
 1 

https://doi.org/medhum-2020-012103 
 
Title: ‘More than biological’: Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves as Indigenous counter-genetic 
fiction. 
 
Author Information: Dr Shital Pravinchandra, Department of Comparative Literature, School 
of Languages, Linguistics and Film, Queen Mary University of London, Mile End Road, London 
E1 4NS 
 
Email: s.pravinchandra@qmul.ac.uk 
Tel: 07824775764 
 
Keywords: medical humanities, genetics, queer theory < Gender Studies 
 
Word count: 11251 (including endnotes); 7774 (excluding endnotes) 
 
Funding: There is no funding to report for this submission 
 
Acknowledgements: I am very grateful to the peer reviewers for their helpful guidance and 
careful reading: the final version of this article owes a great deal to their generous feedback. I 
would also like to thank the attendees of the Global Genetics Fiction Conference held at Leeds 
University in April 2019 for their thoughtful questions when I first presented the paper on which 
this article is based, and Clare Barker for her insightful comments on earlier drafts of this piece. 
And finally, thanks to Stanka Radovic for drawing my attention to The Marrow Thieves as soon as 
it was published in Canada. 
 
Competing Interests: none 
 
Ethics approval statement: not applicable 
 
Patient and Public Involvement: 
 
Patients or the public WERE NOT involved in the design, or conduct, or reporting, or 
dissemination plans of our research 
 

Abstract 

This article reads Métis writer Cherie Dimaline’s novel The Marrow Thieves as one among a 

growing number of Indigenous counter-genetic fictions. Dimaline targets two initiatives that 

reductively define Indigeneity as residing in so-called Native American DNA: 1) direct-to-

consumer genetic testing, through which an increasing number of people lay dubious claim to 

Indigenous ancestry, and 2) population genetics projects that seek urgently to sample Indigenous 

genetic diversity before Indigenous Peoples become too admixed, and therefore extinct. 

Dimaline unabashedly incorporates the terminology of genetics into her novel, but I argue that 
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she does so in order ultimately to underscore that genetics is ill-equipped to understand 

Indigenous ways of articulating kinship and belonging. The novel carefully articulates the full 

complexity of Indigenous self-recognition practices, urging us to wrestle with the importance of 

both the biological (DNA, blood, relation) and the “more-than-biological” (Story, memory, 

reciprocal ties of obligation, language) for Indigenous self-recognition and continuity. To grasp 

Indigenous modes of self-recognition, the novel shows, is to understand that Indigenous 

belonging exceeds any superficial sense of connection that a DNA test may produce, and that, 

contrary to population geneticists’ claims, Indigenous Peoples are not vanishing, but instead 

actively engaged in everyday practices of survival. Finally, I point out that Dimaline – who 

identifies as Two-Spirit – does not idealise Indigenous communities and their ways of 

recognising their own; The Marrow Thieves also explicitly gestures to the ways in which Indigenous 

kinship-making practices themselves need to be rethought in order to be more inclusive of queer 

Indigenous Peoples. 
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‘More than biological’: Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves as Indigenous counter-genetic 
fiction. 
 

“White Americans make claims to Native American genetic ancestry and identity in ways that mirror the kinds 

of claims that whites have made to other forms of Native American patrimony – whether land, resources, remains 

or cultural artifacts.” (Kim TallBear, Native American DNA)1 

 

While our potential skills for analysing human evolution are increasing, social changes taking place in developing 

countries are rapidly destroying the identities – if not the very existence – of the most important aboriginal 

populations. Thus, organised research efforts to save this precious information about our past have acquired a new 

urgency. (Luca Cavalli-Sforza, Paolo Menozzi and Alberto Piazza, The History and Geography of 

Human Genes)2 

 

For Indigenous Peoples, the genomic age presents a peculiar paradox.3 On the one hand, the 

marketing ploys of highly popular, direct-to-consumer genetic testing companies drive an 

increasing amount of non-Indigenous people, especially in North America, to use these tests to 

back up their dubious and often romanticised claims to Indigenous ancestry or, more blatantly, 

to lay claim to the benefits of affirmative action that some settler-colonial nations have instituted 

for Indigenous communities.4 On the other hand, the field of population genetics insists that in 

“a shrinking world” of increasingly genetically admixed populations, Indigenous Peoples with 

genetically “isolated” identities are on the verge of vanishing, a claim that legitimises the need to 

urgently sample them before they cease to exist altogether.5 I suggest in this article that Cherie 

Dimaline’s young adult novel The Marrow Thieves (2017) repudiates the geneticisation of 

Indigeneity for plunging the Indigenous Person into near (genetic) extinction, even as a new and 

growing group of consumer-citizens lay claim to so-called ‘Indigenous genetic ancestry’ hoping 

that this lineage will fulfil a range of personal, political and/or economic desires. Insofar as it 

refutes the claims that genetics makes in relation to Indigenous Peoples, I argue, The Marrow 
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Thieves is a counter-genetic work. Provocatively, Dimaline (Métis) incorporates the language of 

genetics into her novel in order to show that genetics is ill-equipped to understand Indigenous 

ways of articulating kinship and belonging.6 And in an outright challenge to the prevailing view 

amongst population geneticists that the Indigenous Person is on the ineluctable path to 

extinction, Dimaline deliberately weaves a tale about the active practices of survival that produce 

Indigenous continuity and survivance.7 I will argue, furthermore, that Dimaline – a self-avowedly 

Two-Spirit writer – seizes upon the shortcomings of genetic discourse to gesture to the ways in 

which Indigenous kinship-making practices themselves need to be rethought.8 Survivance, 

Dimaline’s novel suggests, only reveals its full counter-genetic potential when it ceases to allude 

to futurity in an exclusively hetero-reproductive vein.9  

 The Marrow Thieves is Dimaline’s most critically acclaimed and commercially successful 

work to date, and like other successful novels in the YA genre – Susan Collins’s The Hunger 

Games series or Patrick Ness’s Chaos Walking trilogy spring immediately to mind – its main 

protagonists are young adults separated from their parents and engaged in a fight for survival in 

a dystopian alternative universe.10 The Marrow Thieves transports us to a Canada some fifty or so 

years in the future. Earth has been devastated by climate change, and changing weather patterns 

have ravaged human settlements across the planet. Many have been killed, first by water 

shortages, then by rising waters; countless others have succumbed to starvation and disease. All 

non-Indigenous people have become afflicted by an inexplicable syndrome: they have lost the 

ability to dream, an ability that all Indigenous Peoples have mysteriously retained. The novel’s 

young protagonist and narrator is called Francis, but goes by the nickname Frenchie or French, 

“as much for my name as for my people, the Metis,” he tells us.11 Like most other Indigenous 

Peoples, Frenchie is on the run from the Recruiters, who have been charged with capturing 

Indigenous people by the Canadian government’s Department of Oneirology. 

 The novel opens with the story of how Frenchie is separated from his last remaining 

family member, his older brother Mitch. When they are both discovered by the Recruiters, Mitch 



 5 

sacrifices himself so that Frenchie can continue travelling north, where all Indigenous Peoples 

are now headed in order to forge a new homeland. Struggling to make headway on his own, 

Frenchie is eventually found by a group of fellow Indigenous fugitives who are headed in the 

same direction. Their leader, a middle-aged man named Miigwans, explains their gradually 

worsening predicament now that they have become prized resources who harbour the cure to 

the malady of dreamlessness: 

“At first, people turned to Indigenous people the way the New Agers had, all 

reverence and curiosity, looking for ways we could help guide them. They asked 

to come to ceremony. They humbled themselves when we refused. And then 

they changed on us, like the New Agers, looking for ways they could take what 

we had, and administer it themselves. How could they best appropriate the 

uncanny ability we kept to dream?” (88). 

Frenchie joins Miigwans’s crew, and from them, he learns that scientists have now discovered 

how to extract dreams from Indigenous bone marrow. Once captured, Indigenous people are 

housed in new, purpose-built residential schools adapted for siphoning off their dreams: 

“We go to the schools and they leach the dreams from where our ancestors hid 

them, in the honeycombs of slushy marrow buried in our bones. And us? Well, 

we join our ancestors, hoping we left enough dreams behind for the next 

generation to stumble across” (90). 

Dimaline’s pointed reference to “the schools” reveals that the novel is profoundly 

anchored in its Canadian context, where the traumatic legacy of a residential school system 

designed to remove Indigenous children from their families, their homes, their land, their 

languages and their cultures became the key focus of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 

Chaired by Senator Murray Sinclair (Ojibwe),  the Commission’s 2015 report asserted that 

residential schools were a “central element” in the Canadian government’s Aboriginal policy, 

which was explicitly designed to “cause Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, 
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social, cultural, religious, and racial entities in Canada.”12 The widespread acclaim with which The 

Marrow Thieves has been received in Canada, then, can be ascribed to the relative ease with which 

the novel’s plot can be read as both a timely reminder of a traumatic Indigenous past, and as a 

salutary warning that a failure to genuinely learn from this past will continue to exacerbate 

existing social inequalities, and create new, equally destructive policies in the future.13 To strike 

this cautionary tone, Dimaline deliberately sets her novel at a time when the old-style residential 

schools are a thing of the past and yet their memory is still vivid enough for non-Indigenous 

Peoples immediately to draw on them for inspiration when water shortages, climate change and 

disease eventually deprive them of the ability to dream. Without dreams, Miigwans tells Frenchie, 

“[p]eople lost their minds, killing themselves and others and, even worse for the new order, 

refusing to work at all” (88). With the realisation that Indigenous bodies could be rounded up 

and harvested for this resource, we learn, non-Indigenous Peoples “turned to history to show 

them how best to keep [Indigenous Peoples] warehoused, how to best position the culling. 

That’s when the new residential schools started growing from the dirt like poisonous brick 

mushrooms” (89, my emphasis).  

 While the novel responds well to being treated as an exercise in education and caution 

for Canada’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous young adults about the nation’s settler colonial 

past, I propose to take a different approach. I want to focus on the fact that the schools built in 

The Marrow Thieves serve a different purpose from that of the schools that existed in Canada until 

as recently as 1996. Those schools, as many have widely noted, were designed to bring about 

genocide and cultural genocide by removing Indigenous children from their families and 

homelands, and punishing them for speaking their languages.14 What happens in the new schools 

built in The Marrow Thieves is of a different order. Once the site where undesirable traits were 

forced out of Indigenous children, the residential school now becomes the place where a coveted 

resource is harvested from Indigenous Peoples so that non-Indigenous Peoples can benefit from 

it. The shift in the purpose of the residential school mirrors the modified role of Indigenous 
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Peoples in the genomic age: once deemed expendable, they are now seen as indispensable, if only 

for the preservation of others’ lives. The transformation, as Dimaline’s protagonists note, 

produces a new iteration of settler colonial violence. Frenchie and his fellow Indigenous Peoples 

are no longer obstacles to so-called settler-colonial ‘progress,’ but rather vessels containing 

consumable and extractable goods.  “[T]he truth of our predicament,” Frenchie reflects grimly as 

they head north, is that “we were a product” (92). Or, as his father chooses to put it, “they don’t 

think of us as humans, just commodities” (203). 

It is significant that Dimaline should take pains to register this shift inaugurated by the 

genomic age, not least because it is echoed in other contemporary North American Indigenous 

work. In his poem “The Farm,” Spokane/Coeur d’Alene writer Sherman Alexie imagines that 

the bone marrow of Native Americans contains the cure for cancer, and his short story “The Sin 

Eaters” further riffs on the same theme.15 Mi’gMaq director Jeff Barnaby’s film Blood Quantum 

(2019) features Indigenous Peoples as the only ones to be safe from a plague of zombies 

attacking the rest of humanity. The figure of the Indigenous body as the locus of immunity to an 

array of maladies plaguing all other humans, it seems, is becoming an established trope. To my 

mind, the idea of the biomedically distinctive Indigenous Person as a preyed-upon asset has 

emerged in direct response to the controversy generated by population genetics projects such as 

the Human Genome Diversity Project (hereafter the Diversity Project) and, more recently, by 

the undertaking that emerged in its wake, the Genographic Project.16  

Established in the early 1990s with the aim of sampling “genetically distinct” Indigenous 

Peoples around the globe in order to more accurately study humanity’s genetic heritage and the 

history of our species, the Diversity Project proceeded to establish ‘immortalized’, self-

reproducing cell lines, whose crucial benefit, its proponents argued, would be to preserve the 

DNA of these vanishing “Isolates of Historic Interest” for future study.17 Rightly offended by 

this presumption of their impending extinction, the World Council of Indigenous Peoples was 

quick to portray the Diversity Project as the “Vampire Project”, arguing that its drive to collect 
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genetic data about Indigenous communities would ultimately support a wide range of 

commercial developments, while bringing little benefit to Indigenous communities from who 

this information had been extracted. Although the HGDP eventually folded, the legacy of its 

decade-long existence exists in the form of one thousand cell lines derived from samples 

obtained from fifty-one different populations. Now housed in Paris’s Centre pour l’Etude du 

Polymorphisme Humain, these cell lines are freely available for further research and have been 

used, as the Indigenous geneticist Krystal Tsosie (Navajo) points out, to develop a range of 

commercial platforms, including those providing direct-to-consumer genetic testing, such as 

AncestryDNA and 23andMe.18 

Launched by the National Geographic in 2005, the Genographic Project sought carefully 

to distance and differentiate itself from the outcry generated by the Diversity Project.  As a wide 

range of science and technology studies scholars have noted, however, the Genographic 

Project’s main aims are scarcely distinguishable from that of its precursor.19 The most important 

of these, for my purposes here, is the interest taken in Indigenous Peoples in order to obtain 

genetic evidence of human evolutionary and migratory history. Like the Diversity Project, the 

Genographic Project insists that data from Indigenous Peoples is extremely valuable because 

they are a rare example of isolated and unadmixed (read, genetically unmixed) populations who 

hold the key to salvaging what scant genetic diversity is still extant in the world. Given the pace 

at which the populations of the world are rapidly mixing, however, genetic diversity researchers 

worry that it is not long before the vital genetic diversity harboured in Indigenous Peoples will 

vanish. As Spencer Wells, the director of the Genographic Project, states, the pace of 

globalization makes his an extremely urgent task: 

In a shrinking world, mixing populations are scrambling genetic signals. The key 

to this puzzle is acquiring genetic samples from the world’s remaining indigenous 

and traditional peoples whose ethnic and genetic identities are isolated.20 
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 Human population diversity research effectively redefines Indigeneity in genetic terms. 

One of the more insidious problems this move causes is that some of the most common tests 

used to determine Indigeneity – namely, mitochondrial DNA and Y-chromosome DNA tests 

that “respectively examine less than one percent of [one’s] entire genetic makeup” – are so 

narrow that most Indigenous Peoples, many of whom are indeed “admixed”, simply will not 

possess it.21 As Kim TallBear explains in her incisive critique of genetic articulations of 

Indigeneity, Indigenous Peoples who are admixed become, according to such definitions, 

insufficiently Indigenous. When only a person with three or four Indigenous grandparents 

qualifies as a suitable research subject for sampling, and Indigenous Peoples’ different ways of 

establishing kinship are ignored, she notes, it is easy to claim that admixture is on the rise, and 

the next step, inevitably, is to claim that, genetically speaking, Indigenous Peoples are vanishing.22 

Her pithy summary perfectly expresses the chilling ironies latent in the justifications given to 

Indigenous communities by genetic diversity researchers: “[h]uman genome diversity research 

deploys the concept of indigenous peoples’ perpetually impending death in order to support a 

genomic rearticulation of indigenous life as the rightful patrimony of global society”.23 

Communities decimated by centuries of settler colonial violence must yet again confront the 

settler colonial myth of the vanishing Indigenous Person, in other words, only this time to be 

told that their DNA needs to be sampled and preserved because it could hold the key to 

understanding human evolutionary history.  

It is no accident, then, that Dimaline chooses to figure the plight of her Indigenous 

protagonists, firstly, by deploying the language of genetics and, secondly, by placing this 

terminology within a dystopian framework in which the Indigenous Person is persecuted by 

those whose supposed aim is to ensure the survival of the human species at large. An early scene 

illustrates well the biomolecular register to which the novel often resorts: when Miigwans has 

made sure that his group of fellow fugitives is “listening with every cell” he describes to them the 

process of dream harvesting, explaining that “[d]reams get caught in the webs woven in your 
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bones. That’s where they live, in the marrow there. […] You are born with them. Your DNA 

weaves them into the marrow like spinners” (18-19, emphasis mine). Nor can there be any doubt 

that the object of Dimaline’s critique is also the way in which Indigenous exploitation is recoded 

as serving the so-called greater good: in a later scene where Minerva, the eldest member of 

Miigwans’s crew, is captured by Recruiters, each one of them expounds the same argument: 

leaching away her dreams will serve the needs of the people in the nation, and even the entire 

world. 

“This is for the good of the nation. You’ll see, granny,” one Recruiter said. 

“You are doing a great service, ma’am,” said another. 

“The world needs you. And of course, you want to do your part for such a great 

world,” said a third. (150) 

Population genetics projects produce Indigenous extinction through a series of 

discursive-material moves which reduce Indigenous Peoples to repositories of valuable resources 

for others, even as they predict, then inevitably confirm, the vanishment of Indigenous 

populations. Dimaline reworks this narrative using the scaffolding of speculative fiction: her 

novel recasts the threat of Indigenous extinction as the outcome of persecution and murder at 

the hands of those who have brought catastrophic climate change and the inability to dream 

upon themselves. If, as TallBear succinctly puts it, human genome diversity research “aim[s] to 

preserve Indigenous DNA, but [is] predicated on Indigenous death”,24 then The Marrow Thieves 

renders this insight as a settler colonial plan that requires the likes of Minerva to be killed in 

order for her dreams to be harvested for others’ survival.  

 

From diversity to distinctiveness 

I have dwelt on initiatives such as the Diversity Project and the Genographic Project, because 

the plot that drives The Marrow Thieves seems to me to have been clearly inspired by these 

projects’ search for so-called Indigenous genetic diversity and their efforts to claim Indigenous 
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DNA on account of its impending disappearance and its potentially immense biomedical value. I 

now want to suggest that exposing the colonially-inflected presumptions of human genome 

diversity projects is not the novel’s chief concern. The Marrow Thieves, I suggest, is moved 

primarily by Dimaline’s determination to overwrite the geneticisation of Indigeneity that 

underpins such population genetics projects. Her novel provides instead an account of 

Indigeneity on Indigenous Peoples’ terms. Focussing on the ways that Indigenous Peoples 

choose to recognise their own, the novel sets out to define what constitutes Indigenous 

distinctiveness.  

The term is important. Where the language of ‘diversity’ used by population genetics 

researchers is only ever attached to notions of diminishment and contraction – the mixing of 

human populations means that ever-fewer enclaves of unadmixed and genetically diverse 

populations now remain – ‘distinctiveness,’ as understood by Indigenous Peoples, speaks not to 

extinction but to survivance. “Indigenous distinctiveness,” writes TallBear, “is a wellspring of 

cultural, political, and historical strength and the raison d’être of international indigenous 

movements and law and the expanding fields of Native American and indigenous studies”.25  

The hunt for genetic ‘diversity,’ in other words, places human genome diversity research 

on the same continuum as the narratives of blood quantum and equations of heredity with which 

Indigeneity has traditionally been defined by the federal state in both Canada and the United 

States.26 Indeed, this is precisely the point that Daniel Heath Justice makes when he describes 

settler colonial endeavours for determining who falls within the purview of Indigeneity: 

Colonialist recognition […] is based on either static or retractive categories of 

essential quantity, most deeply rooted in ‘blood’ (or increasingly genetics). Such 

categories are nearly always perceived as being on some level threatened and 

ever-diminishing; in this view, one can never gain more Indigenousness – one 

can only lose it. […] The inevitable changes associated with human life – and 

which are themselves very often imposed on Native communities by colonialist 



 12 

policies – are thus read as a fulfilment of this vanishing presumption; indeed, 

under this model, they can be read in no other way.27 

Dimaline’s account of Indigenous distinctiveness refuses such retractive calculations, actively 

countering notions of loss, vanishment and cultural stagnation with a narrative that links cultural 

and biological survival to the ability to adapt, to make kin expansively and to remember 

ancestors.  

The task of articulating the complexities of Indigenous distinctiveness requires a series of 

narrative solutions that account for the novel’s most remarkable feature: its insistence, 

throughout, on juxtaposing a series of seemingly incompatible ideas. Non-Indigenous readers 

like myself might initially find this perplexing. To read The Marrow Thieves is to find talk of blood, 

genes and heredity juxtaposed with less rigid ideas of kinship, and the “old-timey” juxtaposed 

with a tenderly wrought gay love story. In what follows, I tackle each of these tensions in turn in 

order to show that the novel calls upon Indigenous Peoples and non-Indigenous peoples alike to 

spurn ideas that contribute to the settler-colonial goal of Indigenous erasure and to affirm 

instead the difficult and messy balance upon which Indigenous distinctiveness is predicated 

(Heath Justice 2010b, 257).28 

I Blood and Kin 

It is revealing, if hardly surprising, that the first word that Frenchie learns to write in syllabics is 

“family” (214). In Indigenous communities whose ties to their homelands, their communities, 

their languages and their Spiritual Knowledges and Practices have been deliberately and 

repeatedly severed by settlers, kinship remains a crucial marker of one’s belonging within and 

recognition by one’s people. Among Indigenous communities, notes Heath Justice, “kinship is 

posited on one’s behaviour – if you’ve been accepted as family and maintain your obligations as a 

family member, then you’re recognised as being family”.29 Kinship is extended to include those 

to whom one is responsible, he writes, and operates as a category that encompasses many more 

people than just those to whom Indigenous Peoples are biologically related.30  
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This is the definition of kinship that Miigwans has in mind throughout the novel when 

he repeatedly introduces his motley group of fellow refugees – “not one of [whom is] related by 

blood” (20) and who range in age from about sixty to as young as seven – as “his family” (121, 

emphasis mine). The degree to which he has successfully instilled the importance of this notion 

of kinship in them all becomes clear when the crew eventually come across a large, well-

organised group of fellow-resisters that includes Frenchie’s father. Even after their moving 

reunion, Frenchie decides against sleeping in the same place as his father, opting instead to spend 

the night in a clearing with Miigwans and the others: 

 “You staying out here?” Tree seemed surprised, but also a bit relieved. 

 “Yeah, I’m still a part of this family, aren’t I?” 

 “Yeah,” Zheegwon answered. “It’s just that you have a real family now.” 

“Real? What’s that supposed to mean? You’re not real?” I picked up a stone by 

my foot. “So this won’t hurt, then?” I chucked it at him through the fire. 

“Oww, jeez.” He rubbed his shin where it had bounced off. “All right, all right, 

we’re real.” We laughed. (177) 

By foregrounding Miigwans’s expansive notion of kinship, I want to suggest, Dimaline counters 

the fixed ideas of biological relatedness increasingly expressed in terms of “genetic inheritance, 

with its various logics of identity transmitted through ideas of race, blood, and now DNA”.31 

Where the novel’s dream-harvesting plot derides the population genetics science projects that 

peddle the notion of impending extinction while capitalising on Indigenous genetic material in 

the name of the so-called greater good, the relationships between the novel’s protagonists – the 

members of Miigwans’s family – are explicitly conceived to dispel any illusion that Indigenous 

belonging can be attained by claiming to possess so-called Indigenous DNA.  

Dimaline’s target here, I suggest, is the burgeoning industry of genetic ancestry testing, 

through which a range of primarily North American consumers – from genealogists to Ivy 

League applicants, casino-payout seekers to business grant award hopefuls – claim to possess 
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“Native American DNA”.32 Indigenous scholars have been quick to note that direct-to-

consumer ancestry tests threaten Indigenous Peoples’ forms of self-determination. These tests 

reify the broad ways that Indigenous Peoples have of making and recognising kin and reduce 

them to dubiously determined biomarkers.33 If mitochondrial-DNA (mt-DNA) and Y-DNA 

tests are only able to offer results based on an infinitesimal proportion of one’s ancestors, then 

autosomal DNA tests, which look at the Single Nucleotide Polymorphisms (SNPs) across all 23 

pairs of chromosomes, are especially suspect in the ways that they determine so-called 

Indigenous ancestry. As Watt and Kowal explain, “[t]he public and private datasets detailing the 

expanses of autosomal alleles are also far less complete than those that include only Y-DNA or 

mt-DNA, meaning testing algorithms often associate specific SNPs with vague or inaccurate bio-

geographical groups”.34 With such limited reference material against which to compare an 

individual’s DNA, company claims to offer convincing proof of Indigenous ancestry are highly 

unreliable.35 Furthermore, a DNA test that finds one to possess “Native American DNA” can 

tell one nothing about what community one might be from. “Instead,” writes Kolopenuk, “the 

test can tell you if you fit into a homogenous grouping that genetic scientists have said exists, 

with no tribal specificity and no accountability to any specific people”.36  

Even as most Indigenous Peoples readily admit that DNA testing cannot be conflated 

with their own way of kin-making, in a molecular age which increasingly fetishises DNA as “the 

master molecule”, the measurability of DNA lends it an authority from which even Indigenous 

Peoples are not exempt.37 Genetics and technoscience should not trump the other types of 

knowledge through which Indigenous Peoples conceive of relation, of belonging to land, and of 

their connection to their ancestors, and yet, as Kolopenuk documents after witnessing as much, 

“genetic science has the potential to make people question the stories of our families and 

peoples in ways remarkably similar to what state legal categories have done”.38  

The qualitative notion of kinship that Dimaline showcases in The Marrow Thieves, then, is 

based on chosen, reciprocal connections and obligations in ways that explicitly rebuff claims to 
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kinship determined otherwise. It is for this reason, I argue, that one of Miigwans’s most 

important lessons to his family is issued as a warning: “Not every Indian is an Indian” (55). We 

can interpret this as a caution, or even, given that they are shortly to be betrayed by two 

Indigenous men, as a premonition: some Indians are collaborators. Miigwans’s words 

undoubtedly reinforce the notion that a good relative is one who recognises her obligation to 

counter the exploitative forces Indigenous Peoples face. But the novel’s broader evocation of the 

language of genetics suggests that Miigwans’s warning is designed, also, to refute the notion that 

so-called “Indigenous DNA” can ever stand in for the ways in which Indigenous Peoples 

themselves recognise their own. 

Elsewhere, however, the novel throws up ideas of kinship that differ widely from the ties 

of mutual obligation and reciprocity that we witness for so much of it; Dimaline pointedly 

peppers her work with talk of bloodlines, genealogies and biological ties. Notions of biological 

inheritance leak into the novel when Frenchie toys with the notion that the trait of being a highly 

skilled hunter may have been transmitted to him by “blood memory” (10), for instance.39 They 

recur in his careful accounting of the crew’s “Native” status (16) as he either describes every 

member’s tribal affiliation (“Cree”, “Metis”) or places them in a particular ancestral homeland 

(“the East Coast”, “from the west”) (20-21). Frenchie even lingers on phenotype, noting that 

Miigwans shares a trait with his father: “the same crease around his eyes” (15). Of course, the 

novel’s most pointed allusion to the importance of genetically acquired traits is its central 

conceit: only Indigenous people dream, because to do so, the narrative implies, is in their 

“DNA.” Miigwans’s assertion that Indigenous Peoples are born with dreams woven into their 

bone marrow explicitly figures the ability to dream in the language of genetics and inherited 

traits.   

This juxtaposition of biological and expansive kinship, which the novel retains 

throughout, is important, I argue, because through this tension, Dimaline is able to gesture to the 

complexities of Indigenous kin-making. Central to this process are both the notion of imaginative 
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kinship that Heath Justice discusses,40  but also an understanding of relation derived from settler 

colonial, blood-fraction-based attempts to determine Indigenous status. By including talk of 

blood, genes and biological relation in her novel, I suggest, Dimaline seeks explicitly to intervene 

in a still lively debate among Indigenous communities: what is the role of blood quantum in 

Indian Country today?41 

Developed in the late nineteenth century, blood quantum rules saw the settler colonial 

imposition of racist categorisations through which only individuals with a certain fraction of 

“Indian” blood would be legitimately recognised as such.42 Blood quantum, then, allowed the 

settler state not only to dispossess Indigenous communities of their land; it also paved the way 

for the assimilation of Indians into the settler colonial state. Indigenous scholars note also, 

however, that these settler discourses of blood-quantum-based Indianness have now become 

important to Indigenous communities themselves: many tribes rely on blood fraction 

calculations in order to determine eligibility for tribal enrolment and recognition.43 Yet this 

continued reliance on blood quantum is cause for considerable unease among Indigenous 

scholars, who unfailingly note that the equations of blood quantum can only ever culminate in 

the so-called “vanishing” of Indigenous communities.44 

Dimaline’s intervention in this debate is two-fold. As I will discuss in the next section of 

this article, she suggests that an overly rigid attachment to blood quantum rules will result in the 

perpetuation of settler colonial heteroreproductive logics that not only excludes queer 

Indigenous Peoples but also ultimately sabotages the Indigenous project of decolonisation. 

Dimaline’s other contribution to the blood quantum debate, I argue, is to draw attention also to 

the way Indigenous communities have wrestled with settler colonial blood classifications and 

adapted them such that they no longer serve the purposes of exclusion that they were once 

designed for. Echoing scholars such as TallBear and Bonita Lawrence, Dimaline implies that it is 

a mistake to assume that Native communities use blood to make the same order of calculations 

that the settler colonial state does.45 To take account of blood ties, Dimaline suggests, is to 
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practice a form of kinship based on knowing and being able to name the ancestral homelands of 

one’s people, on remembering one’s forebears and the forced migrations they were forced to 

endure. In this understanding of blood relations, ties of blood are important, but they are always 

“more-than-biological.” 46 The settler may well see blood quantum as a means to bring about the 

eventual eradication of Indigeneity; the Indigenous Person, on the other hand, relies on blood 

links (if not always on blood quantum) in order to increase the odds of cultural affiliation, and 

hence, to ensure the cultural survival of Native distinctiveness.47 At play in blood talk, TallBear 

explains, is “the counting of relatives and establishing a genealogical connection to them”.48  

When Frenchie talks of “blood memory”, then, we should understand him to be 

referring to an order of ancestral memory and reckoning derived not from personal experience 

but from a distinctive “sense of inexplicable inheritance” through which he remembers his 

ancestors.49 “Mom had said her uncles and grandpa were great hunters, that it was a family trait,” 

he recalls immediately before hoping that this “blood memory” will serve him well as he heads 

north where game is hard to come by (10). By bringing previous generations of his family to 

mind he hopes to connect with their knowledges, to reclaim a relationship to the land on which 

they once hunted and from which he is now dispossessed. In a similar vein, his recounting of the 

group members’ geographical provenance and tribal affiliations functions as a way of 

documenting the reservation and tribal histories of those who did survive, and serves as a source 

of much-needed hope and strength.  

Miigwans, however, prefers to speak in the language of genetics, a move that reveals how 

the prevalence of gene talk in today’s molecular age has made an impact on Indigenous Peoples’ 

own discussions of kinship and distinctiveness. Gene talk is now ubiquitous across Indian 

Country, TallBear explains, noting that she now regularly encounters a range of tribal peoples 

who refer to certain characteristics as “being part of our DNA” or our “genetic memory” where, 

like Frenchie, they would erstwhile have used the language of blood.50 She cautions, however, 

that although Indigenous Peoples may have adopted “gene language,” their use of it is 
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emphatically not the same as “the use of that language in the mainstream,” because Indigenous 

people’s gene talk is consistently saturated with their own cultural understandings of blood and 

its importance to kin-making and survival.51 “Like blood,” she notes, in Indigenous circles, 

“DNA gets spoken of as a more-than-biological substance”.52 When Miigwans speaks of being 

born with the ability to dream because it is coded into Indigenous DNA, then, he is doing so in 

order to gesture to this trait as a testament to Indigenous survival: Indigenous Peoples have 

continued to retain and pass on the traits that contribute to their distinctiveness. Dimaline’s 

deliberate use of gene talk, however, is designed also to register the fact that, in the age of 

genetic diversity research, this sign of survival and continuity is under threat from what others 

see as its exploitability: where Miigwans speaks of DNA to acknowledge his community’s 

distinctiveness and resilience, the novel’s non-Indigenous Peoples see in this same DNA only a 

way of salvaging a resource that will perpetuate their own kind. 

It is important to understand that the language of blood and DNA used by Frenchie and 

Miigwans, respectively, is fundamentally incompatible with genomic articulations of Indigeneity. 

Dimaline draws on the register of blood and gene talk to underscore this point on multiple 

fronts. First, to have “blood memories” and to possess the DNA that allows their people to 

dream supersedes the obligation-free, superficial sense of belonging that a DNA test of dubious 

accuracy might produce. Second, where population genetics projects construe Indigenous 

Peoples’ present as a fortuituous accident of history to be capitalised upon before their 

impending extinction, Miigwans and Frenchie speak of blood and DNA not as a sign of their 

community’s gradual vanishing but rather as a testament to their ongoing presence and survival. 

And, finally, contrary to population genetics projects that can only conceive of Indigenous 

futurity in the form of cell lines and cryopreserved DNA, Frenchie and Miigwans draw on the 

memories, blood and genes of their ancestors in a vision of Indigenous futures where these 

meaningful ties, knowledges and connections will be preserved and passed on by surviving, and 

by actively committing to the practices of memory making, Storytelling and Story listening. 
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The act of preserving and passing on the things that bind Indigenous Peoples to their 

ancestors – stories, languages, knowledges – falls within the purview of what I will call, following 

Mark Rifkin and Daniel Heath Justice, “tradition”.53  Just as she insists that settler-colonially 

inflected ideas of blood and genetic relatedness obscure the more flexible and generative ways in 

which Indigenous Peoples make kin when they use those terms, Dimaline emphasises also that 

tradition – the all-important perpetuation of practices, knowledges and stories that underpin 

survivance and kin-making – can become overinvested in the idea of biologically reproductive 

sexualities as the only viable way to counter settler colonial discourses that affiliate Indigeneity 

with vanishment. It is to The Marrow Thieves’s specific negotiation of “tradition” that I now turn. 

  

II Tradition 

In The Marrow Thieves, Dimaline coyly evokes the notion of tradition with the expression “old-

timey.” “Us kids, we longed for the old-timey,” Frenchie tells us. “We wore our hair in braids to 

show it. We made sweat lodges out of broken branches dug back into the earth, covered over 

with our shirts tied together at the buttonholes” (21-22). At its best, writes Rifkin, for Indigenous 

Peoples tradition serves as a powerful figure for “mark[ing] an enduring connection between a 

people’s past and present, [for] emphasizing the maintenance of a coherent sense of collective 

identity amid ongoing campaigns of settler colonial violence, dispossession and erasure”.54 In the 

novel, two elders shoulder the responsibility of passing down “the old-timey” to maintain the 

group’s sense of collective distinctiveness as they flee from the Recruiters: Minerva, a quiet old 

woman whom Frenchie approvingly describes as “real old-timey” (19), and the middle-aged 

Miigwans, who lives with the heavy burden of knowing that he was unable to save his husband 

Isaac from being captured by Recruiters. 

Minerva teaches Frenchie and the others a little Anishinaabemowin; she tells them “old-

timey stories,” like that of the rogarou (66-68). Miigwans teaches them how to hunt, how to 
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make headway north without leaving traces. Most importantly, he imparts Story. “We needed to 

remember Story,” Frenchie explains. 

It was [Miigwans’s] job to set the memory in perpetuity. […] Sometimes we 

gathered for an hour so he could explain treaties, and others it was ten minutes to 

list the earthquakes in the sequence they occurred […]. 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 survive. (25, emphasis mine) 

Tradition, then, speaks to and ensures Indigenous continuity; it maintains ties to the “legacies of 

those who came before” and serves to honour “those who struggled by word, deed and vision to 

ensure that their peoples’ distinctive worldviews, languages, kinship connections and lineages 

would endure”.55  

 The novel allegorises the crucial nexus between tradition and survival in a scene 

involving the woman who embodies the “old-timey”: Minerva. When she is captured and taken 

to a school to have her dreams leached, Minerva manages to cause a malfunction in the 

Recruiters’ entire network of computers and medical equipment. The explosions that ensue 

reduce the entire facility to a pile of smoking debris. The scene clearly figures tradition as the 

source of survival, not only for Minerva but for those in her community who will no longer be 

tortured by the entirety of the dream-harvesting system that she brings down with her.: 

When the wires were fastened to her own neural connectors, and the probes 

reached into her heartbeat and instinct, that’s when she opened her mouth. 

That’s when she called on her blood memory, her teachings, her ancestors. That’s 

when she brought the whole thing down. She sang. […] Wave after wave, 

changing her heartbeat to drum, morphing her singular voice to many, pulling 

every dream from her marrow and into her song. And there were words: words 

in the language that the conductor couldn’t process, […] words the wires 

couldn’t transfer. As it turned out, every dream Minerva had ever dreamed was in 
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the language. It was her gift, her secret, her plan. […] The wires sparked, the 

probes malfunctioned. […] The system failed, failed all the way through the 

complication of mechanics and computers, burning each one down like the pop 

and sizzle of a string of Christmas lights, shuddered to ruin one by one. (172-73) 

Having exposed us to the complex ties of imaginative kinship and biological relatedness, 

and to the practices of active remembrance and continuous Storytelling to which Indigenous 

Peoples attribute their own distinctiveness and survival, Dimaline now condenses this lesson into 

a powerful passage that succinctly alludes to the full complexity of Indigenous self-

understanding. Notably, when Minerva draws on the “old-timey” resources she has to hand – 

the (blood) memory of her ancestors, the link to her forebears through their songs and 

teachings, and her deep connection to the Anishinaabe language – she taps into a source of 

power that produces decidedly biological effects: her heartbeat “changes”, her voice “morphs.” 

The probes of the neural connectors she is attached to seem, in spite of themselves, to measure 

not just the physiological (“her heartbeat”); they also hit upon her “instinct,” a deliberate 

reminder, I would argue, of the impossibility of reducing the Indigenous Person to a series of 

biological properties and functions. Part allegory, part warning, the scene underscores that 

Indigenous Peoples cannot be reduced to their genetic properties in the way that population 

genetics projects profess. Rather, Indigenous distinctiveness, this scene makes clear, lies in the 

Indigenous Person’s ability to draw on her blood ties, her relations and the more-than-biological 

elements of memory, Story and language that these ties of blood anchor her to, in order to 

perpetuate her actual biological survival.56 

 What Dimaline has in store for Minerva, however, is something her readers have 

decidedly not been primed for. The Recruiters, unnerved by the havoc Minerva wreaks on their 

equipment, arrange for her to be flown to the Capital, possibly for further experiments to be 

performed on her. By now, however, Frenchie and his group have encountered a much larger 

and well organised group of fellow-Indigenous resistors, and together they hatch a rescue plan: 
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they will ambush the vehicle transporting Minerva to the airstrip. And they almost pull it off. But 

in an unexpected plot twist, Minerva is shot and killed by a Recruiter they had thought dead.   

 To kill off Minerva is to excise from the text the embodiment of the “old-timey”, to do 

away with the character who has just demonstrated that the key to defeating the marrow thieves 

is to confront them with all the elements – biological and more-than-biological alike – that are so 

crucial for the preservation and transmission of Indigenous distinctiveness. Dimaline makes this 

drastic move, I argue, to suggest that it is time to make space, also, for alternative ways of 

conceptualising tradition and the “old timey”. In the final pages of her novel, Dimaline provides 

just what Heath Justice calls for when he asks his fellow Indigenous Peoples to revisit tradition 

and define it differently. “This alternative (quite explicitly, alter-Native) understanding, drawn 

from our various intellectual and social histories” he writes, “is one that values adaptation, not 

stasis or assimilation”.57 

 As Heath Justice, Rifkin and others have lamented, the otherwise empowering notion of 

tradition can become particularly damaging for queer Indigenous Peoples. As a notion that 

ensures Indigenous continuance and survival, tradition all too often “become[s] invested with a 

reproductive sensibility”,58 in which countering the assimilationist logic of settler-colonialism 

becomes simplistically coded as “a duty to make more Indians”.59 Recent decisions by some 

tribes to outlaw same-sex marriage in the name of “tradition” demonstrate how easily the issue 

of Indigenous continuance can become aligned with heteronormative regimes that regard 

homosexuality as an aberration.60  

While it is understandable that Indigenous communities have imbued reproduction with 

the potential to counter the myth of the vanishing Indian, the irony of such heteroreproductive 

notions is that they “reinvest in the very couple-centred lineage logics of generational inheritance 

that historically have been employed by settler governments to fracture, manage and/or erase 

Native identity”.61 Rifkin and Heath Justice therefore both suggest that to reorient ‘tradition’ to 

recognise non-reproductive sexualities is inherently also an important gesture of decolonisation.62 
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Or, as TallBear writes: “[r]ecognizing possibilities of other kinds of intimacies – not focused on 

biological reproduction and making population, but caretaking precious kin that come to us in 

diverse ways – is an important step in unsettling settler sex and family”.63 

 When Minerva is killed in The Marrow Thieves, Frenchie, Miigwans and the others are 

understandably devastated. They fear they have lost their one chance to defeat the Recruiters. In 

the novel’s final pages, however, a fresh possibility for Indigenous survival emerges. Frenchie 

and some others come across a small group of strangers, two women and two men, one of 

whom speaks an impressively fluent Cree.64 Frenchie quickly establishes that the man, like 

Minerva before him, dreams in an Indigenous language: Cree.65 With mounting excitement, the 

group is taken back to the main camp. On the walk there, Frenchie talks to the Cree-speaking 

man and learns that he is a “half-breed” who escaped from the Recruiters only because they first 

took him to a hospital to establish his “eligibility” for harvesting, “to make sure my blood wasn’t 

too mixed,” as he puts it (229). At this point, Frenchie glimpses a tattoo of a buffalo on the back 

of the man’s hand, and instantly recognises him as Isaac, Miigwans’s husband, the bilingual Cree-

English poet whom Miigwans has given up for dead, and whose remains he wears in a little 

bottle round his neck. “That bundle I carried in my chest,” Frenchie tells us, “the one that 

inflated when I heard about our triumphs, the one that ached with our losses […]: from there 

came the push, and I set off running” (229). The reunion that ensues – and the image with which 

the novel closes – is, non-coincidentally, far more moving than the scene that reunites Frenchie 

with his biological father:  

Miig opened his mouth. The movement unhinged his legs and he fell to his 

knees, knocking down the grass like so much chaff. He held his hands out, palms 

turning upwards in a slow ballet of bone, marrow intact after all this time, under 

the crowded sky, against the broken ground. 

‘Isaac?’ 
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I heard it in his voice as Miigwans began to weep. I watched it in the steps that 

pulled Isaac, the man who dreamed in Cree, home to his love. The love who’d 

carried him against the rib and hurt of his chest as ceremony in a glass vial. (231) 

Taken together, the decision that Minerva’s rightful heir should be a “half-breed” gay man and 

the gesture of concluding the novel on a figure of hope embodied not, as is so often the case, by 

a child, but by the embrace of two gay men reunited, speak volumes about Dimaline’s intentions. 

She wants us to reimagine the question of Indigenous continuity. 

 It is important to note, however, that Dimaline does not bask in the luxury of a queer 

critique that can afford to reject the figure of the Child and the future it embodies. Where critics 

such as Lee Edelman embrace the rhetoric of “no future” in order to explicitly reject a 

reproductive futurism that will only reproduce the standing social order,66 Dimaline recognises 

that Indigenous Peoples cannot risk entertaining the idea of ‘no future’ when settler colonialism 

and population genetics projects continue to write them out of the future. Dimaline’s reimagined 

understanding of Indigenous tradition anchors it to a future that admits both queerness and the 

Child: by the time the novel ends Miigwans’s original crew has yielded two heterosexual couples, 

Frenchie and Rose, and Chi-Boy and Wab, with Wab expecting a baby. Lest we have any doubt 

as to Dimaline’s vision, it is in the mouth of Miigwans, the gay elder, that she places the 

following words: “babies are the most important thing we have to move ahead” (182). Such a 

statement marks a clear refusal to choose between his community’s continuation as a people and 

his own individual self-determination; indeed, it refuses to see queerness and an Indigenous slant 

on reproductive futurism as incompatible. 

 

The Complexity of Distinctiveness 

“Complexity,” observes Heath Justice, “is the enemy of the colonial enterprise; as such, it’s an 

absolutely necessary attribute of any viable mode of decolonization”.67 In its relationship to 

Indigeneity, genetics betrays its colonial inflections not only because it dooms Indigenous 
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Peoples to extinction, but also because it is mobilised in such reductive ways. So-called Native 

American DNA reduces these Indigenous communities to a set of dubiously defined markers 

and haplogroups. In The Marrow Thieves, the pull and promise of genetics and DNA – the dreams 

sought by the department of Oneirology – are rendered as a hunt, as a persecution that 

Indigenous Peoples must resist. Instead, the novel wrests Indigeneity away from genetics and 

roots Indigenous distinctiveness in the practices that have enabled survivance. As Miigwans and 

Minerva teach Frenchie, to be a good relative is to remember one’s ancestors even as one makes 

new kin; it is to recall and leave behind a legacy that is both biological and more than just 

biological. “The simple fact of DNA relation isn’t actually kinship,” writes Heath Justice, before 

adding what I read as a telling caveat, “or at least not entirely”.68 It is in this messy, complicated 

area between the “not” and the “not entirely,” I argue, that Dimaline’s counter-genetic novel 

dwells. 
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