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In Life Beside Itself, Lisa Stevenson (2014) 
poetically fashions a narrative of care in the 
Canadian Arctic. Stevenson builds her 
ethnography around two periods of 
fieldwork, one with a group of Inuit youth 
amid a suicide epidemic in Iqaluit, the 
capital of Canada’s northernmost territory 
of Nunavut, and another plumbing the 
colonial archive for facts and images that 
document the Arctic tuberculosis epidemic 
which occurred between the 1940s and early 
1960s. Stevenson astutely articulates how 
government responses to youth suicide in 
the Canadian Arctic extend from the 
colonial logic that motivated the removal of 
Inuit tuberculosis patients to southern 
sanatoriums in the middle of the twentieth 
century. Moreover, she holds that the 
Canadian government’s efforts to keep Inuit 
youth alive, like government responses to 
Inuit tuberculosis, cannot be separated from 
the desire also to assimilate them. 
Stevenson reinforces her argument by 
illustrating how the Canadian government 
measures Inuit “health,” like the health of all 
of its citizens, in mere physical life, while it 
discounts all else that makes Inuit lives 
meaningful. She characterizes this 
biopolitical prerogative of keeping citizens 
(merely) alive as “anonymous care.”  
 Writing of suicide prevention efforts 
in general and Nunavut’s anonymous suicide 
hotline in particular, Stevenson illuminates 
how anonymous care depends on the facts 
of life, on whether or not someone is alive 
and on keeping them alive, and on the facts 
of death, on conceptions of risk that expect 
that other Inuit youth will kill themselves. 
According to Stevenson, biopolitical 
measures that effect care through the 

narrow valuation of physical life insist “that 
care should be administered indifferently, 
without it mattering for whom” (p. 5). In 
turn, the violent force of anonymous care is 
brought home to readers by Stevenson’s 
astute attention to how, in Inuit 
communities, practices of naming entwine 
life and death together. That the Canadian 
government’s desire to preserve mere 
physical life is often experienced by Inuit as 
effacing the names that make life 
conceivable is an effect of anonymous care 
that Stevenson calls the “psychic life of 
biopolitics.” 
 As Stevenson describes her 
ethnographic approach, she is “like a 
collector who brings disparate objects, 
images, and narratives into a constellation of 
her own making” (p. 15). Engaging the 
ephemeral quality of images, Stevenson 
draws largely on Walter Benjamin and Freud 
to illustrate how, in Nunavut, death is 
carried on in life through the entanglement 
of dreams and memory (e.g., Benjamin 2006; 
Freud 2010). Recalling the suicidal dreams of 
her Inuit friends, Stevenson depicts how life 
is reflected in the image of death not only 
when the deceased, momentarily lifelike, 
haunt the dreams of the living, but also 
when these dreams, recounted in waking, 
give life meaning. At the theoretical level, 
Stevenson’s book is well-crafted, and it 
makes for a compelling read. However, her 
philosophical tack results in an imbalance 
between provocative theory and textual 
engagements with everyday life. 
 While Stevenson offers vivid glimpses 
of life in Nunavut—one of the richest being 
her description of driving around the 
outskirts of Iqaluit with her young Inuit 
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interlocutors (p. 131-132)—overall, her 
representations of everyday life are sparse. 
Although the few vignette-style narratives 
of day-to-day longing and displacement 
Stevenson provides ethnographically 
support her emphasis on the uncertainty of 
life in Nunavut, the predominance of these 
melancholic testimonies reinforces an image 
of life in the Canadian Arctic in which 
suicide is all but certain, a trope that she 
adamantly intends to write against. 
Moreover, while Stevenson’s accounts of 
everyday life and loss are vital, in their 
limited scope they omit the actions and 
reflections of Inuit bureaucrats, 
disregarding how Inuit are, perhaps, not 
only recipients of biopolitical forms of care, 
but also its agents. Readers might wonder 
how Inuit politicians and government 
officials are implicated in the very 
architecture of care that Stevenson 
problematizes. All told, the ethnographic 
“constellation” Stevenson fashions leaves 
readers imagining care in the Canadian 
Arctic without fully understanding the lives 
and relationships that orient it.  
 Nevertheless, in her final chapter, 
Stevenson offers an important alternative to 
anonymous care that is also prescriptive of a 
way of doing anthropology. She calls this 
mode of care “song.” Writing of dementia, 
Janelle Taylor (2008) suggests that the 
capacity to care for loved ones is not bound 
by the cognitive ability to recall once-
familiar faces or to remember names. With 
“song,” Stevenson similarly signals to ways of 
caring that are not conditioned by what we 
know—in the strictly cognitive sense—but by 
how we “make space for the existence of 
another” (p. 157). Like the passing of breath 
between Inuit throat singers—an image upon 
which Stevenson eloquently draws in her 
prologue—the palliative potential of “song” 
hinges not on comprehending what is sung 
but on the gesture itself. Thus, while 
Stevenson’s text addresses how Inuit life is 
carried on, in part, through naming, in the 
end, she is concerned with how care begins 
by being present beside another. 
 Juxtaposing intimacy with anonymity, 
Stevenson’s “song” exemplifies what Julie 
Livingston (2012) refers to as improvised 
care. Stevenson’s book evocatively displays 
how “song,” as intimate and improvisational, 
bypasses the biopolitics that render certain 

forms of suffering invisible. While 
biopolitical care counts life and counts on 
death, “song” does not reduce life or death 
to simple arithmetic. Instead, “song” 
recognizes how, for Inuit youth, suicide does 
not necessarily instantiate a desire to die 
but rather a “desire to belong differently to 
the world” (p. 173). In other words, “song” 
allows that to be alive is not necessarily to 
be living, that there is more to “life beside 
itself.”  
 Overall, Life Beside Itself offers a 
valuable analysis of how colonial histories 
affect present modes of care in the 
Canadian Arctic on registers both 
biopolitical and psychic. While Stevenson 
takes up issues of identity, knowledge, and 
the body that are especially useful for 
anthropologists thinking about innovative 
modes of care, readers interested in 
experimental ethnographic writing will also 
find her book thought-provoking for its 
inventive, even if occasionally lopsided, 
weaving together of theory and 
ethnography.  
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