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HitcHHiking and Missing and Mur-
dered indigenous WoMen: a critical 
discourse analysis of BillBoards on 
tHe HigHWay of tears

katHerine Morton

Abstract. Whether too much or the wrong kind, constraining Indigenous mobility 
is a preoccupation of the province of British Columbia. The province remains fo-
cussed on controlling Indigenous mobility and constructing forms of contentious 
mobility, such as hitchhiking, as bad or risky. In Northwestern British Columbia 
hitchhiking is particularly common among Indigenous women. Hitchhiking as 
a mode of contentious mobility is categorically named as “bad mobility” and is 
frequently explained away as risky behaviour. Mobility of Indigenous women, 
including hitchhiking is deeply gendered and racialized. The frequent descrip-
tion of missing and murdered Indigenous women as hitchhikers or drifters fos-
ters a sense that “choosing” a bad mode of mobility alone is the reason that these 
women disappear. This paper will identify how hitchhiking, framed as conten-
tious mobility, supports the construction of missing and murdered Indigenous 
women as willing, available and blame-worthy victims. Morality is tangled up 
with mobility in the province’s responses to Indigenous women who hitchhike. 
This paper engages in a critical discourse analysis of billboards posted by the 
province of British Columbia along the Highway of Tears that attempt to pre-
vent women from hitchhiking. This paper will identify the point of convergence 
between contentious mobility, violence against Indigenous women and larger 
questions of colonialism and the negotiation of racialized and gendered power 
imbalances through the province’s constraining of Indigenous mobility.

Keywords: Hitchhiking, colonization, intersectionality, billboards, missing and 
murdered Indigenous women, violence, gender, Highway of Tears

Résumé. Excessives ou mal ciblées, les tentatives visant à restreindre la mobilité 
des Autochtones dans la province de Colombie-Britannique sont une source de 
préoccupation. La province s’efforce à contrôler la mobilité des Autochtones 
et à présenter les formes de mobilité controversées, tel l’auto-stop, comme des 
pratiques indésirables ou risquées. Au Nord-Ouest de la Colombie-Britannique, 
l’auto-stop est une pratique tout particulièrement courante chez les femmes au-
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tochtones. L’auto-stop en tant que mode de mobilité controversé est désigné 
comme « mobilité indésirable » et est fréquemment considéré comme un com-
portement à risque. La mobilité des femmes autochtones, incluant la pratique de 
l’auto-stop, a une dimension profondément sexuée et ethnique. La description 
fréquente de femmes autochtones enlevées ou assassinées comme étant des auto-
stoppeuses ou des fugueuses alimente une perception selon laquelle le « choix 
» d’un mode de transport risqué est l’unique raison pour laquelle ces femmes 
ont disparu. Cet article discute de comment le fait de présenter la pratique de 
l’auto-stop comme un moyen de transport à haut risque encourage la percep-
tion des femmes autochtones enlevées ou assassinées comme des victimes con-
sentantes et responsables de leur sort. La réponse de la province aux femmes 
autochtones pratiquant l’auto-stop est un discours sur la mobilité présenté sur 
un ton moralisateur. Cet article présente une analyse critique du discours des 
panneaux affichés par la province de la Colombie-Britannique le long de la route 
des pleurs qui tentent de dissuader les femmes de faire de l’auto-stop. Cet article 
détermine le point de convergence entre la mobilité controversée, la violence 
faite aux femmes autochtones et des questions plus vastes sur le colonialisme et 
la négociation du déséquilibre des pouvoirs liés à l’ethnie et au sexe par le biais 
de la contrainte de la province sur la mobilité des autochtones.

Mots clés: Auto-stop, colonisation, intersectionnalité, panneaux, femmes au-
tochtones assassinées ou enlevées, violence, genre, route des pleurs

introduCtion 

Highway 16 in Northwestern British Columbia is named The Highway 
of Tears for the substantial (although uncertain) number of Indigen-

ous women who have disappeared. This remote and underserviced high-
way is a critical case of violence against Indigenous women, with the 
relationship between mobility, space, gender and race being embodied 
in the acts of violence perpetrated against Indigenous women. The inter-
section of race, gender, mobility and violence is central to the numerous 
cases of missing and murdered Indigenous women and demonstrates the 
importance of not treating mobility as neutral, but seeing it as political 
and unequal. 

The primary mode of mobility used by women who have disappeared 
along the Highway of Tears is hitchhiking (Sethi 2007). The Royal Can-
adian Mounted Police (RCMP) in conjunction with the municipal, prov-
incial and federal levels of government have implemented a campaign 
against hitchhiking on this highway. One of the major apparatuses used 
in this effort is the publication of large roadside billboards that indi-
cate the dangers of hitchhiking (Images 1 and 2). The response by the 
province is one of targeting the behaviour of Indigenous women who 
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hitchhike. Through a critical discourse analysis of the billboards along 
the Highway of Tears, I identify the messages used by the province that 
target Indigenous women and attempt to construct hitchhiking as a con-
tentious form of mobility. 

defining ContentiouS Mobility 

The term contentious mobility describes modes of mobility that are 
counter to the dominant mode of automobility and are stigmatized or 
treated as undesirable. Contentious mobility takes place outside of the 
moral and physical boundaries of mainstream society. Hitchhiking’s 
status as contentious is however not a constant. At various points in his-
tory and across different societies, hitchhiking was and is seen as a desir-
able and advantageous mode of transportation, even where alternatives 
exist. 

Hitchhiking is a form of contentious mobility because it functions 
in a different way than the independence of automobility, where the 
car-driver is in the ultimate position of personal autonomy in regards 
to where they travel, how fast and to what end. Hitchhiking, although 
utilizing vehicles, places the hitchhiker in the position of being a re-
source (mobility) sharer with the vehicle’s driver. This interdependence 
of hitchhiking is what sets it apart from the dominant mode of auto-
mobility and also makes hitchhiking potentially dangerous. Hitchhikers, 
by the very nature of hitching, are dependent on drivers, including stran-
gers. Hitchhiking in the contemporary setting has a reputation as being 
dangerous and undesirable as a mode of mobility. It is seen as a mode of 
last resort. In Northwestern British Columbia, hitchhiking is common, 
but also stigmatized for being dangerous and socially unacceptable. Cur-
rent unacceptability of hitchhiking is intrinsically connected to race in 
the construction of missing and murdered Indigenous women and also 
in the construction of the space of the Highway of Tears. Regardless of 
whether or not hitchhiking is as dangerous as it is portrayed to be, it is 
caught up into a web of race and gender that creates the narrative of risky 
behaviour and violence against Indigenous women. 

I am not seeking to make a definitive statement on the safety or risk 
of hitchhiking, but instead I argue that the billboards along the Highway 
of Tears demonstrate a concerted effort to present hitchhiking as wrong 
and dangerous. To conceptualize hitchhiking as a mode of contentious 
mobility, the new mobilities paradigm is used for analysis (Urry 2007; 
Sheller and Urry 2006). The mobility paradigm introduces a shift in so-
cial inquiry towards considering movement (of people, ideas and goods) 
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as worthy of analysis in and of itself. Within the mobility paradigm, 
automobility or the system of mobility and associated social structures 
related to cars is central (Featherstone, Thrift & Urry 2005). Sheller and 
Urry argue that not having a personal vehicle makes individuals suscept-
ible to disenfranchisement and social exclusion (2000: 739). Sheller and 
Urry’s analysis of automobility is important in understanding hitchhik-
ing as reactionary and contentious within the dominance of automobility 
(2006: 208). As the following sections present, the Highway of Tears 
provides an evocative space of intersection between the dominance of 
automobility, and race/ gender constructs of Indigenous women who 
hitchhike. 

the highWay of tearS

Razack notes that over a quarter of the missing and murdered Indigen-
ous women disappeared in British Columbia (2015: 54). Razack links 
this statistic to disappearances centralized in Vancouver’s Downtown 
Eastside and to the Highway of Tears (2015: 54). There are a number of 
specific characteristics of the Highway of Tears that increase the use of 
hitchhiking along this route. One such characteristic is the remoteness 
of the highway (Sethi 2007). The Highway of Tears covers an enormous 
area of undeveloped wilderness or sparsely populated communities. The 
highway is both an essential lifeline to connect these communities and 
is also underserviced. In order to move along the highway, a car is es-
sential. Bus service along the highway is lacking and many individuals 
are faced with financial barriers to accessing bus service (Sethi 2007). 
There are few rest areas, shelters or emergency services for hitchhikers 
and other travelers to access between communities. Cell phone recep-
tion, although improved, is still inconsistent. These coverage gaps make 
it difficult for anyone on the highway to maintain contact with others or 
to call for help if an emergency takes place (Sethi 2007: 60). Once an 
individual goes missing, the natural terrain of the region also presents an 
obstacle for search efforts. The region’s heavy forest coverage prevents 
extensive searches and often slows down the efforts to locate valuable 
information and evidence. 

diverSity in experienCeS of Mobility 

Hitchhiking is not universally safe or unsafe, just as can be said for 
all forms of mobility. Furthermore, it is essential to recognize that the 
experiences of Indigenous women who live in the communities along 
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the Highway of Tears, move along the highway or are missing or mur-
dered along the highway are also diverse and complicated. Indigenous 
women’s experiences with mobility and with violence cross all socio-
economic and social divisions and it is inaccurate to treat Indigenous 
women as victims in waiting or as all being impacted by the Highway of 
Tears in the same way. Without being caught in a trap of essentializing 
experience, it is clear that something deeply problematic with regard to 
the intersection of race, gender and mobility is resulting in a high num-
ber of female Indigenous hitchhikers facing violence. 

Indigenous is used as an imperfect but workable label for this re-
search. In many cases of missing and murdered women, the issue of 
identity is complicated and disappeared women have been identified as 
First Nations, Inuit, Métis, non-status or any combination of these identi-
ties being used by relatives, official reports, the RCMP and the media. 
As a result, Indigenous is used throughout this paper in an attempt to 
encompass the complexity of a multiplicity of identities. References will 
be made later in this paper to the Indian Act as a mechanism for con-
straining mobility and it is recognized that this Act was not applicable 
to all people of Indigenous descent/identity. However, in an effort to 
find inclusive language in cases where identity is exceedingly complex 
and connected to the ongoing impacts of colonization, Indigenous was 
selected. 

Colonization literature revieW 

Colonization is the historical frame through which all contemporary 
violence against Indigenous peoples must be analyzed. Colonization 
has continued to have devastating social consequences for Indigenous 
peoples such as high rates of poverty, overrepresentation in the correc-
tions system, child welfare issues, educational inequalities and high 
unemployment (Razack 2002; Thobani 2007). I echo Razack’s claim 
that, “the twelve hundred missing Indigenous women, some of whom 
are presumed murdered, can be connected historically to the Indigenous 
women whom settlers, colonial police, and officials considered sexually 
available and expendable” (2015: 22). 

According to colonial and patriarchal ideologies, Indigenous women 
are positioned outside of the conventional boundaries of privileged fem-
ininity (Gilchrist 2010; Jiwani 2009; Culhane 2003; England 2000). As 
colonized people, their gender and racial identity intersects to margin-
alize and remove Indigenous women from dominant society (Bannerji 
1993; Dhamoon 2009; Dobrowolsky and Jensen 2004; Fiske 2006). 
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Indigenous women are subjected to the damaging “squaw” stereotype 
(Jiwani 2009; Jiwani and Young 2006; Razack 2002). This stereotype 
frames Indigenous women as promiscuous, prone to deviance and incap-
able of controlling impulses (Jiwani 2009). As McClintock and hooks 
have both argued, whiteness is rendered invisible by becoming raceless; 
it becomes an “invisible norm” (McClintock 1995; hooks 2000). Grande 
indicates that in the discourse of Indigenous issues, there is a position of 
“whiteness as a significant marker of racial, class, and gender privilege” 
(2004: 6). The construction of whiteness functions within the dichotomy 
developed by LaRoque of civilization and savagery (1983: 86). LaRoque 
argues that, “[t]he Whiteman’s belief in “civilization” and its antithesis 
“savagery” was perhaps the most central and certainly the most persis-
tent idea throughout the centuries” (1983: 86). The privileged position 
of white members of Canadian society made them the exclusive keepers 
of civilization, while the colonized Indigenous populations, as the an-
tithesis to whiteness, were considered savage, backwards and primitive 
(LaRoque 1986). 

Many women living along the Highway experience poverty, un-
employment and inadequate education opportunities, leading to social 
marginalization and increased risk of violence (Sethi 2007). Gendered 
and racialized stereotypes further exacerbate this exclusion by rendering 
Indigenous women as contrary to the dominant social order and therefore 
a threat (Razack 2002). Indigenous women are constructed as “willing 
victims” who deserve the violence they face because of their “lifestyle 
choices” (Comack and Balfour 2004). Race is one element that Comack 
and Balfour indicate impacts both the culpability of the defendant and 
the innocence of the victim (2004: 108). Gilchrist echoes this idea by 
arguing that “if a victim is judged to have deviated from patriarchal no-
tions of appropriate feminine behaviour….she is likely to be constructed 
as, at least partially responsible for violence against her” (2010: 376). 
One way in which missing and murdered Indigenous women appear to 
“deviate from patriarchal notions of appropriate feminine behaviour” 
(Gilchrist 2010: 376) is through the contentious mobility of hitchhiking. 
Blame is implicitly assigned to Indigenous women as a result of prejudi-
cial constructions of Indigenous femininity. Hitchhiking frames Indigen-
ous women as wrong-doers, and in doing so conflates their morality with 
their mobility. 
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teChnologieS of Mobility and politiCS of exCluSion

Technologies of mobility vary according to socio-economic factors such 
as the availability of the technology and the financial position of the mo-
bile person (Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007; Thrift 2004). The income 
of Indigenous women is often well below that of their non-Indigenous 
counterparts resulting from their social marginalization (Moores 2006; 
Pratt 2005; McGrath and Stevenson 1996). Indigenous women frequent-
ly move along the highway in order to access social services including 
women’s shelters, employment services, health services and education 
(Culhane 2004: 601). 

Thobani looks at the construction of the “Indian” through Agamben’s 
concepts of homo sacer and zoe (2007: 39). Agamben defines the homo 
sacer as excepted bodies who can be killed with impunity but not sacri-
ficed and are tied to the social order in so far as they are excluded from it. 
Alternatively, zoe, as Agamben describes it, is a state devoid of any ac-
cess to the good/ qualified life. They are dehumanized to a point of being 
simply natural impulse and they are depoliticized to the most extreme 
degree. Indigenous peoples, “[e]mptied of their politico-human status by 
the legal regimes of the colonizers” occupy the liminal space between 
these two figures (Thobani 2007: 39). Thobani engages with Agamben in 
order to explain Canada’s treatment (and validation of their treatment) of 
Indigenous peoples (2007: 40). By locating Indigenous peoples within a 
state of exception, any violence is rendered inconsequential. 

Bauman notes the “order-building” processes of maintaining and 
legitimizing the nation-state are always a process of selective belonging 
(production) and exclusion (waste) (2004: 40). Bauman argues that, “the 
nation-state has claimed the right to preside over the distinction between 
order and chaos, law and lawlessness, citizen and homo sacer, belonging 
and exclusion” (Bauman 2004: 33). Bauman terms these excluded bod-
ies “wasted lives” (2004: 5). Wasted lives have no productive purpose 
within society and are treated as resource drains and chaos to be man-
aged (Bauman 2004). Bauman’s analysis of wasted lives rings true to 
the social marginalization of Indigenous people in Canada. Indigenous 
female hitchhikers, by moving outside of the borders of dominant soci-
ety fall within the social category of wasted lives.

Wacquaint develops a similar idea in relation to how ghettos extri-
cate the undesirable low-income African American population from the 
privileged white population (2001: 102). Like Bauman’s description of 
wasted lives as the useless refuse of modern society, a ghetto acts as “a 
human warehouse wherein are discarded those segments of urban so-
ciety deemed disreputable, derelict, and dangerous” (Wacquaint 2001: 
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103). This casting out of racialized undesirables is similar to the Can-
adian context, where Indigenous peoples are constructed as “disreput-
able, derelict and dangerous” (Wacquaint 2001: 103). The African Amer-
ican and Indigenous populations of the U.S. and Canada respectively are 
treated as threats to be contained by creating specific zones of exclusion, 
demonizing mobility and perpetuating racist stereotypes. The coloniza-
tion of Indigenous peoples was the central process through which the 
distinction between order and chaos was determined in Canada. The 
creation of the racialized boundary between the productive, law-abiding 
and privileged Canadian citizen and the criminal, deviant and destructive 
Indigenous body was central in the development of the Canadian nation-
state (Thobani 2007: 74). 

Cacho frames her argument similarly in regards to how Indigenous 
peoples and other racialized groups are subject to exception and ex-
pulsion from society (2012: 7). She argues, “[r]acism is a practice of 
abstraction. It creates spaces of living death and populations “dead-to-
others”” (Cacho 2012: 7). The criminalization of Indigenous bodies and 
the stigmatization of “lifestyle choices” that Indigenous people are per-
ceived to make are also spatialized. The Highway of Tears is racialized 
as a site of contentious Indigenous mobility, transiency and other high 
risk behaviours (Sethi 2007). The racialization of spaces sets up a certain 
perception of crimes and violence that take place within them. Comack 
and Balfour argue that, “racialized spaces set the context in which the 
actions of complainants and witnesses are reduced to ‘lifestyle choices” 
(2004: 108). Along the Highway of Tears, violence defines boundaries 
of inclusion and exclusion, personhood and exception, colonizer and col-
onized. 

raCe, gender, ClaSS and Mobility 

Historic constraints on Indigenous mobility are often left out of analy-
ses of contemporary contentious mobility of Indigenous peoples such 
as hitchhiking. The absence of the causal link between colonization, the 
residential schools program, land seizures and displacement with con-
temporary mobility issues for Indigenous people diminishes the ongoing 
role of colonization. Comack and Balfour comment that, “the historical 
colonization and displacement of Aboriginal people on to isolated and 
impoverished spaces is simply translated into a problem of Aboriginal 
peoples” (2004: 92).

Kelm notes that the social and health problems conventionally as-
sociated with Indigenous peoples (including obesity, mental illness, 
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substance abuse and alcoholism) were blamed on Indigenous women as 
failed mothers and caretakers (1998: 149). Colonial constructions of In-
digenous bodies as dirty/diseased were connected to larger sexist/racist 
narratives of Indigenous women as unfit mothers who were not hygienic 
themselves and therefore produced dirty/diseased families (1998: 149). 
Indigenous women are also stereotyped as vectors of contagion for sex-
ually transmitted infections and diseases (Kelm 1998: 149). This confla-
tion between Indigenous women and infection represents both the racist 
stereotype that Indigenous peoples are unclean and also the racist/sexist 
stereotype that Indigenous women are sexually deviant and promiscuous 
(Kelm 1998). Constraining the mobility of Indigenous women, became 
an issue of public health and safety for the privileged non-Indigenous 
society (Mawani 2002). In order to control the perceived infectious risk 
of contact with Indigenous women, the government engaged in actions 
to constrain mobility such as the pass system housed within the Indian 
Act. Granted, the Indian Act is only applicable to a portion of the total 
Indigenous population, but this Act demonstrates a critical example of 
racialized constraining of mobility. 

The provisions of the Indian Act have dictated the racist/sexist ap-
proach of the Canadian government and its agencies towards Indigenous 
peoples. The Indian Act had considerable impacts on Indigenous mo-
bility, especially in the Act’s provisions to shape the “confinement of 
natives to reserves” (Razack 2015: 15). Although the Indian Act was 
only designed to be applicable to status Indians First Nations), the con-
straints on Indigenous mobility also impacted other Indigenous peoples 
as well. The Indian Act and the reserve system constrained mobility and 
distanced Indigenous bodies from defined settler-colonial spaces such as 
cities (Razack 2002: 135). As confining First Nations peoples to reserves 
was desirable for the Canadian state, any form of mobility outside of 
the allotted movement to and from reserves became contentious. Hitch-
hiking is a contentious form of mobility as it contravenes the privileged 
mode of independent driver automobility. It is further rendered conten-
tious when it is used by Indigenous women as a result of the intersections 
between race, class, gender and mobility. 

Method

This paper uses Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional approach to 
critical discourse analysis (1989). In this form of critical discourse an-
alysis, text is analyzed at the micro, mezzo and macro level (Fairclough, 
1989). The micro level analysis consists of an in-depth analysis of the 



308 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 41(3) 2016

text including word choice, the use of metaphors, the sentence structure 
and other language choices. The mezzo level of analysis considers how 
the discourse is presented/published and how it is consumed (Fairclough 
1989). An example of mezzo analysis is analyzing the medium of bill-
boards and how they are presented and consumed by an audience. Final-
ly, the macro level of critical discourse analysis examines how the par-
ticular text functions within socio-cultural practices (Fairclough 1989). 
By following this three dimensional approach, this paper will analyze 
the content of the billboards (both the written words and the imagery 
used), consider the use of billboards and the implications of this medium 
and finally situate these billboards within their socio-cultural context in 
contemporary Northwestern British Columbia. 

For this research, an analysis was completed of the images, text and 
arrangement of material on billboards that were posted through the com-
bined efforts of municipal, provincial and federal governments and also 
the RCMP. The billboards are located along the Highway of Tears and 
are updated on the basis of need and funding. For the purposes of this 
project, the published billboards visible between November 2015 and 
January 2016 were used. The reason the billboards were selected as ma-
terial for analysis was because they were highly visible and public pres-
entations of the province’s attitude towards hitchhiking as a contentious 
mode of mobility and were specifically designed as a provincial response 
to the large number of instances of missing and murdered Indigenous 
women along the Highway of Tears. The billboards were also chosen 
in that they were easily accessible and it was possible to get a sense of 
consistency in the province’s messaging across all of the published bill-
boards. The discourse analysis was qualitative and included an analysis 
of the word choice used in the headline, subsequent text and any names 
used on the signs. It also included a rudimentary visual discourse analy-
sis of the imagery used on the billboards and also a qualitative analysis 
of the overall tone of the messaging of the billboard. Key themes that 
were measured include specific naming of hitchhiking, how the audi-
ence was targeted, and how the signage presented missing and murdered 
Indigenous women. The content was then synthesized and arranged into 
major themes and narratives. Those findings will be presented in the sub-
sequent sections of this paper. 

billboard analySiS 

Two major billboards are present along the Highway of Tears that are 
government-funded (Images 1 and 2). The language of each billboard 
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was assessed independently and then later compared in an effort to trace 
similarities. The first billboard I analyzed for this paper is co-sponsored 
by the regional district of Kitimat-Stikine, the Gitxkan First Nation and 
the province of British Columbia (Image 1). This same billboard design 
was reproduced and is located at two points along the highway: Git-
wangak and Thornhill. At the time of research, there were three known 
copies of the same billboard along the highway. The second billboard 
that is covered in this paper is also co-sponsored by province of Brit-
ish Columbia, but in association with the Aboriginal Women’s Action 
Network. This billboard is positioned near Moricetown, a First Nation’s 
community near the regional centre of Smithers. The billboards ana-
lyzed were chosen because they were co-sponsored by the provincial 
government (a major institution of colonization) and First Nations com-
munities - depicting a negotiation of mobility between the settler state 
and First Nations.

Micro Analysis 

Using Fairclough’s method of critical discourse analysis, the text of the 
billboards was analyzed for a number of characteristics. The first level 
of analysis was whether the language was positive or negative. The lan-
guage in the first billboard is negative: “Aint worth the risk sister.” No 
imperative is used in the language on the first billboard, but in the second 
billboard, the imperative is used in the statement, “Girls don’t hitch-
hike.” The imperative case is important in that it makes a demand on 
behaviour or issues a command. In this case the demand on behaviour 
is “don’t hitchhike” and targets the behaviour of hitchhikers or would-
be hitchhikers (for more information on the imperative case, see Han 
1998). The language in both cases was also analyzed for particular word 
choices. What stood out on the first billboard was the decision to use 
“aint.” Other word choices that stuck out were the naming of the intend-
ed audience in both billboards: “Sister” in the first billboard and “Girls” 
in the second billboard. In the following section, a brief analysis of these 
word choices will be made. 

The images within the two billboards were also read as “text” as they 
greatly added to the meaning/discourse housed within the billboards. The 
images specifically referenced the numerous cases of disappearances 
and murders along the Highway of Tears. The first billboard used the 
imagery of a number of crosses along the highway and also ghosts sur-
rounding the hitchhiker to visually represent the deaths, while the second 
billboard blatantly showed the faces of missing and murdered women 
(Images 1 and 2). In both cases, the imagery connected death and loss to 
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the written/text based message of hitchhiking. The images are emotive 
in that they make reference to the grief and loss of the numerous cases 
of missing and murdered Indigenous women. The images are meant to 
illustrate the tragedy of the cases- the deaths of the women who have 
disappeared along the highway. The images are evocative and meant to 
make the viewer/consumer feel a sense of loss and sadness for the dis-
appearances. The multiple crosses in the first billboard and the multiple 
head shots in the second billboard both demonstrate the significant cases 
of violence that have been identified (Images 1 to 4). The painting in 
the first billboard uses an ethereal and cool colour palette without any 
strong, bright or cheerful tones (Images 1 and 3). This creates a sense of 
sadness and influences/shapes the tone of the billboard. The imagery of 
the painting is intentionally soft and hazy in an effort to pick up on how 
the deaths of these women remain somewhat obscured and forgotten. 
The images, in conjunction with the written text depict a powerful mes-
sage of the tragedy of the cases of violence along the Highway of Tears 
and demonstrate how there have been a significant number of disappear-
ances along the highway. 

Mezzo Analysis 

In terms of medium, both billboards are roughly the same size. The first 
billboard was reproduced twice and maybe again when other billboards 
are removed or more spots for billboards become available. The bill-
boards are positioned on the side of the highway, located near Thorn-
hill, Gitwangak and Moricetown, communities with large Indigen-
ous populations. The billboards use large fonts and in both examples, 
“hitchhike(ing)” is written in capital letters and presented at the top of 
the billboards. The use of billboards and the layout of the billboards (par-
ticularly the large font and the design elements used) indicate that this 
medium was used in order to target passengers of vehicles and drivers 
in addition to would-be hitchhikers. The signs are highly visible and as 
a result of the design choices, the message is understood, even when 
passed at highway speeds. 

Macro Analysis: Targeting Hitchhiking as a Contentious Mobility

A commonality across both billboards is the presence of caution/hazard 
signs. In the first billboard, the image of a hitchhiker’s thumb, with a line 
through it enclosed in a circle is reminiscent of a hazard label that would 
be found on a product or a traffic control sign (Image 1). In the second 
billboard, the image of a red caution sign, with the word “caution” in it, 
like the first sign, indicates a hazard that must be avoided. Hazard labels 
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put onus on consumers to prevent harm. The first billboard’s hazard sign 
is clearly targeting hitchhikers and the second billboard’s caution sign, 
positioned next to the phrase “Girls don’t hitchhike” indicates that hitch-
hiking is dangerous and must be avoided. Both billboards also specific-
ally name hitchhiking as a threat to the safety of women. The second 
billboard in particular targets hitchhiking with the second line of text 
“killer on the loose” beneath the text “girls don’t hitchhike” and the im-
ages of the missing and murdered women. This billboard content should 
be considered in light of the “willing victim” construction that is often 
applied to Indigenous women when they face violence (Razack 2015; 
Gilchrist 2010; Pratt 2005; and Culhane 2003). The billboard’s message 
positions hitchhiking as a dangerous choice made by Indigenous women. 
The placement of the elements and the language indicates “killer on the 
loose” is targeting women on the basis of whether or not they hitchhike 
and to hitchhike would therefore make “girls” likely targets. The refer-
ence to a singular “killer” is also interesting in this billboard in that it 
potentially obscures how there is a systemic issue of violence against 
Indigenous women, not a singular unknown assailant1. 

The contentious mobility of hitchhiking is the principle focus of 
these billboards. The message that these billboards present is that hitch-
hiking is bad and if a woman hitchhikes she is likely to be killed. The 
billboard designers are reacting to the prevalence of hitchhiking as a 
contentious mode of mobility and present the argument that choosing to 
hitchhike leads to being victimized. On the first billboard, the question 
of “Is it worth the risk?” and the subsequent response of “Aint worth the 
risk sister” contains a latent sense that there is a decision to hitchhike 
made strictly on the perceived riskiness of the behaviour. This connects 
to the racist/sexist accounts of “lifestyle choices” of Indigenous women 
highlighted by Comack and Balfour (2004). However, as presented in 
the literature review, there are numerous constraints on mobility, particu-
larly for Indigenous women, that leave options other than hitchhiking 
scarce. The billboards present an understanding of women hitchhiking 
as a decision based on a perceived and calculated risk and argues that 
the risk is far greater than women may realize and therefore hitchhiking 
must be avoided. As illustrated within the previous literature review, the 
non-conformity of Indigenous women with dominant frames of feminin-

1. The Robert Pickton case is the highest profile case of a prolific serial killer 
who targeted female sex trade workers and homeless women, the majority of 
whom were Indigenous. There have also been murders along the Highway 
of Tears attributed by a serial killer, incarcerated in the U.S. who is recently 
deceased. For more information on the Pickton case, see Garcia Del-Moral, 
2011; Culhane, 2003. 
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ity is exemplified within their use of hitchhiking as a contentious mobil-
ity (Gilchrist 2010; Razack 2015). 

The first billboard’s imagery of ghosts and crosses conjures the his-
tory of the highway’s numerous deaths and disappearances. Numbers of 
deaths and disappearances along the highway range significantly. The 
RCMP cites the official number of 18 confirmed cases while Indigenous 
communities and advocacy organizations suggest the number is closer to 
40 cases or more (Human Rights Watch 2013: 40). The imagery on the 
billboards indicates is that the number of murders and disappearances 
are considerable. The province’s message in these billboards uses the 
images of past deaths in order to control current modes of mobility. Fear 
and grief are deployed in order to prevent the contentious mobility of 
hitchhiking. 

As important to what is on these billboards is what was left off. For 
example, both billboards indicate the danger of hitchhiking and their 
argued causal link between hitchhiking and disappearance, but neither 
billboard offers any options for Indigenous women who may see the 
signs. No alternative form of mobility, no phone number for support or 
any suggestion for how Indigenous women can stay safe is offered or 
implied. The only message is don’t hitchhike, because hitchhiking is bad 
and dangerous. The billboards in both cases are speaking to Indigenous 
women and arguing that they must change their mobility/behaviour. The 
billboards insist on not using hitchhiking, but fall short of providing al-
ternatives or providing support for women who are in a position where 
hitchhiking is the only viable option. These billboards are the province’s 
front-line efforts to stop hitchhiking and based on the content, are specif-
ically targeting Indigenous women. 

MaCro analySiS findingS

Gender

In the written words and the imagery of both billboards, the message and 
the audience of the billboard are gendered. The painting of the female 
hitchhiker on the first billboard and the photographs of the missing and 
murdered women (Image 2) both demonstrate that these billboards are 
about and for women and not men. Billboard 1 uses the pronoun, “sister” 
to communicate with the audience to not only assign gender but in order 
to instill a sense of kinship or familial relation. Billboard 2 uses the pro-
noun, “girls.” Both sister and girls can be read as invoking a sense of pa-
ternalism/familial care. The billboards do not name women, but instead 
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name “girls”. Although the majority of the reported victims along the 
Highway of Tears were fairly young, there is a potentially paternalistic 
element to collectively referring to women and girls together as “girls”. 
This is important when analyzed in relation to the paternalism and in-
fantilization inherent to the colonial project in Canada (Razack 2002; 
Jiwani 2010). Agger illustrates how moving away from the language of 
“girls” to refer to women of a variety of ages and only use “girls” for 
very young females was a component of post-war feminist politics of 
naming (2004: 124). Although, perhaps the intention was to target very 
young women, the use of girls is also potentially patronizing. 

The targeting of female hitchhikers also can be read as holding an in-
visible/implied message that drivers and individuals who pick up female 
hitchhikers are male. This potential implied gender division between 
female hitchhiker and male driver further complicates the power imbal-
ance already found between driver and hitcher in hitchhiking mobility. 
As described earlier, interdependence is central to hitchhiking and is also 
a characteristic that makes it a form of contentious mobility. These bill-
boards, by gendering hitchhiking as a mode used by women who pick up 
rides from male drivers make the interdependence of the act of hitchhik-
ing a gendered power imbalance. The province’s inclusion of gender in 
these billboards fits into existing gender norms surrounding women’s de-
pendence on men. Although men are absent from the billboards, both as 
an audience and as the subjects of the boards, their absence demonstrates 
the gendered dimension of these billboards and further highlights how 
provincial responses to contentious mobility are themselves gendered.  

Race 

Compared to the blatant treatment of gender within these billboards, 
race is more slippery. The race of the hitchhikers can only be assumed 
through the skin tone used in the illustration on the first billboard (Image 
1) and in the perceived race that the audience determines for the women 
on the second billboard (Image 2). The first billboard’s painting of a 
woman with long straight dark hair and slightly darker skin tone does 
fit a certain conventional depiction of Indigenous women, and therefore 
is racially symbolic. This image captures a feminine and sympathetic 
representation of Indigenous women (LaRoque 1983; Grande 2004; Ra-
zack 2002). Along with the image, the language of “sister” may have 
raced elements to it. In the context of missing and murdered Indigenous 
women, “Stolen Sisters” and “Sisters in Spirit” are titles often used and 
associated with advocacy for the issue. By choosing the word “sister,” 
the billboard taps into this discourse and quietly racializes the message. 
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Sister also speaks to family and kinship, which linguistically produces a 
bridge from the victims depicted in the billboard and the intended audi-
ence of Indigenous female hitchhikers.2 

The second billboard, in using the actual images of known victims 
depicts how the women on the billboard are similar in their identity as 
Indigenous. Indigenous identity is complicated, diverse and should not 
be reduced to a monolith, but the Indigenous women’s group that co-
sponsored the second billboard with the province of British Columbia 
specifically selected women who have disappeared who are also iden-
tified as Indigenous (Image 2). Visually, the second billboard shows a 
relationship between race, mobility, gender and violence. The province’s 
billboards are depicting hitchhikers as the racialized Other. This char-
acterization demonstrates that it is Indigenous women’s mobility that 
is risky, not colonial and racist attitudes and social inequalities that fuel 
violence against Indigenous women. The province, by stigmatizing and 
racializing hitchhiking is able to respond to significant cases of colonial 
and gendered violence against Indigenous women without sharing any 
blame for the racism and social inequality that contributes to cases of 
missing and murdered Indigenous women along the Highway of Tears. 

Stigmatization 

There are a number of potentially problematic elements to the billboards 
that stigmatize hitchhiking, place responsibility on hitchhikers and pot-
entially demonize the hitchhikers themselves. One word choice that 
stood out in the first billboard was the word “Aint”. As slang, “aint” 
invokes potential class/education illusions, particularly in how “aint” is 
used to communicate specifically to hitchhikers. The use of “aint” was 
deliberate, in that “It’s not” would have worked just as well to com-
municate how hitchhiking is dangerous (Image 1). The question must 
be asked then of what work “aint” is doing in the overall message of the 
billboard. The analysis for this paper argues that “aint” reveals class and 
the word choice to use “aint” over other alternatives speaks to an effort 
to appeal to the perceived lower class status of hitchhikers. This implicit 
connection forged between hitchhiking and class stigmatizes hitchhik-
ing as a contentious mobility, by making it an exclusive mobility of the 
lower class. This further alienates hitchhikers, particularly in how there 
was a deliberate word choice in the billboard to use slang to communi-
cate to them. There are, of course, other potential readings of the word 
“aint” but it is important nonetheless to consider why the province would 

2. Although the majority of the missing and murdered women along the High-
way have been Indigenous, there have been non-Indigenous cases as well. 
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use slang. The goal of this language decision is to attract the audience, 
whether the intent was expressly lower class or not, and to establish a 
familiarity with the audience consuming the messages of the billboard. 

Along with the caution/hazard signs used in the presentation of 
hitchhiking, the imperative statement of “don’t hitchhike” in Billboard 
2 and the repeated word of “risk” in Billboard 1 stigmatizes hitchhiking 
as a bad/irresponsible behaviour (Images 1 and 2). As traffic or hazard 
signs are to be obeyed, the hazard/caution signs on the billboards dem-
onstrate that to hitchhike is to be disobedient to do something wrong. 
This stigmatization speaks to the larger issue of how contentious mobil-
ity is constrained by the province and the Canadian government more 
broadly and how the movement of Indigenous peoples in particular is 
deliberately targeted (Razack 2015). The macro level analysis positions 
these billboards within existing discourses and social norms surround-
ing gender, class and race. This analysis demonstrates that women who 
hitchhike are depicted in the province’s billboards as wrongdoers. The 
billboards, interlocking with existing social constructions of gender, race 
and class, depict Indigenous female hitchhikers as knowingly/willingly 
putting themselves in danger, which ignores the oppressions that often 
led to Indigenous women using hitchhiking and disregards how racism 
and sexism factor into the instances of violence against women on the 
Highway of Tears.

baCkground on the billboardS and Moving forWard 

Although there are elements within the billboards that reflect potentially 
problematic assumptions in regards to gender, race and contentious mo-
bility, this paper is not by any means attempting to downplay the signifi-
cance of the province seeking ways to raise awareness about violence 
against Indigenous women along the Highway of Tears. The highway, 
as indicated at the beginning of this paper, has several characteristics 
that not only make hitchhiking a common occurrence, they also make 
patrolling the highway, monitoring usage of the highway and attempting 
to contact hitchhikers difficult. Efforts to prevent violence against In-
digenous women are necessary and the billboards are a potentially useful 
method for the province to combat violence. However, this good inten-
tion does not render the billboards neutral or innocent of engaging in 
racial and gendered stereotypes of hitchhiking as a contentious mobility. 

The billboards analyzed within this paper were in fact the product of a 
recommendation that resulted from the Missing and Murdered Women’s 
Symposium of 2006. They were first published in late 2006 (Missing and 
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Murdered Women’s Symposium Report 2006). Recommendation nine of 
the symposium’s report clearly states. “[t]hat a number of billboards, and 
many more posters, be placed at strategic locations along the Highway 
16 corridor between Prince George and Prince Rupert, British Colum-
bia” (2006: 23). What is notable about this recommendation follows in 
the more detailed summary of the recommendation. The report recom-
mends: “carefully designed billboards will be used to generate traveling 
public awareness on the issue of the murdered and missing women, and 
also contain a 1-800 number for the public to call in tips, potential leads, 
or even cell phone call in the location of any female hitchhiker they 
encounter” (2006: 23). The recommendation calls on the creation of bill-
boards that target “travelling public” and include a phone number to gain 
information, where as the resulting billboards instead targeted Indigen-
ous women and lacked any alternatives or strategies for keeping women 
safe, other than avoiding hitchhiking. Again, this paper is not dismissing 
these billboards as potentially useful and containing excellent intentions, 
but the billboards do not reflect the recommendations produced in part-
nership with Indigenous peoples and advocates and demonstrate how 
gender, race and class shape the perception of hitchhiking as a conten-
tious mobility. 

Through an analysis of their content this paper demonstrates that 
there are potentially problematic messages being communicated in re-
gards to Indigenous women who hitchhike in provincial sponsored bill-
boards along the Highway of Tears. Moving forward, more research 
must be done in order to realize how Indigenous women who hitchhike 
are responding to/ impacted by this messaging and how they view these 
signs. As a vital but stigmatized mode of mobility, further research is 
needed to understand how Indigenous women engage in hitchhiking 
and how the frequent cases of violence impact their own perceptions of 
safety and mobility along the Highway. 

I do not suggest that the correct course of action would be to take 
down these billboards and stop this attempt at keeping women safe. In-
stead, moving forward I suggest that the future publications of billboards 
must stay true to the recommendations from the missing women’s sym-
posium, with a focus on using the billboards to gain awareness and pro-
vide hitchhikers with highly visible safety resources. 

ConCluSion

Hitchhiking, as a discourse analysis of the billboards along the Highway 
of Tears demonstrates, is depicted as dangerous behaviour that should 
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be completely avoided. Under no circumstance do these billboards sug-
gest that hitchhiking is acceptable and the implicit messaging of the 
billboards is that hitchhiking causes women to be victimized. What is 
absent from these billboards is any consideration for the socio-economic 
reasons for hitchhiking and any possible redeeming features of hitchhik-
ing. Furthermore, the discourse analysis reveals that women who hitch-
hike are always and already at least partially to blame for any violence 
they encounter along the highway. The billboards warn that a serial killer 
is bound to pick-up any hitchhiker and that the only way to avoid be-
ing murdered is to not hitchhike. This messaging and stigmatization of 
hitchhiking obfuscates the lasting impacts of colonialism on Indigenous 
women’s mobility. Furthermore, these billboards and their anti-hitchhik-
ing messaging fit into a broader narrative of the government’s attempts 
to regulate, constrain and police the mobility of Indigenous peoples. The 
discourse analysis completed for this paper illustrated problematic racial 
and gender elements within the billboards that further subordinate the 
status of Indigenous women who hitchhike, rendering them social out-
siders and deviants.   

Hitchhiking falls outside of the privileged mode of automobility 
and is largely opposed by the province as dangerous. As a result, this 
paper presents hitchhiking as a contentious form of mobility, but a com-
mon form of mobility nonetheless. The characteristics of the Highway 
of Tears and the socio-economic features of Northwestern British Col-
umbia impact what modes of mobility are accessible and used by some 
Indigenous women. A simple condemnation of hitchhiking as dangerous 
and therefore bad is a Band-Aid solution at best. Use of the contentious 
mobility of hitchhiking and also the subsequent responses of the prov-
ince to hitchhiking are deeply rooted in colonization and its inherent 
constraints on Indigenous mobility. Indigenous women who hitchhike, 
both while engaging in this contentious mode of mobility and in the 
representations of hitchhiking featured in the province’s billboards are 
locked into complex intersections of race, gender, space and mobility. 
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appendix 1: billboard iMageS

Image	  1:	  Billboard	  1	  	  

	  
	  
Photograph	  credit:	  Public	  Domain	  Image	  Accessed	  via:	  
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tiredofit/4589464887credited	  to	  photographer	  
David	  Conroy	  	  
	  
	  

Image	  2:	  Billboard	  2	  	  
	  

	  
	  
Photograph	  credit:	  Steve	  Bosch,	  Vancouver	  Sun.	  	  Available	  online	  at	  
http://www.vancouversun.com/Film+shines+light+forgotten+Highway+Tears+wo
men/10842712/story.html?__lsa=e88a-‐c212	  	  
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Image	  3:	  Detail	  on	  Billboard	  1	  	  
	  

	  
	  
Photograph	  Credit:	  http://outlawsandoutcasts.blogspot.ca/2012/11/highway-‐of-‐
tears-‐tv.html	  Bob	  Friel,	  2012.	  	  	  
	  
	  

	  
Image	  4:	  Detail	  on	  Billboard	  2	  
	  

	  
	  
Photograph	  Credit:	  http://www.outsideonline.com/1900566/vanishing	  Bob	  Friel,	  
2012.	  	  	  
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appendix 2: Map of the highWay of tearS (highWay 16) and 
loCation of billboardS

	  
	  
Map	  Credit:	  Human	  Rights	  Watch,	  2013.	  	  N.B.	  Billboards	  located	  at	  Thornhill	  
(overlapping	  with	  where	  Terrace	  is	  indicated	  on	  this	  map),	  Moricetown	  and	  
Gitwangak	  (81	  kilometers	  East	  of	  Moricetown,	  too	  small	  to	  be	  indicated	  on	  this	  
map)	  	  
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appendix 3: Map of the highWay of tearS (highWay 16)

	  
	  
Photo	  Credit:	  Google	  Maps,	  2016	  “Highway	  of	  Tears”	  
https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=zLD5QMA14wWw.kK_POvwvqrfw&hl=en	  	  
N.B.	  Points	  on	  the	  map	  indicate	  investigated	  disappearances	  and	  their	  location.	  	  	  
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