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Working Thesis/Hypothesis

For my Master’s thesis, I will study Tomson Highway’s texts The Rez
Sisters, Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing, and Rose, each of which offers a
glimpse into the rich history of Aboriginal culture through a unique and important
art form: Aboriginal theatre. Highway makes use of Aboriginal cultural symbols
throughout each of his plays that do not just deal with the legacy of colonialism;
rather they highlight aspects of Ojibway culture and community that exist today—
for better and for worse. The balancing act Highway maintains serves as a method
for both Native audiences and non-Native audiences to participate in the process of
reconciliation.

In my thesis, [ will focus on Tomson Highway’s use of gender play in his “rez
cycle” in order to express the modern communal aspect of Ojibway identity in
relation to historical and traditional Ojibway identity, specifically through the

female and the feminine.

Situation in the Field of Native Studies:

Studies in Native literature are beginning to move from merely identifying
the colonial legacies and towards affirming the cultural identities that have always
been and remain part of indigenous communities. [ would like to ensure that my
thesis moves in this direction as [ explore the representation of Ojibway community

in Highway’s dramas in relation to specific discourses of gender.
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Most existing readings of Tomson Highway’s “rez cycle” have looked at each
drama as a critique of settler colonialism. Those readings are valuable to the study
of his plays; however, Highway also uses his plays as tools to highlight Ojibway
culture and tradition and their continuing importance in communal and individual
identities. As audiences watch his plays, they become witnesses to history and the
present. Although Ojibway tradition is important, it has adapted and will continue to
change as the world changes. Lisa Brooks talks about the need to “participate in the
ongoing activity of the birth/transformation/creation of the land that we inhabit”
(Brooks 239). Highway demonstrates this necessity through each of his characters
and the events in each of his three plays. For example, Nanabush serves to
emphasize the importance as well as the difficulty of embracing the communal and
participatory aspects of identity as he/she encourages the audience to begin to
reconcile the past with the present. Highway demonstrates that though traditional
culture and present day circumstances may seem to oppose one another at times,
they actually work together to create a uniquely contemporary Ojibway identity in

current day society.

Major Research Goals:

One of the major goals that I have in regard to my thesis is to begin to identify
Ojibway communal culture and identity in Tomson Highway’s “rez cycle”. There is a
rich culture and history that is revealed and promoted throughout Highway’s plays
in spite of the colonial legacy that still informs Aboriginal experience.

It is also my goal to explore the concept of melding the past with present day
representations of Ojibway community while looking specifically at gender play
within Highway’s dramas. In each of his plays, Highway has written women as the
warriors who take action; it is women who are the strongest characters (even when
there are no women characters as in “Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing”) in his
plays. The impact these females and their actions have on the male characters

varies, but sends a message about unity vs. division no matter the reaction.
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[ plan to conduct research not only on the plays, but also on the history of the
Ojibway in Canada (specifically those on the Manitoulin Island reserves) and
historical traditional and spiritual beliefs about gender and community as well as
modern Ojibway community. As stated previously, colonial history cannot be
ignored in this subject as it is closely interwoven with current attitudes, culture, and
changing traditions, but the focus will be on identifying aspects of Ojibway identity
outside of solely that history. In essence, I'd like to attempt a different reading than

most of the readings that have been done thus far.

Organization and Chapter Outline:

The organization and chapter subjects of my thesis are outlined below.
Chapter One: Introduction to topic and field of study
Chapter Two: Ojibway traditions and cultures and the changes to them over
time in regard to gender roles and issues
Chapter Three: The application of Ojibway cultural identity and Community
to Highway's plays
Chapter Four: Concluding thoughts summing up the thesis and expressing the

challenge of and to future study

Working Bibliography

Billingham, Susan. "The Configurations of Gender in Tomson Highway's Dry Lips
Oughta Move to Kapuskasing " Modern Drama 46.3 (2003): 358-80. Print.

Brooks, Lisa. "Digging at the Roots: Locating an Ethical, Native Criticism"." Reasoning
Together: The Native Critics Collective. Norman. U of Oklahoma P, 2008. 234-
64. Print.

Chang, Oswald Yuan - Chin. "Tomson Highway's "the Rez" Plays: Theater as the
(E)Merging of Native Ritual through Postmodernist Displacement." Nebula 5.4
(2008): 129-44. Print.

Dawes, Birgit. Indigenous North American Drama : A Multivocal History. Albany:
SUNY Press, 2013. Print.



Martin, MA Thesis Proposal Page 4

Ermine, Willie. Aboriginal Epistemology. Vancouver: UBC Press, 1995. Print.

Favel, F. "The Theatre of Orphans/Native Languages on Stage." Canadian Theatre
Review 75 (1993): 8-11. Print.

Filewod, Alan. "Receiving Aboriginality: Tomson Highway and the Crisis of Cultural
Authenticity." Theatre Journal 46.3 (1994): 363-73. Print.

Goldberg, Isaac. The Drama of Transition;Native and Exotic Playcraft. Cincinnati:
Stewart Kidd Company, 1922. Print.

Hallowell, A. Irving. Culture and Experience, by A. Irving Hallowell. Philadelphia: U of
Pennsylvania P, 1967. Print.

Highway, Tomson. Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing. Markham: Fifth House
Publishing, 1989. Print.

---. The Rez Sisters. Markham: Fifth House Publishers, 1988. Print.
---. Rose. Vancouver: Talonbooks, 2003. Print.

Johnston, B. H. Tales the Elders Told-Ojibway Legends. Toronto: Royal Ontario
Museum, 1981. Print.

Johnston, Denis W. "Lines and Circles: The "Rez" Plays of Tomson Highway."
Canadian literature 124125 (1990): 254-64. Print.

McLellan, Joseph, and Jim Kirby. The Birth of Nanabosho. Winnipeg: Pemmican
Publications, 1989. Print.

Morrisseau, Ronald, and Petr Cizek. Passing on the Knowledge : The Teachings of
an Ojibway elder. Guelph: University of Guelph, University School of Rural
Planning and Development, 1993. Print.

Moses, Daniel David. "The Trickster's Laugh: My Meeting with Tomson and Lenore."
American Indian Quarterly 28.1-2 (2004): 107-11. Print.

Pell, Barbara. "George Ryga's "Hail Mary" and Tomson Highway's Nanabush: Two
Paradigms of Religion and Theatre in Canada." Theatre Research in Canada-
27.2 (2006): 245-59. Print.

Perkins, Lina. " Reéoketeb é igritseon Highway's The Rez Sisters."
Modern Drama 45.2 (2002): 259-69. Print.

Reder, Deanna and Linda M. Morra, eds. Troubling Tricksters: Revisioning Critical
Conversations. Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier UP, 2010. Print.

Ross, Rupert. Dancing with a Ghost: Exploring Indian Reality. Markham: Octopus



Martin, MA Thesis Proposal Page 5

Books, 1992. Print.

Tomson Highway Native voice. Dir. Sherrin, Robert G., et al. Perf. Anonymous
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 1990.

Snake, Sam, et al. The Adventures of Nanabush : Ojibway Indian Stories. Toronto:
Doubleday. 1979. Print.

Stanlake, Christy. Native American Drama: A Critical Perspective. Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 2009. Print.

Taylor, Drew Hayden, and Elizabeth Theobald. "Storytelling to Stage: The Growth of
Native Theatre in Canada". The Drama Review 41.3 (1997): 140-52. Print.

Warren, William W. History of the Ojibway people. St. Paul: Minnesota Historical
Society Press, 1984. Print.



	Working Thesis/Hypothesis
	Situation in the Field of Native Studies:
	Major Research Goals:
	Organization and Chapter Outline:
	Working Bibliography

