine within weeks of ending her fast118 and by statements she
made to the press regarding the paradoxical glamor of diamonds, Chief Spence’s sover-
eign body was rendered surplus to the economy of extraction, and as such, so were her
treaty rights. This is how the Indians are being killed in Canada today with a clear
settler conscience: with an army of accountants – mercenaries, every last one of them.
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