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Unsettling Settler Belonging: (Re)naming and Territory Making in the
Pacific Northwest
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5Names can act as daily reminders of a colonial presence. To unsettle Settler origin
stories, we strive to reveal the legacy of (dis)possession rooted in naming. As case
studies, we consider the attribution of the name Salish Sea, the naming of the Straits of
Juan de Fuca and Georgia, and the delineation of national boundaries during the San
Juan Water Boundary Dispute. We use these examples to demonstrate the unsettling

10potential of (re)naming practices. To conclude, we suggest further areas for praxis and
research that are situated in a broader context of naming practices.
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Introduction

 there had been a line drawn. And when this line was drawn—which they weren’t—they
15didn’t know anything about this. They said that even though there might be a line there, it

doesn’t stop you from going over to the other side of that line, and the names on these places
that we are talking about are all Saanich names, and there was no—they don’t accept, they
still don’t accept the names that’s on the maps today. —Gabe Bartleman, Tsartlip First Nation.
(quoted in Knighton 2004, 8)

20Haida Gwaii (2010),AQ1  Salish Sea (2010)AQ2 , Penelakut Island (2010)
AQ3

, and PKOLS (2013)
AQ4

; this
list represents a selection of recent efforts in British Columbia and Washington State to
reclaim and recognize IndigenousAQ5 place names.1 Our interest in this article is in the ability
of names to act as daily reminders of a colonial presence, and in the unsettling potential of
(re)naming practices. The example of PKOLS is particularly instructive; in May 2013 in

25Saanich, on Vancouver Island, local First Nations and supporters climbed to the top of
“Mount Douglas” for a (re)naming ceremony. They carried with them a carved wooden
sign detailing the reclamation of the WSÁNEĆ Peoples’ name for the mountain, PKOLS.
This act of reclaiming the name PKOLS is a reminder to visitors that the site has always
been known as PKOLS; it has always been an important meeting place, as well as the

30location where the 1852 Douglas Treaty was signed with the WSÁNEĆ nations.
As PKOLS and other (re)namings demonstrate, the Pacific Northwest region of

Canada and the United States is a place where Indigenous, Settler, and state boundaries
intersect and overlap. Through an interrogation of historical and contemporary processes
of naming along the British Columbia and Washington coasts, we argue that questioning

35the names used to describe and delineate territory can unsettle the ongoing process of
Settler colonialism. Before Europeans began their colonization of North America,
Indigenous lands were mapped and named from the decks of European ships for the
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expansion of empire and the future of Settler colonialism. As Anne McClintock argues,
“[t]he desire to name expresses a desire for a single origin alongside a desire to control the

40issue of that origin” (1995, 28). Because Settler naming can express a Settler beginning,
we argue that naming is a significant place from which to address colonialism’s ongoing
legacy.

The geographic dominion over land, flora, and fauna is foundational to Settler
colonialism (Tuck and Wayne 2012). Many Settler histories demonstrate how naming

45and the documentation of names are central to Settler belonging to the land. Captain John
T. Walbran’s 1909 book British Columbia Coast Names is a well-known reference for
those interested in both Settler and Indigenous names in the region. Numerous Settler
histories document the regional and local nature of “pioneer” lineage, street names, and
lived events, revealing Settler culture’s affinity for naming (Meany 1923; Carr 1942;

50Stewart 1945AQ6 ; Akrigg and Akrigg 1969; Walbran 1971; Stewart 1975; Reksten 1986AQ7 ;
Rayburn 1994; Blumenthal 2012). Names are also key to creating and maintaining
national, state, and provincial dominion and play an integral role in claims to resources,
transportation, and commerce. Names are not static—their significance and meaning may
shift over time, and these shifts are frequently deployed in the service of Settler coloni-

55alism (Nash 1999). Studies of colonialism at the national, regional, and local levels
demonstrate that the colonial project has not been carried out in the same way across
Indigenous territories (Stoler 2001). To unsettle Settler origin stories, we must reveal the
legacy of (dis)possession rooted in naming.

We position this project on naming within geography, history, post/decolonial theory,
60and Indigenous–Settler relations. Given the potential for interdisciplinary scholarship in

the fields of Canadian and American Studies, attempts to normalize Settler claims to
territory deserve our attention; a failure to consider the ongoing nature of how these
claims are enacted promotes an incomplete understanding of the (dis)possession of
Indigenous lands. This article proceeds with a working definition of Settler colonialism,

65an understanding of territorial claims drawn from feminist geography, and a brief over-
view of decolonial theory. As case studies, we consider the attribution of the name Salish
Sea, the naming of the Straits of Juan de Fuca and Georgia, and the delineation of national
boundaries during the San Juan Water Boundary Dispute. Within each of these case
studies, we create a dialogue between the past and the present to showcase the tensions

70between the historical and contemporary contexts and make explicit the ongoing nature of
colonialism and the unsettling potential of naming practices.

In developing this research, we take up Dipesh Chakrabarty’s call for a history that
“deliberately makes visible, within the very structure of its narrative forms, its own
repressive strategies and practices” (2000, 45). A linear telling of history is a narrative

75form that can present Settler names as original, self-evident, or natural. Settler names have
an ongoing influence and do not simply originate in and belong to the past. As an ongoing
process, colonialism does not have a defined beginning and end; rather, it is non linear and
is enacted by diffuse and uneven practices of power. We recognize the role that rhetorical
organizational structures can play in creating and supporting Settler understandings of

80time and place, hence our effort to engage in an unsettling narrative practice.

Setting the terms for unsettling

Names inscribed upon the supposed terra nullius of Canada and the United States work to
legitimize claims to territory by Settler societies. The terms Settler, Settler colonial, and
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Settler colonialism can have complex meanings (Lawrence and Dua 2011; Morgensen
852014). We align ourselves with Adam J. Barker’s definition:

Settler people in this context include most peoples who occupy lands previously stolen or in
the process of being taken from their Indigenous inhabitants or who are otherwise members
of the “Settler society,” which is founded on co-opted lands and resources. (2009, 328)

As Settlers ourselves, we find this definition is useful when discussing claims to territory
90made by non-Indigenous peoples. Naming is not static, as we demonstrate below; it is part

of an ongoing process of legitimizing access to land and resources.
Names can be at once explanatory and indistinct—it is not likely that we consider the

origins of a street name when we give directions. Knowing the narratives that underlie
street names may not be an anti colonial act in itself, but considering the possessive

95implications of naming practices may help Settlers to confront their banal, quotidian
territorial claim-making. Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang argue that decolonization is
rooted in the struggle for territory:

decolonization in the settler colonial context must involve the repatriation of land simulta-
neous to the recognition of how land and relations to land have always already been

100differently understood and enacted. (2012, 7)

Tuck and Yang’s version of decolonization has caused us to consider how we might
contribute to a reconsideration of the foundations of Settler-made territories. If the
decolonization that Tuck and Yang define is to occur, we argue that its prelude will be
a complex and vital project of unsettling. Indeed, Eva Mackey argues that “decoloniza-

105tion, for settlers and for settler law, may entail embracing particular forms of (likely
uncomfortable) uncertainty in order to imagine and practice relationships and power in
new and creative ways” (2014, 237). We find potential in the idea that we can be unsettled
by interrogating our relationships to the land. We take up the idea of unsettling and align
ourselves with Walter Mignolo’s “alternative discursive practice” of scholarship to chal-

110lenge Settler narratives of territory (2003, 5). Unsettling opportunities arise when Settlers
are confronted with their own banal colonial belonging.

In Banal Nationalism (1995), Michael Billig interrogates the banal signaling of
national belonging deployed through everyday items including currency and flags
(waved or unwaved). Here, we adapt his phrase to “banal colonialism” to indicate the

115unremarked upon actions and events that signal Settler belonging, including the use of
names. Through the constant repetition of Settler names in maps, guidebooks, daily
conversation, and other wayfinding practices, Settler claims are continually (re)inscribed
across occupied territory. We use the term “territory” deliberately, as Alison Blunt and
Gillian Rose suggest in Writing Women and Space:

120Imperialist maps not only describe colonies: they also discipline them through the discursive
grids of Western power/knowledge. . . . The term “territory” renders the power implicit in
such mapping explicit because territory is an image of land claimed and conquered.
(1994, 15)

Settler practices of naming and mapping land contribute to ongoing colonialism by
125encouraging the idea that Settlers originate from the land, and belong to, territories.

This “settling of Settler belonging” enables (dis)possession through names that signify
Settler origins.
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Arguably, Settler territory-making begins from a different trajectory than that of
Indigenous Peoples. For example, Brian Thom notes that Coast Salish territories are

130organized

with each other by residence in ancestral communities, or descent from ancestors connected
to particular places, drawing authority from their association of historical and mythical
privileges handed down from the ancestors and learned by engaging in respectful spirit
relations with the non-human persons in the land. (2005, 30)

135As Thom demonstrates, a Coast Salish worldview is rooted in an engagement with the
land since time immemorial. While Settlers may feel a strong affinity for their own names,
attempts to link these toponyms with a perceived “ancient past” where Settlers are the
intended inhabitants must be countered. Certain aspects of Indigenous cultures are often
appropriated—consider representations of the totem pole or inukshuk—and deployed to

140create the idea that there exists an ancient Settler tradition (Mackey 1999; King 2003;
Mawani 2003, 2006). Settlers have their own stories behind toponyms, imbued with their
own meaning, but many of these are premised on (dis)possession. The point here is that
whatever connection Settlers may feel to names and naming, names can be deployed to
inaccurately describe people ( e.g., as “Indian”) and places. These inaccuracies carry

145forward and form an “ancient past” of settlement, becoming “real” for Settlers and
dictating the narratives that are possible. Holding Indigenous names and Settler names
in tension betrays the constructed nature of an “ancient” Settler past and creates space for
alternative ways of knowing.

Settler names, or Settler versions of Indigenous names, are combined with maps and
150property regimes to inform particular conceptions of territory (Rose 1994; Sparke 1998;

Bryan 2000; Harris 2002; Blomley 2003; Mclaren, Buck, and Wright 2005; Berg and
Vuolteenaho 2009). As Mishuana Goeman has argued, “[t]he inability to bind land to
settler societies or expunge Indigenous sense of place is the anxiety producing thorn in the
side of nation-states” (2008, 25). Rather than ease the anxious maintenance of Settler

155sovereignty, we contribute to this anxiety by questioning names that naturalize the Settler
presence. Consider, for example, names such as Illinois, Ontario, Ottawa, or Chicago,
whose Indigenous roots often go unacknowledged. The Aboriginal Affairs and Northern
Development Canada web page tells visitors that “the story of Aboriginal place names
goes back to the earliest remembered history of our country” (“Aboriginal Place Names”

1602001, emphasis added). This proprietary approach to place names and territory (re)
inscribes Settler belonging by claiming a shared past and legacy while concealing ongoing
(dis)possession. Interrogating naming, and through this Settler origin stories, offers a
challenge to assumptions about Settler belonging.

As part of an unsettling project, we must reimagine how Settler colonial societies and
165states, such as Canada and the United States, ensure the ongoing dispossession of

Indigenous Peoples and legitimize the occupation of their territories. Taiaiake Alfred
defines a radical imagination as

Euroamericans deciding to leave the old visions of conquest and privileges of empire behind
and focusing on their responsibilities as human beings today. Learn the history of this land.

170Find your own place and that of your family in the story of North American colonization.
(2010, 8)

To leave behind the “old visions of conquest,” we must understand how such visions have
become embedded in the meta-narrative of Settler belonging. Challenges to this are
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ongoing in a variety of arenas, including court cases, anti colonial movements, and social
175media (Hill 2010; Patterson 2013; Bowman 2014; The Kino-nda-niimi Collective 2014).

The field of geography has played an important role in understanding colonialism’s
“fundamentally territorial” project (Clayton 2000, 64). Many geographers have explored
the ways that space, place, mapping, and territorial claims intersect with colonialism and
other systems of power (Sparke 1998; Peters 2000; Harris 2002; Rossiter and Wood 2005;

180Thom 2005; Egan 2009; Wood 2010; Burke Wood and Rossiter 2011; Rose-Redwood
2011). The grassroots movement to (re)name PKOLS and the surge in scholarship on
decolonization and Settler colonialism should provoke Canadian and American Studies
scholars to find ways to engage with the ongoing realities of colonialism.

The inscription of European place names presents a particular story or narrative of
185possession. Our project here is not to reproduce the exhaustive historical context for each

explorer and imperial power; many books and primary sources already detail the parti-
culars of European exploration. We devote greater consideration to the unfinished legacies
of colonialism to emphasize how Settler colonialism is (re)lived and (re)inscribed across
territory through toponyms. The not-so-deep imperial foundations of the bodies of water

190that the Salish Sea incorporates reveal how names can function in the service of ongoing
colonialism. Importantly, the name “Salish Sea” has created a new toponymic layer that
exists alongside a legacy of imperial names and claims. There is pedagogical potential in
the tension between these older names and the new name of the Salish Sea. By revealing
the stories behind these names, we can rethink the ways in which Settler society

195encounters and interacts with names, as well as ongoing colonialism. However, (re)
naming is not unsettling unless Settler society confronts its imperial and colonial origins.
To provide a framework for this unsettling process, we begin with the recent past and
provide an overview and analysis of the Salish Sea (re)naming. This is followed by a
retrieval of the narratives of (dis)possession inherent within particular names in the

200waterways that make up the present-day Salish Sea.2 To conclude, we revisit the con-
temporary context to suggest further areas for praxis and research that are situated in a
broader context of decolonial efforts.

(Re)naming: the Salish Sea

The name Salish Sea was first proposed in the late 1980s by Bert Webber, an environ-
205mental scientist at Western Washington University, as a biological descriptor for the

ecosystems of the area (Moriarty 2011). In 2008, the name resurfaced in a proposal to
describe the waterways from Puget Sound, the Strait of Georgia and north to Desolation
Sound (Canadian Press 2008). By the summer of 2010, Coast Salish Indigenous Peoples
from British Columbia and Washington State, the Government of British Columbia, the

210United States Board on Geographic Names, the Washington State Geographical Names
Board, the Geographic Names Board of Canada, and other stakeholders had worked
together to rename the various bodies of water as the “Salish Sea.” This partial list of
organizations with responsibility for toponyms demonstrates the importance placed on
naming in the context of federal, provincial, and state governments. In spite of the

215complex trans-boundary and jurisdictional issues, the name has subsequently been
inscribed on maps (FigureAQ8 1).

In a joint press release with the province of British Columbia, Squamish Nation Chief
Gibby Jacob stated: “[t]he designation of the name Salish Sea is an historic acknowl-
edgment of our peoples’ connection to our lands and waterways since time immemorial”
(British Columbia Government 2010). “Salish Sea” is not a reclamation of an Indigenous
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220name but rather a new name that acts as a form of recognition of the Coast Salish Peoples.
This form of recognition is not without complications. Brian Tucker and Reuben Rose-
Redwood trace the trajectory of the name “Salish Sea” from its 1988 proposal by Webber,
a name chosen instead of the Coast Salish “Whulj” (“the saltwater we know”) or
Sqelateses (“used for large bodies of water”) (forthcoming). The complexities within the

225name “Salish Sea” raise questions about the ability of Settler society to recognize
Indigenous names as different from those emerging out of Settler colonialism. Tucker
and Rose-Redwood ask

whether the naming of the Salish Sea should be seen as a genuine attempt to decolonize the
map or if it simply reinstates a neocolonial geographical imaginary, because it further

230entrenches the power of the state to maintain a monopoly on legitimate forms of toponymic
inscription. (Forthcoming)

Their interpretation of the invention of the name “Salish Sea” as a performative neoco-
lonial act is compelling. While “Salish Sea” can be understood as recognition unaccom-
panied by substantive treaty rights, it also presents an opportunity to investigate the

235competing claims to the region. That is to say, inscribing the name “Salish Sea” need
not conceal colonialism; rather it can present an opportunity for reinterpretation that
understands the waterways as borderless. “Salish Sea” and the imperial names that co exist
within it can be opened up to reveal the ways that naming is employed in the service of
Settler colonialism. Thus, we interpret the “Salish Sea,” “Strait of Juan de Fuca,” “Strait

240of Georgia,” and other toponyms as pedagogical opportunities to learn about ongoing
Settler colonialism.

Figure 1.AQ26 The Salish Sea.
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The Salish Sea has the potential to be an unsettling practice. “Salish Sea” is a
recognition of the Coast Salish Peoples that has the potential to be held in tension with
the enduring legacy of colonialism in the territory. However, the name has certainly been

245deployed in the service of both environmental activism and commodification, creating a
risk that “Salish Sea” has become normalized and devoid of its association with Coast
Salish Peoples.3 Arguably, the easy to pronounce and geographically descriptive “Salish
Sea” can be understood as more vulnerable to becoming a part of the Settler story when it
is contrasted with names that do not conform to Settler linguistic practices. In this way,

250“Salish Sea” can be settled and transformed into another banal appropriation of
Indigenous heritage. We seek to complicate this neocolonial turn by demanding an
understanding of the colonial legacy intertwined with the (re)naming. Below, we inter-
rogate this legacy to offer a potentially unsettling rupture in Settler understandings of
territory.

255“Placing it on his chart”: the Strait of Juan de Fuca

A rush to “discover” the Northwest Passage and claim territory in the name of empire
brought European explorers to the north Pacific coast (Brealey 1995; Clayton 2000; Harris
2004). Competing imperial claims and the momentum of Enlightenment knowledge
systems played out on the territories of Indigenous Peoples around the world and have

260been central to the expansion of capital and empire. Edward Said (1975), Benedict
Anderson (1991), Mary Louise Pratt (1992), and many other scholars have detailed
how travel writing, art, exploration, cartography, and scientific discovery were founda-
tional to the creation of imagined territories. The northwest coast of North America was
one of the last places on the planet to be mapped into the European imagination. However,

265the waterway now known as the Strait of Juan de Fuca existed in the imagination of
European explorers for generations before it became a cartographic and diplomatic reality.

In 1592, the Viceroy of Spanish-occupied Mexico sent navigator Juan de Fuca north
on a voyage of discovery. Following his explorations, Juan de Fuca claimed that he had
located the famed Strait of Anian, the Spanish equivalent of the Northwest Passage, and

270that he had sailed through a region “rich of gold, Silver, Pearle, and other things, like
Nova Spania” until he reached the Atlantic (Gough 2012, 39). As Barry M. Gough notes,
the tale of Juan de Fuca’s voyage was passed around from “one believer to another,”
despite, or perhaps because of, the dubious nature of his claims (Gough 2012, 75). Nearly
200 years later, in July 1787, American Captain Charles Barkley sailed down the Pacific

275coast. His wife, Frances Barkley, noted in her diary that they had come across “the long
lost strait of Juan de Fuca, and to which [Charles] gave the name of the original
discoverer, my husband placing it on his chart” (quoted in Gough 2012, 93). This
mapping of the name enables a specific narrative to be enacted, one that imagines a
land filled with riches but devoid of other names. The Barkleys’ “re-discovery” and

280attribution of the name marked a new era in exploration; that a land rich in treasure
might exist on the northwest coast encouraged the imaginations of explorers and Settlers
to come.

The imaginary spoils of the “Strait of Anian” become a real possibility, in part by
Barkley’s placing of the name on his chart. As Geoff King argues in Mapping Reality:

285“The power to draw or redraw a map is a considerable one, involving as it does the power
to define . . . what is or is not real” (1996, 16). The name “Strait of Juan de Fuca” is only
“made real” through its placement on Barkley’s charts and repetition on subsequent maps
—there exists no rootedness to territory. Umeek (E. Richard Atleo) explains that,
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wherever the Nuu-chah-nulth travel, “one can be confronted by geographical landmarks
290associated with great events that provide orientation to, and an explanation of, the nature

of existence. Each story was a story about home” (2004, 3; emphasis added). This
Indigenous understanding of “home” stands in contrast to the origins of the name
“Strait of Juan de Fuca”—a name that originates from an apocryphal voyage, given
from the deck of a merchant ship in the interests of exploration and exploitation. This

295is not to say that the Strait of Juan de Fuca has not taken on multiple and important
meanings since 1787. Nevertheless, without understanding the context of the name,
alternative worldviews can be suppressed. The point here is to complicate Settler-origin
stories that seek a rootedness within Indigenous territories, a rootedness derived from
names that recall imperial hopes and colonial dreams.

300Gran Canal, Gulf, or Strait of Georgia?

While Juan de Fuca’s alleged discovery—and his name—lingered in the imaginations of
explorers for hundreds of years, the struggle for territory played out between Spanish and
British imperial powers over a period of just a few years at the end of the eighteenth
century (Currie 2005). The waterway now known as the Strait of Georgia was named by

305Captain George Vancouver in 1792. Vancouver called the waterway the “Gulf of
Georgia,” replacing the Spanish name attributed the year prior of “Gran Canal de
Nuestra Señora del Rosario la Marinera” (Walbran 1971, 205). Like others on “voyages
of discovery,” Vancouver’s naming recalls the personal and political–economic context in
which naming took place (cf. Carter 1987). The Gulf of Georgia is in fact not a gulf

310(defined as a body of water surrounded by land) as the British and Spanish had thought.
Nevertheless, the reproduction and repetition of the “Gulf of Georgia” brought the name
into circulation and made it a “reality.” G. Keith Fraser describes this as the “‘momentum’
of an established name—if printed often enough, it becomes habitual and is in the end
accepted” (1966, 237).4 In a similar vein, Cheryl Bryce, Lands Manager for the Songhees

315First Nation, notes that Discovery Island and Chatham Island, named for Vancouver’s
ships and located off the southern tip of Vancouver Island, is actually “all one big island at
low tide” (Penn 2006). The Songhees name for this place is Tlchess, which translates to
“one island.” But, as Bryce states, “Vancouver didn’t hang around long enough” to see
this (Penn 2006). Although the names Discovery and Chatham were likely attributed in

3201846 (Walbran 1971, 143), Bryce’s commentary highlights the rapid and transitory
objectives of European voyages to the region. The expediency with which names were
deployed by explorers reveals the disconnection between Settler claims to territory and
rootedness in the land.

These examples demonstrate how both the Spanish and British names were quickly
325attributed to territory, acting as personal signifiers to the namers, but also as placeholders

for future Settler colonialism. These namings are a part of what Mignolo terms “the
colonization of space and the colonization of languages” which “mean[s] that dominant
views of languages, of recording the past, and of charting territories become synonymous
with the real by obstructing possible alternatives” (Mignolo 2003, 5). Reproducing the

330fixed spaces of Discovery and Chatham Islands reinscribes a misunderstanding that
prevents alternative ways of knowing and being. In essence, comparing the Songhees
name of Tlchess and the Settler names, Discovery and Chatham, demonstrates the ways in
which Settlers can misunderstand and misrepresent territory in everyday language and
maps. Affixing the myth of separate islands in this way transforms and erases Songhees

335territory; Tlchess becomes mapped and claimed as two distinct spaces.
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These local misnomers signal a broader uncertainty about the boundaries of Settler
states and the possession of territory at a national level. The misidentification of
territory can be used in national myth-making to celebrate Settler belonging, as
Fraser notes: “misnomers … are part of Canadian history, linked irrevocably with the

340pattern of exploration of the Northwest Passage” (1966, 236–7). As one challenge to
this myth-making, the following example of the San Juan Water Boundary Dispute
demonstrates that Settler states and their boundaries do not emerge out of a primordial
and static understanding of the nation. The process of border delineation challenges the
supposed fixity of national boundaries and shows the uncertainty underpinning Settler

345claims.

Inter-Settler claim-making: the San Juan Water Boundary Dispute (1859–1872)

The construction of the border between the United States and Canada is an ongoing
process of invention and debate between Settler states, perhaps most recently exemplified
by the creation of the Integrated Cross-border Maritime Law Enforcement Operations , or

350Shiprider program, which “removes the international maritime boundary as a barrier to
law enforcement” (RCMP 2013). Although enforcement of the border has lived conse-
quences, it remains an artificial line that is complicated when juxtaposed with Indigenous
sovereignties. As Thomas King has said, “the border doesn’t mean that much to the
majority of Native people in either country. It is, after all, a figment of someone else’s

355imagination” (King 2003, 102). That Indigenous peoples continue to exercise sovereignty
is “nightmarish for the settler state, as they call up both the impermanence of state
boundaries and the precarious claims to sovereignty enjoyed by liberal democracies
such as the United States” (Simpson 2011, 211). If expressions of Indigenous sovereignty
are anxiety-inducing for Settlers, consideration of (dis)possession through naming pre-

360sents unsettling alternatives that can call into question the sovereignty of the Settler state.
With these tensions in mind, an examination of the San Juan Water Boundary Dispute can
unsettle myths of Settler possession (Figure 2AQ9 ).

The Oregon Treaty of 1846, signed between the United States and the United
Kingdom, set the British North America and United States border west of the Rocky
Mountains at the 49th parallel. The treaty specified that the boundary would lie

365 along the forty-ninth parallel of north latitude to the middle of the channel which separates the
continent from Vancouver Island, and thence southerly through the middle of the said
channel, and of the Strait of Juan de Fuca, to the Pacific Ocean . (Oregon Treaty 1846) 

Although the boundary on the mainland was clearly demarcated, failure to name the “said
channel” resulted in confusion and tensions between the two powers in the decades to

370follow. With the channel unnamed, both sides argued for their preferred boundary. In the
adjudication of the boundary dispute, the British case rested upon the idea that the “said
channel” was not named in the treaty because the boundary was meant to be Rosario
Strait, which, prior to 1846, had not been given a name on any of the available
cartographic evidence. This conflict over drawing an international boundary demonstrates

375the importance of naming for Settler state claims to Indigenous territories.
With the creation of the Oregon Territory and the Colony of Vancouver Island, both in

1848, as well as the creation of the Washington Territory in 1853, and the Colony of
British Columbia in 1858, territorial transformations were underway in the Pacific
Northwest. Jean Barman explains that
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380both countries apparently agreed on a boundary running east of San Juan Island. . . Then the
United States has second thoughts, giving its customs inspectors jurisdiction over all the San
Juans. A boundary commission became deadlocked, and soon a series of minor events
escalated into an international incident known as the Pig War. (1996, 75)

The Pig War was less of a war and more of a long stalemate, the result of an American
385Settler on San Juan Island shooting and killing a Hudson’s Bay Company pig. The

shooting escalated the already tense territorial dispute and resulted in the joint occupation

Figure 2. The San Juan Boundary Dispute.
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of the island by troops from both countries. The details of this 12-year joint occupation
have been extensively detailed elsewhere (Vouri 2013), but the evidence submitted by
both powers when the matter went to international arbitration in 1871 reveals the

390important role toponyms played in the arguments of each state. A boundary down the
middle of Haro Strait would provide more territory for the United States, in accordance
with the doctrine of Manifest Destiny. Representatives of the United Kingdom feared a
loss of “contiguous territory to an extent that some day might prove fatal to Her Majesty’s
possessions in this quarter” (Miller 1943, 15–16).

395As outlined in The San Juan Water Boundary Question by James O. McCabe (1964),
the British case for Rosario Strait rested upon the idea that the unnamed strait in the
Oregon Treaty was left unnamed because it was unnamed at the time:

The Spaniards, the pioneer adventurers in the disputed region, clearly show Haro Strait on
their charts. Wilkes, the official American geographer, who was in the waters adjacent to the

400disputed area during the years 1841–2, shows two channels, but only one, Haro, is named,
and a glance at his map would lead one to infer that only one existed. . . . The British argue
that Rosario was the only channel known to the British government in 1846 as being
navigable and safe. . . . Also since no name is given, Haro, which had one, could not be
meant [in the treaty]. (1964, 111)

405This fixation on cartographic legal evidence speaks to the primacy of taxonomy and
mapping in the practice of inter-Settler claim-making. The use of Spanish, British, French,
and American maps and names to assert sovereignty and control over waterways and
islands demonstrates the vital role that names, or a lack thereof, have played in delineating
boundaries. In this case, the failure to name led to a 12-year standoff between British and

410American forces—a standoff so long that British North America had time to become
Canada. Ultimately, the tribunal found the British claims unconvincing, and awarded the
boundary of Haro Strait to the United States.

Claiming territory because it was supposedly unnamed was not an argument used only
during inter-Settler claim-making. Indigenous territories and place names went unnamed

415in the Douglas treaties (1850–1854) signed with some Coast Salish Peoples, legitimizing
(dis)possession by Settlers through vague and expansive provisions. John Elliott Sr. of the
Tsartlip First Nation recalls

I don’t think our people would have gave up the territory for any blankets . . . because they
roamed freely over this land, and they went all the way from here to White Rock and all the

420way out to San Juan Islands, and Henry Island, and Seyward Island, and all those islands
were our islands so . . . (names the islands in Sencoten), that was the names of those places.
Why didn’t they mention those in the treaty? Those are the kind of things that I question. If
they knew it was a purchase of land, why weren’t those place names mentioned? (Quoted in
Knighton 2004, 27–28)

425The erasure or absence of Indigenous place names from the Douglas treaties made the
inscription of Settler names easier and justified the (dis)possession of territory. As the
reclamation of the name PKOLS shows, confronting Settlers with Indigenous place names
can reveal the unceded status of Indigenous territories and the endurance of Indigenous
sovereignties.

430Whether through Manifest Destiny or the linking of British colonies, the Settler-state’s
goal has been, and continues to be, the possession of Indigenous territories. Nothing about
this process is inevitable; the combined forces of imperialism, colonialism, transportation
technology, cartographic practices, and naming—among other systems—contribute to
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Settler dominance in the region known today as North America (Blaut 1993). Toponyms
435and taxonomy remain an active part of the ongoing process of Settler colonialism, lending

a sense of permanence and inevitability to Settler presence on and domination of the
landscape. Naming represents a thread from the past to the present and, if left unexa-
mined, names have the ability to carry on banal colonialism. However, names can also be
(re)deployed as a challenge to ongoing colonialism. In the case of the San Juan Water

440Boundary Dispute and the Douglas treaties, names—or a lack thereof—determined what
became Canada and what became the United States. Looking at these events in retrospect
challenges the notion that borders and territory are immutable or that arbitrary lines should
separate and define relationships to territory or to each other.5 Rethinking the arbitrariness
of borders can help us envision a future where territory is imagined differently.

445Praxis and pedagogy: continuing the conversation

Delving into Settler names enables us to see that names can unsettle Settler belong-
ing. A project of unsettling demands constant vigilance and dialogue; the task of
identifying and challenging ongoing processes of colonialism is, in itself, ongoing.
Lawrence Berg argues that “banality conquers all, as these processes of dispossession

450are never remarked upon” (2011, 21). As we have shown, unremarked upon names
continue to be used to define nation-states, privilege Settler culture, and conceal
alternative worldviews. In this article, we have considered how the naming of specific
waterways in the Pacific Northwest can offer a potential rupture in Settler under-
standings of territory. Yet, without Settler vigilance and solidarity, inclusive-sounding

455(re)namings such as Salish Sea can become marketable and co-optable.6 The Salish
Sea is not an isolated example, and more work remains to be done to encourage
unsettling practices.

Names are part of an ongoing process of inscribing Settler narratives at multiple levels
on land, water, flora, and fauna. As Ramsay Cook explains in his analysis of naming and

460claiming in New France:

when European observers saw a plant, bird or animal that was unfamiliar, they sometimes
guessed or, alternately, simply applied a European name. . . . When faced with the task of
describing a scene filled with the “new,” or perhaps better, empty of the “familiar,” Europeans
could only use European vocabularies, measuring and comparing by European standards.

465(1990–1991, 8–9)

These vocabularies, which were key to the early colonial project of claim-making, still
dominate across North America. With regard to flora and fauna, the examples of the
Steller’s Jay and Steller’s sea lion are instructive. Both animals are named for Georg
Wilhelm Steller, a German botanist who sailed with the Vitus Bering expedition to the

470north Pacific coast during the early 1740s. Possessive and generic names, such as
those attributed to Steller, conceal a diversity of Indigenous languages, and thus
Indigenous names, on the Pacific Coast.7 To understand that there exist multiple
names for a “Steller’s Jay” may complicate attempts to homogenize Indigenous
cultures, as well as Settler belonging. The naming, categorization, and documentation

475of the places, people, and animals of a terra incognita was key to imperial projects
and historic colonialism.

While they are potentially unsettling, we must remind ourselves that contemporary
acts of naming can continue to conceal alternative worldviews. For example, in 2013,
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British Columbia’s Mayne Island Conservancy held a contest via social media to name the
480biggest trees on the island located in the Salish Sea. The naming contest was billed as a

community-oriented activity, and the impetus behind the contest likely did not originate
from an explicit desire to claim territory. However, this example showcases the fact that
naming is, quite literally, a contest—there will be a name that “wins” and names that lose.
While Steller’s naming was motivated by Enlightenment knowledge systems and a contest

485for global conquest, the Mayne Island Conservancy’s contest demonstrates that ongoing
practices of naming can be deployed at a local and more intimate level. This contest to
raise awareness of Mayne Island’s natural features reveals a grasping for rootedness in the
land. The island’s biggest and oldest trees are taken on as signifiers of Settler responsi-
bility to territory and environmental stewardship. However, Settler responsibility to

490territory must also involve understanding that the names of trees, such as “Douglas fir,”
recall a history of classification, commodification, and exploitation. While environmental
responsibility is commendable, the strategic naming of certain plants precludes other ways
of knowing and being. To interrupt this practice, unsettling approaches should introduce
alternative conceptions of territory.

495Unsettling is not a task relegated to academic inquiry; it requires engagement outside
of the classroom. Alternative walking tours (Bryce 2002; “Decolonizing the Landscape”),
“postal decolonization” efforts (Gaudry 2011), (re)naming efforts like PKOLS, rethinking
public interpretation (Black 2014), social media, and everyday conversations can play a
critical role in challenging the meta-narrative of the inevitability of Settler colonialism.

500The banal practices of naming places and objects of nature have real lived consequences,
including ongoing (dis)possession and misunderstanding. Offering counter-narratives
introduces a potential for unsettling confrontation with the past and present of Settler
colonialism. Our hope is that academic inquiry and praxis-based pedagogy can enable a
vision of the future that involves understanding and the restitution of Indigenous

505territories.

Acknowledg ments
We thank Eva Mackey, Reuben Rose-Redwood, and Brian Tucker for sharing their forthcoming
articles with us; Kristina Kwiatkowski for producing the maps for this article; Danielle Lorenz and
two anonymous reviewers for editorial comments on a draft of this article; Helen Halbert for

510feedback on an earlier version of this work; David Rossiter for inviting us to participate in the
Unsettling Nature panel at the Association of Canadian Studies in the United States (ACSUS) 2014
conference; JoAnne Gordon and Richard Yao for their support.

Land Acknowledgments
The territories of the Coast Salish Peoples are the focus of this research. This article was co-written
by Settlers living on the traditional territories of the Coast Salish Songhees Peoples (Victoria, British

515Columbia) and Kizh/Gabrieleño/Tongva Peoples (Irvine, California). An earlier version of this essay
was presented in the territory of the Tocobaga, Uzita, Mocoso, and Pohoy Peoples (Tampa, Florida).
This research was made possible, in part, by our status as students at an institution on unceded
Algonquin territory (Ottawa, Ontario). We recognize our role in the ongoing claim-making under-
way every day across Turtle Island (North America), and strive to use our academic voices to

520problematize banal practices of Settler belonging.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.AQ10

American Review of Canadian Studies 13

Author query
The disclosure statement has been inserted. Please correct if this is inaccurate.

Deleted Text
Page 13 Deleted:
e

Deleted Text
Page 13 Deleted:
:



Notes
1. Haida Gwaii (Queen Charlotte Islands), Penelakut Island (Kuper Island), and the Salish Sea are

525recognized in an official capacity by the Governments of Canada and British Columbia,
whereas PKOLS is not (yet).

2. The Salish Sea incorporates many islands and bodies of water, including the Straits of
Georgia and Juan de Fuca, Desolation Sound, Puget Sound, Jervis Inlet, Discovery Passage,
Howe Sound, Haro Strait, Rosario Strait, San Juan Islands, Bellingham Bay, and Padilla

530Bay. While these toponyms each offer a unique vantage point on Settler naming practices,
we have limited our focus to the two major bodies of water that are crossed by the United
States–Canada border.

3. A quick Internet search brings up a range of items, including the Salish Sea Spill Map that
details hazardous spills, as well as Salish Sea soap, Salish Sea chocolate, and Salish Sea salt.

5354 For example, the Gulf of Georgia Cannery, now a National Historic Site of Canada, adopted
this misnomer in 1894 to describe its exploitation of the salmon fishery. Furthermore, the
designation “Gulf Islands” continues to signify the group of islands in the Strait of Georgia/
Salish Sea.

5. While borders may seem fixed, they are still continually performed and in flux. Flags, pass-
540ports, and border guards are just three manifestations of this performance. Debates around

national borders are ongoing, as the territorial dispute between Canada and Denmark over Hans
Island exemplifies.

6. See footnote 3.
7. To begin to appreciate the diversity of languages in the Pacific Northwest, see the “First

545Peoples’ Language Map of B.C.” at http://maps.fphlcc.ca.
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