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AMBIVALAND:
Tracing a Web of Cultural Ambivalence in Newfoundland 

Research Statement (as of June 2022) 

Contexts and subjects bearing tensions that cannot be easily resolved and nurture the imagination have 
always been of interest to me. Newfoundland offered several such tensions when I first came here for 
an artist residency in 2007, and the spectrum has widened since. My first observation was the 
discrepancy between the perceived remoteness of the place and its relevance in western history. Later, I
was puzzled by the concurrent lightheartedness and graveness that many settler Newfoundlanders 
radiate and how they cherish their European ancestry while simultaneously engaging in a strong 
regionalism. Eventually, I speculated that I was facing different yet potentially related instances of 
ambivalence and that this angle might add a valuable facet to the understanding and image of the place.

To further develop the hypothesis that settler Newfoundland is pervaded by ambivalence, I first address 
the notion itself. Its profuse and often little reflected use across disciplines and contexts has induced a 
vagueness regarding the meaning of ambivalence. Moreover, it often carries a pejorative connotation as 
impeding progress and efficiency. In order to eliminate the vagueness and the disregard, I propose a 
definition that accommodates etymological roots and prominent viewpoints: ambivalence is what arises if
and only if we face the simultaneous relevance of two opposing concepts or values. This makes tension 
an inevitable result of ambivalence. Moreover, it allows for an expanded understanding of the concept as 
a feature not only of individuals but of collectives, situations, and structures as well, an expansion that I 
refer to as 'cultural ambivalence.' With this concise definition at hand, it is straightforward to distinguish 
ambivalence from notions such as ambiguity, indecision, or hybridity on the one hand and to reveal its 
overlap with creativity on the other. 

Equipped with a clear idea of the concept of cultural ambivalence and its creative potentiality, I apply it 
as a research lens to Newfoundland as a particularly rewarding object of study.2 Local instances of 
cultural ambivalence that are established, analyzed, and correlated include: British stakeholders' 
ambivalence of supporting and opposing European settlement on the island in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries; the concurrence of autonomy and dependence inherent to 'traditional' outport society
and economy; and the conflicting efforts to 'modernize' and to preserve what was endangered by this 
'modernization' in the decades after Confederation. In addition, a geography-induced variant is studied: 
that of the place being both central in western history and socioeconomically peripheral, alluded to above 
as one of my early impressions. As to contemporary Newfoundland, two more instances of cultural 
ambivalence are of particular social and cultural relevance. One goes back to the often voiced experience 
of settler Newfoundlanders that they were or are colonized by Britain or Canada. By critically 
scrutinizing this claim and putting it in a broader colonial context, it is ultimately in part substantiated. 
Together with the indisputable role of settler Newfoundlanders as colonizers, a specific colonizer-
colonized ambivalence is established and shown to be a central node within the local web of 
ambivalence. The other instance of cultural ambivalence with pressing importance in Newfoundland 
today is the settler collective's deep attachment to vs. often termless exploitation of the land conceived as 
home, nature, or resource. The project studies the roots and actualizations of these various cases of 
ambivalence, reveals their effects – some creative, like the Newfoundland Studies Movement, others not, 
like a profound social and economic conservatism – and traces correlations between them. 
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The project serves two main objectives. First, it revalues the often despised concept of ambivalence and
establishes the cultural version as a distinct concept and research lens capable of opening alternative 
trajectories of reasoning and revealing latent creative potentialities. Second, by applying that lens to 
settler Newfoundland, it enhances the understanding and perception of the place by reinterpreting 
allegedly isolated contexts bearing cultural, social, and economic tensions as belonging to a pervasive 
and potentially creative web of cultural ambivalence. Acknowledging this web challenges persistent 
myths of recurrent failure and neglect and unfolds an augmented coherence of the place. The 
establishment of cultural ambivalence as a potent research lens in Newfoundland then also 
recommends its application in other contexts and locales. 

Genuinely interdisciplinary, the project does not rely on a single theoretical framework. Rather, with 
Foucault, I conceive 'theory' as a cross-disciplinary methodological toolbox from which I choose the 
appropriate intellectual instruments for my purposes, thus combining approaches from sociology, 
philosophy, anthropology, and settler colonial studies. They include problematization, genealogy, 
transversality, abductive reasoning, and reassembling the social. What unites them is their capacity to 
open alternative trajectories of reasoning through the radical questioning of existing explanatory 
systems for the phenomena under consideration, together with a rigorous appreciation of contingencies.
This tenor is imperative for a project that reshuffles both the conceptual and interpretive packs by using
a neglected and often despised concept (ambivalence) to reinterpret a jagged scenario (an array of 
apparently isolated tensions in Newfoundland culture and society). A central device of my approach is 
the proposed concise definition of cultural ambivalence as the simultaneous relevance of two opposing 
concepts or values. It allows me to identify a common theme in a variety of contexts in Newfoundland 
across time which would otherwise appear a rather eclectic collection. Thus relating periods and 
phenomena that have not been studied in this constellation before naturally opens new grounds for 
analysis and understanding. 
The written part will be augmented by visual works of varying documentary and artistic character. The 
idea is to interweave academia and art to evoke the synergy of intellect and sensation and to enhance 
the accessibility of the results. 

The project is in its critical phase where different threads coalesce and a bigger picture begins to 
emerge. The individual instances of cultural ambivalence have all been established and large parts of 
their manifestations and effects analyzed. Correlations between them are now being identified. Work to 
be done includes finalizing the web of cultural ambivalence and developing its implications for 
reinterpreting a jagged terrain of sociocultural tensions in order to revalue the perception of the place. 


