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Abstract The concept of anthropogenic climate change, in its most simplistic inter-
pretation, implies that all humanity is collectively responsible for the present threats to 
planetary sustainability. This unquestioned discourse of collective responsibility also 
facilitates frames of understanding that isolate older generations and burden them as 
a whole, blaming them for the construction of a life model that has led to the present 
crisis, a discourse challenged by postcolonial and environmental justice literature and 
in particular by Indigenous fiction. A discussion of two novels, The Swan Book (2013) by 
the Waanyi Australian writer Alexis Wright, and The Marrow Thieves (2017) by the Métis 
Canadian writer Cherie Dimaline, scrutinises how they create alternative frames present-
ing older adults in scenarios of environmental devastation as carriers of memory that are 
agents in the construction of the spirit of resilience and resistance of young characters.

Keywords Climate change fiction. Environmental justice. Intergenerational gap. In-
digenous literature. Dystopia.

Summary 1 Introduction: Climate Change and the Generational Gap Discourse. 
– 2 Indigenous Loss in Devastated Futures: The Swan Book. – 3 Memory and 
Intergenerational Survivance: The Marrow Thieves. – 4 Reconfiguring Anthropocene 
Temporalities.
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 1  Introduction: Climate Change and the Generational 
Gap Discourse

Matthew Schneider-Mayerson has argued that most of the early pop-
ular climate fiction failed to respond to the many challenges of ad-
dressing the pending crisis by portraying it primarily as a problem 
“for human beings in general – the monolithic and flattened ‘we’ of 
homo sapiens” (2019, 945),1 ignoring the unjust distribution of re-
sponsibilities, vulnerabilities, and impacts. He thus proposed a re-
flection on the influence of a simplified reading of the frames invoked 
in accepted and influential discourses about the looming emergency. 
This critical engagement implies scrutinising the uncritical use of the 
concept of the Anthropocene, the proposed term that identifies a ge-
ological age in which humans have become a dominant force shap-
ing Earth’s climate and ecosystems.2 This scientific proposition con-
siders the collective agency of humans, seen as a species entangled 
and not separated from Nature, an ‘us’ that, in the words of Dipesh 
Chakrabarty “stumbled into being a geological agent” (2009, 210) 
through its collective actions and decisions, especially those related 
to the creation of an industrialised civilisation driven by fossil fuels. 

But seen from a different temporal frame, this interpretation of 
collective human agency grounded in a deep history of species rela-
tions on Earth may seem to suggest, as Jason W. Moore argues, that 
all humans are to be blamed, retrospectively, for decisions they did 
not make, resulting in a dispersal of responsibility that elides “deci-
sive questions of difference among humans, and how that difference 
is constituted through relations within the web of life” (2017, 595). 
This sense of collective blame, symbolised by the iconic slogan in 
Walt Kelly’s poster issued for the first Earth Day in 1970 – “We have 

1 Schneider-Mayerson’s article discusses only two American works that seem to cor-
roborate that reading, namely Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against Tomorrow (2013) and Kim 
Stanley Robinson’s Science in the City trilogy (2004; 2007; 2015).
2 Although the term has been widely accepted by geological scholars since it was first 
proposed by Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene E. Stoermer (2000), the dating of the start-
ing point of this geological epoch has been far from consensual. Crutzen and Stoer-
mer pointed towards the second half of the eighteenth century, coinciding with James 
Watt’s invention of the steam engine, although, considering this date “somewhat arbi-
trary”, they left open the possibility that “alternative proposals can be made” (2000, 
18). Alternatives proposed since then vary significantly, from attributing its beginning 
to the Agricultural Revolution (Ruddiman 2003) to identifying the starting point of the 
Anthropocene with the post-WWII Great Acceleration (Zalasiewicz et al. 2011; McNeill, 
Engelke 2016). This hypothesis was recently validated by stratigraphers from the An-
thropocene Working Group, who, in the summer of 2023, identified the chemicals and 
minerals in the sediments of Crawford Lake, in Ontario, Canada as evidence that the 
“golden spike” that marks the shift from the Holocene to the Anthropocene coincides 
with the 1950s acceleration of fossil fuel burning, widespread use of fertilisers, and the 
presence of radioactive plutonium associated with nuclear weapons tests (Voosen 2023).

Teresa Botelho
Memory Carriers and Intergenerational Kinship in Indigenous Climate Change Fiction



English Literature e-ISSN 2420-823X
10, 1, 2024, 19-36

Teresa Botelho
Memory Carriers and Intergenerational Kinship in Indigenous Climate Change Fiction

21

met the enemy and he is us” (Moore 2019, 53) – has been systemat-
ically problematised by scholars from diverse fields (notably from 
postcolonial and environmental justice studies) who have raised per-
tinent questions not only about the different layers of responsibility 
for the crisis, but also about universalised visions of global threats. 
Chakrabarty’s assertion that, in the long-term future, all humans 
will be equally vulnerable and that there will be no “life boats for 
the rich and the privileged” (2009, 211) may reveal itself to be ac-
curate. However, all present evidence allows us to predict that now 
and soon, as Ursula Heise has argued, ecological risk scenarios will 
“superimpose themselves on and help reinforce existing structures 
of social inequality” (2008, 149).

Evidence of this uneven distribution of responsibility and risk 
seems irrefutable. According to a 2020 study by the Stockholm En-
vironmental Institute, the carbon emission inequality between and 
within countries is staggering. 1% of the most affluent humans are 
responsible for twice as much carbon emission as those produced by 
the poorest 50% in the 25 years (1990-2015) studied (Kartha et al. 
2020). Concurrently, the impacts of climate change already visible 
are affecting and will probably continue to affect mostly those who 
contributed less to the crisis and are less likely to be able to apply 
effective mitigation measures. Studies on the dramatic consequenc-
es of irreversible permafrost melting on Indigenous communities in 
the Arctic (Mardikian, Galani 2023) and of the effect of prolonged 
droughts on cycles of crop failures and rapid desertification patterns 
in Sub-Saharan Africa (Toulmin 2009) exemplify this reality.

Even when critical analyses do not embrace alternative terms 
such as Capitalocene, proposed by Moore, or Plantationocene or 
Chthulucene,3 offered by Haraway, and accept that there may be dif-
ferent communicational intentions in the unquestioned use of a sense 
of ‘we’ as a global actor in public discourses, they cannot ignore the 

3 The term Capitalocene, resulting from a critique of the Anthropocene mainstream 
rhetoric that can be traced back to Malm and Hornborg (2014), and first theorised by 
Moore (2017), does not question the core geological concept, namely the reading of hu-
mans as a geophysical force that disrupts the dualism between Man and Nature, but 
proposes an alternative reading of that collective actor and a different periodisation, 
that has as a point of departure the beginning of colonialism and the emergence of a 
“historical capitalism as a world-ecology of power, capital and nature, dependent on 
finding and producing Cheap Natures” (Moore 2017, 595). A similar teasing of the cul-
tural and historical simplicities and generalisations behind the Anthropocene discours-
es is at the heart of the alternative terms Plantationocene and Chthulucene. While the 
former examines the legacy of a long series of “devastating transformations of diverse 
kinds, of human-tended farms, pastures and forests into extractive and enclosed planta-
tions mostly relying on slave labour” and “other forms of spatially transported labour” 
(Haraway 2015, 162), the latter decentres humans from “the ongoing multispecies sto-
ries of becoming-with in times that remain at stake, in precarious times in which the 
world has not finished and the sky has not fallen – yet” (Haraway 2016, 55).
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 fact that this tendency to attribute an undifferentiated collective re-
sponsibility for the degradation of our shared environment also fa-
cilitates frames of understanding that homogenise particular gen-
erations and blame them as a whole for being the architects of a 
life model that has led to the present crisis. This suggestion of col-
lective generational guilt, present, above all, in the Great Acceler-
ation framing of the Age of the Anthropocene, which situates its in-
flexion point in the post-WWII age of economic growth, is frequently 
predicated on two entangled premises summarised by Gareth Da-
vis, namely that “consumption now creates costs for future genera-
tions” and that therefore “mitigation by emission reduction requires 
the current generation to pay the costs of a benefit that future gen-
erations will receive” (2020, 267). Treating intergenerational justice 
as a transactional process assumes that all older people are a homo-
geneous entity, whichever way you define that category. In some me-
dia representations of climate action youth groups, these may appear 
to be directing their message towards a global generation of “greedy 
geezers” – a term first coined in the late 1980s (Fairlie 1988) to de-
scribe older citizen/voters who are accused of selfishly demanding 
short-term benefits “at the expense of longer-term social investment” 
(Greer et al. 2021, 40). 

However, this stereotypical reading of intergenerational tensions 
obfuscates several pieces of counterevidence. It ignores that although 
voting pattern studies in many European countries show less incli-
nation of older citizens to vote for Green Parties (Litchin et al. 2023), 
more senior citizens from high emission-producing countries have 
been active participants in protests usually associated with younger 
generations, such as the UK-based Extinction Rebellion and Insulate 
Britain, and have set up climate action groups, such as the American 
Grey is Green network and the Elders Climate Action. 

On the other hand, several studies show that the intergeneration-
al divide is a myth in many high-energy-consuming societies. A 2021 
study of the attitudes across generations in the United Kingdom, for 
example, shows that, contrary to the expectations created by the 
“intergenerational moral storm” narrative (Gardiner 2006), the ma-
jority of baby boomers are slightly more inclined to feel that the cli-
mate crisis justifies significant changes to contemporary lifestyles 
(74%). In addition, there were almost identical levels of agreement 
across questions about individual readiness to make sacrifices to re-
duce the impact of fossil emissions (Duffy 2021). These results are 
not necessarily common to all major emission societies. Cross-gen-
erational surveys of urban residents in different continents reveal 
that while generational blame is a common thread, intergenerational 
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community-based and creative practices increasingly challenge that 
narrative4 (Diprose et al. 2019). 

Literature that represents scenarios of a world damaged by en-
vironmental threats has sometimes deliberately engaged the inter-
generational blame motif. One of the most significant examples of 
that trend is John Lanchester’s The Wall (2019), where the young 
protagonist, about to start his compulsory two-year stint as a ‘De-
fender’ of the protective wall that surrounds Britain, blames “the 
olds” for “fucking up the world” (55) and for being responsible for 
“the Change”, the environmental disaster that had caused drastic 
sea rising levels and extreme weather phenomena across the globe. 
But when postcolonial literature addresses the complexities of these 
links of causality and responsibility attribution, it frequently adopts 
a different logic, pointing out how unfair it is to blame older genera-
tions with little to no agency for decisions that were, in fact, forced 
on them by the aggressive pressure of corporation-government alli-
ances and from which they did not benefit. The Cameroonian writer 
Imbolo Mbue’s novel How Beautiful We Were (2021) presents this dif-
ferent approach. Its intergenerational story develops over forty years 
and is set in a small village in a nameless African country that could 
stand for diverse national experiences. It depicts the devastating 
impact of oil spills on the environment, leading to the depletion and 
degradation of nature. Parents and elders are helpless as they wit-
ness their children dying every day due to the untreated toxic waste 
resulting from the oil spills. They had once naively welcomed the ac-
tivity, convinced it opened an escape door from poverty. 

Whereas contemporary postcolonial novels about environmen-
tal destruction, such as Mbue’s, tell stories about the slow violence 
of petro-imperialism that render visible the environmental injustic-
es hiding behind paradigms of generational guilt attribution, other 
works of fiction that respond to different patterns of dispossession 
and identity erasure tend to offer distinctive readings of intergen-
erational relations grounded in an affirmation of collective cultural 
memory. This is the case of works authored by Indigenous authors 
from English-speaking countries (United States, Canada, New Zea-
land, Australia) who write against a history of effacements promoted 
by states that have failed to “fully recognize the nationhood of Na-
tive collective existence… despite the longevity of the ties that con-
nect these communities to place” (Gilio-Whitaker 2019, 24). 

The following discussion will focus on how intergenerational in-
terdependencies are woven in the construction of scenarios of both 

4 The study covers three industrial cities in three continents – Jinja in Uganda, Nan-
jing in China, and Sheffield in the UK.
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 environmental and cultural loss in two Indigenous5 novels – The Swan 
Book (2013) by the Waanyi Australian writer Alexis Wright and the 
young adult novel The Marrow Thieves (2017) by the Métis Canadi-
an writer Cherie Dimaline, both set in future worlds already dam-
aged by climate change. 

In her discussion of Indigenous climate change literature, Shel-
ley Streeby argues that the most relevant contributions to the gen-
re by female Indigenous authors assume defiance of literary genre 
boundaries and approach the narrative through a creative invest-
ment in the deep associations between accumulated “place-based 
knowledge, and storytelling traditions [...] connecting ecological and 
climate change literature to a spectrum of cultural practices inex-
tricable from activism” (2022, 203). While that may be true for the 
examples Streeby examines, namely the classic Braiding Sweetgrass 
(2013) by Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potowatomi Nation), the speculative 
novels that I will discuss in this article are set in a dystopian post-cli-
mate apocalyptic future and focus on the trauma of losing that knowl-
edge and the impulse to recover what had been forcibly erased. These 
processes inform the intergenerational dynamics of survival in a hos-
tile environmental and political world. This background explains why 
older generations tend to be represented as agents of change, rather 
than obstacles, in fictional worlds where the survival of Indigenous 
communities depends on the retrieval of collective knowledge and 
practices – understood here as the “webs of signification” that can 
explain “beliefs, relationships of kinship, relations with nature and 
ways of living” (Arias 2017, 1). 

In both Streeby’s and Kimmerer’s novels, the catastrophic impacts 
of climate change are shaped by the temporalities of the experience 
of Indigenous communities. As Kyle Powys Whyte points out, Indig-
enous peoples do not always share the mainstream “imaginaries of 
dystopian or apocalyptic futures when they confront the possibility 
of a climate crisis” (2018, 226), since the linear narrative of climate 
destabilisation on which they are based contradicts their own expe-
rience of a history of constant change, marked by “different forms of 
colonialism, that have destroyed their “links with place and familiar 
ecosystems” (226). As a result, Indigenous peoples have already ex-
perienced the impacts of climate change that many non-Indigenous 
people dread, albeit caused by violent colonial human action that led 
to “ecosystems collapse, species loss, economic crash, drastic dislo-
cation and cultural disintegration” (226) rather than global warming. 

5 The adjective is used here as a general term to designate the identity of peoples 
who inhabited lands before the arrival of British colonisers. Its use or that of the alter-
native terms ‘First-Nations’ or ‘Aboriginal’, applied in the same sense in Canada and 
Australia, does not imply any sense of essentialist homogeneity, but a common pattern 
of historical experiences.
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The destruction of this nature-based model of sustainability, which 
Paula Gun Allen described as acknowledging “the essential harmo-
ny of all things” and seeing “all things as being of equal value in the 
scheme of things”, allowing “all animals, and minerals (the entire bio-
ta, in short) the same or even greater privileges than humans” (1992, 
56-7), is reflected in an approach to time that problematises linear-
ity and interweaves past and current dystopian experiences. These 
“spiralling temporalities”, to use Whyte’s term for the Anishinaabe 
perspective on intergenerational time, provide a frame that allows 
Indigenous subjects who share that approach to consider themselves 
“as living alongside future and past relatives simultaneously as we 
walk through life” (2018, 228-9). A perspective that views past and 
present as interdependent and concurrent facilitates the construc-
tion of intergenerational kinships that accentuate the role of older 
generations as carriers of semi-lost knowledge and, thus, as poten-
tial agents of recovery.

These two motifs – the ever-present violence and effacement of the 
past in a future climate crisis that is not new for those who have suf-
fered a similar experience of cultural and historical disruption and 
a loss of sustainability knowledge that can only be healed by inter-
generational interaction – are at the core of the two novels under dis-
cussion, both set in landscapes of ecological disaster that are new for 
some humans but not for the Indigenous protagonists. 

2 Indigenous Loss in Devastated Futures: The Swan Book

In The Swan Book, Alexis Wright’s third novel, the author revisits the 
theme of environmental degradation, conflict, and resource exploita-
tion that she already approached in Carpentaria (2006) but deploy-
ing the mode of speculative fiction. The novel, set in Wright’s ances-
tral Waanyi land in the Gulf of Carpentaria in Northern Australia, 
roughly one hundred years from now, intersects a historical map of 
aggression and dispossession of sovereignty against those who had 
lived in those lands for 50,000 years before the arrival of the first Eu-
ropeans and the radical damage caused by global warming and the 
ensuing wars. In this fictional future, climate change has already de-
stroyed most of Europe, turning the Northern Hemisphere descend-
ants of the colonial settlers into stateless and homeless nomads, suf-
fering what had already been endured long before by guardians of 
Country, a term that for the aboriginal communities “describes con-
ceptions of land and its complex interrelations with human and non-
human beings, containing both their knowledge systems and the no-
tion of reciprocal relations of care” (Gleeson-White 2016-17, 29).

The young Aboriginal Oblivia Ethyl(ene) is at the centre of the mul-
ti-layered novel, which Sefton-Rowston describes as a “pastiche of 
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 metanarratives” (2016, 363), interweaving different textualities from 
the realist to the metaphoric, the allegoric, the mythic, and the folk-
loric. After suffering an act of sexual aggression, she falls into the 
underground bowels of a giant eucalyptus tree, where she remains 
asleep, forgotten by all, until she is rescued a decade later by an el-
derly European climate refugee, Bella Donna of the Champions, the 
sole survivor of a group of destitute exiles whom a black swan guid-
ed to the shores of Australia. The story of Oblivia, who was forgotten 
by everyone who knew her, and the aggression she suffered serve as 
an allegory for the traumas caused by the Australian policies of com-
pulsory separation of children from their parents and communities, 
which were aimed to promote identity reconfiguration.6 Bella Donna 
accommodates Oblivia, who refuses to speak to anyone, near a swamp 
that had once been a lake around which an Aboriginal community had 
lived for centuries. The once pristine lake has been damaged by cli-
mate change-driven sandstorms and by rotting junk and toxic waste 
dumped on it from the skies. Later in the narrative, Warren Finch, 
a member of the Brogla Nation, becomes the first Aboriginal presi-
dent of Australia. His people have learned to accept anything offered 
to them, saying “yes, yes, yes to anything on offer – a bit of assimi-
lation, a bit of integration, a bit of giving up your own sovereignty” 
(116). Warren claims the still silent Oblivia, whose first-person per-
spective dominates some chapters, as his wife without her consent. 
Oblivia’s traumatic experience of Warren’s attempts to change her, 
in a city where the only thing she recognises is the wild garden lurk-
ing through the cracks in the pavement, eventually leads her to es-
cape towards the North in an attempt to return to her homeland. On 
this journey, she is guided by black swans who have become her kin. 
They communicate with her without any hindrance, as her silence is 
no obstacle to communication.

Besides the multispecies kinship symbolised by the protective tree 
that embraces Oblivia and keeps her alive and by the swans that are 
her constant companions, there are some interconnections with In-
digenous cultural and historical experiences that the narrative ad-
dresses and that propose alternative views of climate change and 
generational responsibility. The most significant is how it presents 
the environmental devastation known as the ‘Dust Cycle’ as two jux-
taposed disasters. The “caretakers” (9), the Aboriginal people who 
were responsible for the lake, experience the first dust storms, which 

6 This policy, which began in 1869, with the passing of the Aboriginal Protecting Act, 
authorised the removal of Indigenous children from their parents. It lasted until the 
1970s. According to the Bringing Them Home report (1987), the number of children 
from the Stolen Generations who were taken from their parents to be ‘re-educated’ 
in state and church institutions is not precise, but it is estimated to have been around 
100,000 (cf. Haebisch 2017).
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transform the lake into a swamp, as a double invasion: first the sand 
and then the army, which dumps the rotting junk collected elsewhere 
on their ancestral home. It is the second incursion that breaks the 
sense of precarious autonomy they had experienced before, when 
“they felt secluded in their isolation, even invisible to the outside 
world” (8). Alarmed by this military presence, they temporally flee 
into the bush. When they return, the first thing they notice is the “au-
dacity of the floating junk” (10) in the lake that, as they are told, no 
longer belongs to them as their temporary flight has cancelled their 
Native Title.7 But this combined attack on their land does not de-
stroy the ancestral connection of the “stubborn” owners. They stay, 
“sticking to the earth of the ancestors, even though they knew well 
enough that the contaminated lake causes bellyaches, having to eye 
each cup of tainted water they drank from the lake, but drinking it 
anyway” (11).

Since the caretaker elders had no responsibility for the double cri-
sis that destroyed most of the ancestral environment, it can be ar-
gued that The Swan Book interrogates the generational blame trope 
through the filter of a cultural experience of dispossession. The novel 
adds a second textual disruption to this paradigm by portraying the 
old European refugee who lands on the Waanyi territory. Although 
Bella Donna of the Champion may seem to have been designed to rep-
resent the typical Northern Hemisphere’s selfish and careless con-
sumer of resources, her function in the narrative is not limited to 
that. Instead, she plays the role of a storyteller and memory creator 
who connects the local community to the global climate crisis and 
links the past with the present.

Welcomed with some curiosity by the local Aboriginal communi-
ty, the strange woman “as old as the hills” (50), who owes her life to 
a swan, tells stories that make sense of what her audiences have al-
ready perceived but cannot contextualise. Through her, they under-
stand that what was making their lives worse – turning what was left 
of their lake into a “parched paper” landscape filled with sand that 
they could not heal as the weather “flipped sides” shifting seasons 
(17-18) – was not unique to their land. Through her, they learn how 
“when the world changed, people changed” (6). She assumes some 
guilt when she describes her country of origin as one “where people 
of the modern world once lived happily, by doing more or less noth-
ing, other than looking after themselves from one day to the next to 
fuel the stories of their life, but they were finished now” (25). Still, 

7 This can be read as an allegory of the policy of government direct control in Abo-
riginal prescribed areas, introduced by the Northern Territory Emergency Response 
Act of 2007, which introduced several controversial regulations and control measures 
in Aboriginal lands under the pretext of stopping alleged patterns of family violence 
and child abuse. The Act was repealed in 2012.
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 when she explains the catastrophe that finished them, that nuance 
is drowned by the brutality of its effect:

One day some devil, not a person but a freak of nature, went to 
war with her people. Old woman what kind of freak was that? Well? 
Swamp people wanted to know, had a right to know. She looked 
startled, as though she had been asked to describe the inexpli-
cable, of what happened to people affected by climate change in 
wild weather storms, or the culmination of years of drought, high 
temperature and winds in some countries, or in others, the freez-
ing depths of prolonged winters [...]. Listen to what I say: Cities, 
towns, homes, land as well as animals and crops, were flattened 
and could be no more. (25)

From her, they hear that once “Mother Nature had become mother 
of catastrophe, of flood, fire, drought and blizzard” (6-7), “poverty 
people” like herself “had to walk herdlike, cursed from one border 
to another, through foreign lands and seas” (17), turned into “refu-
gees marching onwards like deer would through winter steppes to 
nowhere” (27). And through her stories, they understand their at-
tachment to their damaged place even better, saying to themselves 
that compared to these “new gypsies” like Bella Donna, they were 
luckier: “They had a home. Black people like themselves had some-
where, whereas everywhere else, probably millions of white people 
were drifting among the other countless stateless, millions of sea 
gypsies, looking for somewhere to live” (23).

For Oblivia, starved of cultural memories that only Aboriginal El-
ders could have passed on, Aunty Bella Donna opens horizons not 
only to the lost worlds she could not have imagined but to the inter-
species connections that had always been part of her missing herit-
age. What Bella Donna had learned about swans, she passes on to the 
young girl as she tells her stories of the way they “fly, soaring above 
the swamp, crashing to the ground, taking flight again”, feeds them, 
talks and dreams of them, leaving a legacy that will help Oblivia re-
ject the material emptiness of the city into which her President hus-
band would drag her. It is guided by swans who never leave her side 
that she escapes the Northern urban landscapes to return to what 
is left of Country, in a gesture of fragile hope of a dreamed restora-
tion of a land that still contains promises and that the recovery of 
knowledge that started with Bella Donná s stories of interspecies 
kinship might heal.

Teresa Botelho
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3 Memory and Intergenerational Survivance:  
The Marrow Thieves

In The Marrow Thieves, a young adult speculative novel set in Can-
ada in the near future (around 2050), a land dramatically altered by 
the impacts of an apocalyptic environmental crisis, stolen pasts and 
recovered legacies are also mediated by elders, who act as agents of 
what Anishinaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor called survivance, under-
stood as “an active sense of presence over absence, deracination and 
oblivion [...] the continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however 
pertinent” (2008, 1). In an interview given shortly after the publica-
tion of the novel, Cherie Dimaline explains how her story about peo-
ple who had already lived through an apocalypse, surviving another, 
was constructed by “putting together two different ideas: that Indig-
enous people’s survival has been based, in part, on the ability to keep 
dreaming/hoping and using story to walk culture forward, and the 
understanding that cultural survival is as imperative as physical sur-
vival, and, in fact, is intertwined” (Diaz 2017).

The fifteen-year-old Métis boy Frenchie narrates the novel’s future 
dystopian vision. The first-time readers encounter the teenager, he and 
his older brother are alone, running north from an undisclosed dan-
ger through a landscape where devastated cities that used to have a 
unique name have become instead a direction – “West City, Northern 
Metropolis, Southern Township” (Dimaline 2017, 12). When the true 
reason for their panicked flight is disclosed, they hide in a tree house 
in the forest near Southern Metropolitan City, which used to be To-
ronto. They are trying to evade the Recruiters, agents of Canada’s De-
partment of Oneirology, whose job is to capture First Nation individu-
als and take them to Residential Schools. At this early juncture of the 
narrative, the novel highlights the intersections between past abus-
es against First Nation communities and the climate disaster futuri-
ties. Thus, it establishes the central roles of memory and storytelling. 

Frenchie’s recollection of a conversation between his parents re-
veals that these twenty-first-century schools were based on the old 
residential school system:8 “they used to try to break our people to 
begin with, way back” (15). Whereas in those days breaking the cul-
tural identity and sovereignty of the First Nations meant kidnap-
ping children from their parents and communities and forbidding 
them to use their language, sing their songs, and follow their cultural 

8 Residential Schools, sponsored by government-supported religious institutions, 
were established after 1880 to isolate Indigenous children from their language and 
culture and force Euro-Christian values on them. In total it is estimated that around 
150,000 Inuit and Métis children were forced to attend these schools and that around 
6,000 of them died in their premises. The last school was closed in 1996, and Prime Min-
ister Stephen Harper issued an official apology to the First Nations in 2008. 
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 traditions, in the narrative the term is used to conceal an even more 
predatory and violent practice. In this post-apocalyptic world, where 
so much had been taken away by climate disasters, the majority of 
the population of Canada had lost their ability to dream, leading to 
waves of sadness and depression. The realisation that Indigenous 
people were still able to do it (and therefore to hope) had led the au-
thorities, after concluding that this unique capacity hid deep inside 
the essence of their bodies, to create a process of medical bone mar-
row extraction that killed the unwilling giver but allowed the receiv-
er to dream again, thus turning the Indigenous bodies into products 
that could be harvested and reinventing the Residential Schools as 
deadly laboratories. 

Escaping North, hiding in the forests from bands of Recruiters, 
this fleeing-for-survival is also not new but an instance of the “spi-
ralling temporalities” proposed by Whyte. Before Frenchie and his 
brother leave, their sick mother tells them that “[t]here were gener-
ations in our family where all we did was move [...] first by choice, 
then every time the black cars came from town and burned out our 
homes along the roadside. Now the cars are here again” (21). Thus, 
in the once popular town where they parted from their mother and 
where the lake that made it famous was sheer poison, blocked by a 
fence, “there were no Indians left anyway” (22). 

When the Recruiters catch Frenchie’s brother, the boy’s desperate, 
lonely flight leads to an unexpected haven when a small band of sur-
vivors finds him. The group consists of four boys, two girls and two 
adults – Miigwans, a middle-aged Anishinaabe man who had escaped 
from a School but is haunted by the belief that his Cree husband had 
been taken, and old Minerva, who carries a powerful gift: the ances-
tral language of her people that she never lost. The group also heads 
northward, hoping not only to help each other survive but to find a 
home and heal, recovering the stories and memories stolen long ago.

As they follow their perilous paths, living as hunter-gatherers, 
evading not only the Recruiters but also the occasional informers 
ready to betray them, the cohesion of their informal kinship is en-
hanced by the transmission not only of practical knowledge but al-
so of cultural and historical memories that the elders share with the 
youngsters, a tool of survivance without which healing and restora-
tion cannot happen. Samuelson and Evans argue that “empowerment 
through reconnection to knowledge systems and ways of being (old-
timey) both accounts for what has been lost to colonial infrastruc-
tures, while also creating conditions for a collective resurgence” 
(2022, 275), and this is the process the novel engages through the 
teachings of the old memory carriers.

While on the run and in permanent danger, the group establish-
es a teaching system. The youngsters are divided into two rotat-
ing groups to learn two different sets of practical skills needed for 
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nomadic survival (ancestral techniques of hunting and homestead-
ing), but another kind of knowledge transmission complements this, 
this one feeding their dreams of a different future by bringing the 
erased past into their lives. From Miig, they hear “Story”, the as-
semblage of their nation’s half-forgotten historical experiences. As 
Frenchie explains, Miig’s job was

to set the memory in perpetuity. He spoke to us every week. Some-
times Story was focused on one area, like the first residential 
schools. [...] Other times he told a hundred years in one long nar-
rative, blunt and without detail [...] Sometimes we gathered for an 
hour so he could explain treaties and others it was ten minutes 
[...] But every week we spoke, because it was imperative that we 
know. He said it was the only way to make the kinds of changes 
that were necessary to really survive. (36)

Through “Story”, the teenagers learned the impacts of the climate 
apocalypse on the planet and the Anishinaabe, when their slow cul-
tural recovery was interrupted:

once we honored the pain, and left it on the side of the road. We 
moved ahead. We were back. [...] Then the wars for the water came. 
America reached out and started sipping on our lakes with a great 
metal straw. And where were the freshest lakes and the cleanest 
rivers? On our lands, of course. [...] The Great Lakes were polluted 
to muck. It took some doing, but by the time California was swal-
lowed back by the Ocean, they were fenced off, too poisonous for 
use. [...] The Water Wars raged on, moving north seeking our riv-
ers and bays, and eventually, once our homelands were decimat-
ed and the water leached and the people scattered, they moved 
on to the towns. (36)

After ten years, the water wars were ended by international treaties 
and agreements, Miig adds, but “the Anishinaabe were scattered, 
lonely and scared. On our knees again, only this time there was no 
home to regroup at” while “the rest of the continent sank into a new 
era”, plagued by rising waters, tectonic shifts, constant rains and dis-
eases that killed half the population (37).

These Story interludes, which, like the personal Coming-to stories 
of the young characters, are presented as independent chapters, func-
tion, as Patrizia Zanella points out, as “narratives of continuity, and 
adaptability that provide the young protagonists with a sense of pride 
and hope” that prepares them “for their role of future ancestors” (2020, 
179), a gathering of knowledge that braids the present with the past 
and claims the cultural sovereignty that has long been denied.
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 If the youngsters, whose numbers expand, receive this knowledge 
of what they could hardly gather by other means from Miigwans, it 
is from old Minerva that they receive the gift of words that had been 
taken away from them. It was their first introduction to Anishinaabe-
mowin, one of the ancestral Indigenous languages the author de-
scribed as “being shaped after the waters, the hills and the features 
of their landscapes” (Diaz 2017). These words that Minerva begins 
to pass on to the teenagers have a power that none of them suspects 
even when, like Frenchie, they repeat their sounds with reverence 
and enchantment: “Nishin. Nishin. Nishin.9 I turned the word over 
in my throat like a stone; a prayer. I couldn’t add breath to, a world I 
wasn’t willing to release. It made my lungs feel heavy, my heart grow 
light” (Dimaline 2017, 51).

However, the secret power of the ancestral language, “the miracle 
of Minerva”, is only fully revealed when she is captured by the Re-
cruiters and sings in her native language throughout the bone mar-
row extraction process, disrupting it by the use of a language that 
the wires could not transfer. And as “every dream Minerva has ever 
dreamed was in the language” (188), the extraction system fails, the 
computers burn, and the structures of the Residential School where 
she has been held collapse. This gesture of self-sacrifice (she lets 
herself be captured to distract the Recruiters from the rest of the 
group) turns out to be an act of powerful resistance. Language that 
carries dreams and memories is the key to survival and restoration.

That is why, at the end of the novel, after the group of runaways 
meets organised resisters that include members of other First Na-
tions and non-Indigenous allies with whom they plan to reconstruct 
what had been broken, all understand that one of their most impor-
tant tasks is to reconstruct the languages some elders still remember 
and to write down all the stories they can recall. Anchored in this be-
lief is the idea that, once they have accumulated the lost knowledge 
not only of language and “Story” but also of the intimate relations 
with the land, they can dream of a hopeful future. In the future, the 
group will return to restore those Great Lakes, which had been poi-
soned during the water wars, to their former glory: 

We have the knowledge, kept through the first round of these blast-
ed schools, from before that, when these visitors first made their 
way over here like angry children throwing tantrums. [...] When 
we heal our land, we are healed also. (208)

So, they will be prepared to inherit the knowledge of their elders and 
become the memory keepers of the future.

9 In Anishinaabemowin, Nishi means ‘good’.
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4 Reconfiguring Anthropocene Temporalities

Dystopic climate change literature by Indigenous authors reconfig-
ures the customary timeframes of the Anthropocene and challenges 
the intergenerational oppositions that some climate crisis and risk 
discourses foreground. The two novels gesture towards what Grace 
Dillon identified as “the possibility of an optimistic future, by imag-
ining a reversal of circumstances” (2012, 8) and suggest the pres-
ence of alternative frames for understanding time and experience. 
These frames identify continuity and interdependence rather than 
generational fault lines. They respond to the long-lived experience 
of cultural and environmental violence through a sense of kinship 
that transcends the human and encompasses nature in all its forms.

Seeing living time as overlapping, so that everyone is aware of 
being at the same time an ancestor and a descendent, and all living 
involving what was, what is and what will be, also grounds a vision 
of intergenerational memory, where cultural knowledge, always un-
der threat of effacement and carried by elders, is seen as a source of 
survivance and renewal, turning older generations into allies rath-
er than adversaries of the next generations. In this framework, the 
impending climate crisis is, as Inuit environmental activist and au-
thor Sheila Watt-Cloutier says, “yet another rapid assault on our way 
of life [...] which cannot be separated from the first waves of change 
and assaults that have come our way”, but one which, as the char-
acters of The Marrow Thieves believe, they can survive, using the 
memories of their accumulated intergenerational knowledge to heal 
the land and themselves.
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